The Long Winter
A Silvania Story — SY 4529, Late Winter
~ I ~
Jukrit noticed it first in small things, which was how he noticed most things.
Nesori had always been economical with her presence — she appeared when she chose to, engaged fully when she did, and retreated to the catwalk and the platform in the whisperwood when she needed the elevation and the distance. This was simply who she was, and the household had learned to read it as temperament rather than difficulty. But late winter had brought something different: a quality of stillness in her that was not chosen withdrawal but something closer to weight. She stood on the platform for longer periods, looking not at the neighborhood below but at the sky above, in the direction that had no significance on Silvania but would have meant something specific from another planet entirely.
He mentioned it to Raskon carefully, not wanting to speak for Nesori but not wanting to leave Raskon without the observation either.
Raskon was quiet for a moment. "The Long Winter," he said.
"What is that?"
"On Cygnus Prime." Raskon looked at his hands. "Every century, the homeworld goes through a year-long winter. The whole planet. It's — significant. Culturally, ecologically. The Iskret have built their calendar around it for as long as there have been records." He paused. "One is coming. Within the next few years. Nesori grew up knowing it was approaching. It was supposed to be — something she experienced at home."
Jukrit sat with this. "And instead she's here."
"Instead she's here," Raskon agreed. "Which she chose. Which she doesn't regret." He looked up. "And which costs something anyway."
~ II ~
The letter from Tane arrived the following week, which Jukrit later thought was either very good timing or very poor, depending on how you weighted the disruption against the usefulness.
It was a substantial letter — several pages, in a hand that was clearly related to Banari's but larger and less economical, as if the writer had more space available and saw no reason not to use it. Tane had heard about the journal from Banari, who had written to him after her visit. He had his own memories of their mother's garden, he said — he had been old enough before the family left the property to have learned some of what Mowla knew, and there were things in his memory that might complement what was in the journal. He would like, if it was convenient and if the healer who now lived there was amenable, to visit and compare notes.
He mentioned, near the end of the letter, that he was writing from some distance — he and Banari both lived far from Riverside Market, and travel would require planning. He asked if spring would suit.
Jukrit wrote back the same day to say that spring would suit very well, and that the household looked forward to meeting him.
Then he described Tane to Noraxia from the letter's details: Bakiswi otterfolk from the upper torso, equine from the lower — a taur configuration, like his mother Mowla, though built from different constituent parts. The cheetah upper half had gone to Banari. The equine lower half had been distributed otherwise.
"He'll need the yard," Noraxia said practically. "Not the kitchen."
"Yes," Jukrit said. "I thought the same."
~ III ~
He approached Nesori on a cold afternoon, finding her on the catwalk rather than the platform — the catwalk between the whisperwood and the barn, where the barn's warmth rose through the boards and made it more habitable in winter. She was standing at the railing, her breath misting, looking at the sky in the direction that meant Cygnus Prime.
He stood beside her without preamble. She knew he was there.
"Raskon told me about the Long Winter," he said.
A pause. "I told him he could."
"I'm sorry you're not there for it."
She was quiet for a moment. "I chose to be here," she said. "That is not the same as not minding."
"No," he agreed. "It isn't."
Below them in the barn he could hear the ghevals moving — Kalina's heavy deliberate footsteps, Bren's lighter ones, and underneath both the quick particular sound of Chenara, who had been spending increasing amounts of time in the barn on afternoons when Raskon brought Darit over. The courtship had reached the stage of proximity maintained across shrinking distances, which Jukrit had been observing with the professional interest of a healer who knew what the signs meant and the personal warmth of someone who found Chenara's directness, in all its forms, difficult not to be glad about.
"What is it like?" he asked Nesori. "The Long Winter."
She thought for a moment — not searching for words but deciding how many to use. "The light changes first," she said. "The lesser sun is further, and what remains is very clear. Very blue. The Iskret do not hibernate, but the Long Winter is when the deep things happen — decisions made, alliances formed, offspring born. It is when the world slows enough to see itself clearly." She paused. "I was supposed to be married in a Long Winter. My mother arranged it that way deliberately."
"And instead you were married in an ordinary autumn on Pansilva."
"An ordinary autumn on Pansilva," she repeated. She looked at the sky. "Raskon says the light here in late winter is not entirely unlike it. The angle of it. He noticed because he knew I was looking for it."
Jukrit looked at the pale late-winter sky above the whisperwood. He tried to see it as she was seeing it — as an approximation, a thing that was not the thing but contained a trace of it. He was not certain he succeeded. But he thought he understood the attempt.
"Spring will bring a visitor," he said. "Banari's brother Tane. He has memories of their mother's garden. I thought perhaps — if you were interested — his account of this property's history might be worth hearing. There's a kind of knowledge in it about the way things persist across time."
Nesori looked at him. The assessment was brief and direct in the way her assessments always were. "You are suggesting this will help," she said.
"I'm suggesting it might be interesting," he said. "Which sometimes helps and sometimes doesn't."
A long pause. Below them, from the barn, came a sound that was Chenara — a small particular sound Jukrit had not heard her make before, something between a greeting and a question. Darit's visit must have begun.
Something in Nesori's expression moved toward the almost-humor she sometimes allowed herself. "Your barn is conducting a courtship," she observed.
"It is," Jukrit agreed.
"How long?"
"Since autumn. But it's become — more specific — in the last few weeks."
Nesori nodded slowly. Something about this seemed to settle something in her, in the quiet way that unexpected things sometimes did. She looked at the sky once more and then turned from the railing.
"Tell me about the journal," she said. "I haven't heard the whole of it."
They went inside.
~ IV ~
Tane arrived in early spring on a hired transport, which was the practical solution for a taur of his dimensions traveling a significant distance. He was larger than Jukrit had imagined from the letter — the equine lower half was that of a broad-built draft breed rather than anything lighter, and the Bakiswi otter upper half sat above it with the easy uprightness of someone entirely comfortable in a configuration that combined two entirely different bodies into one. His fur was the warm brown of his father Branjo's lineage, and he had Banari's eyes — the same slightly tilted quality, observant, taking their time.
He brought the transport to the yard gate and looked at the property with the same quality Banari had brought to her first look, which Jukrit supposed was simply a family characteristic: the deliberate receiving of a place before entering it.
"You must be the healer," Tane said, from the transport's open side. His voice had the register of someone accustomed to projecting across outdoor space.
"Jukrit. Yes. Welcome."
Tane descended from the transport with the practiced ease of a large creature who has learned exactly how much clearance he needs. He stood in the yard and was, simply, very present — the way large animals were present, filling the space around them with the fact of their size without making it a statement. He looked at the whisperwood. At the catwalk. At the barn.
"The pig enclosures were there," he said, gesturing toward the far end of the yard. "And the horse paddock ran along that fence line to the east. Mother's garden was south." He looked at Jukrit. "She knew you'd have the south fence. She always said the south light was best for what she grew."
"Did she," Jukrit said.
"She had opinions about light," Tane said. "About most things, actually. But especially light."
~ V ~
Tane was a different kind of visitor from Banari — where she had moved through the property quietly, gathering what she needed, Tane was expansive, interested in everything, full of questions about the household that he asked directly and without apparent concern for whether they were intrusive. He was not unkind about it; the questions came from genuine curiosity rather than nosiness. He had simply inherited whatever quality made Mowla fill in every available space with attention.
He was, Noraxia told Jukrit privately, very much like Banari in the ways that mattered and very little like her in the ways that were immediately obvious.
"She got the otter's stillness," Jukrit said. "He got the otter's curiosity."
"And neither of them got the taur configuration the same way," Noraxia said. "She's all soft hybrid. He's all centaur."
"Mowla was a cheetah taur," Jukrit said. "He's an otter taur. The equine half recurred."
"Inheritance," Noraxia said, "is not tidy."
"No," he agreed. "It isn't."
Tassa, who had been listening to this conversation from the floor in dragon form, looked at Tane through the kitchen window with the focused interest she reserved for things that were new and structurally interesting. Tane was outside in the yard with the journal, which Jukrit had brought to him, reading it with the careful attention of someone checking memory against record. He had already corrected two of Jukrit's plant identifications and supplied the proper name for one that Mowla had listed only by a nickname the family used. He had also, without being asked, begun sketching in the journal's margins — not overwriting anything, but adding details in a hand that was different enough from Mowla's to be clearly distinct, expanding her drawings with observations of how the plants looked now, decades on, gone feral and crossed with local varieties.
Jukrit watched him do this from the kitchen window and felt something he recognized as gratitude of the specific kind — not for a gift, but for someone understanding without being told what the gift required.
~ VI ~
Nesori came down from the catwalk on the second afternoon of Tane's visit, which Jukrit noted without commenting on.
She had not come down for Banari — had observed the earlier visit from above with the watchful reserve she brought to most things outside the immediate household. But something about Tane's presence in the yard, or perhaps about the particular afternoon light, or perhaps simply about the accumulation of the winter's long weight finally lifting toward something, had changed the calculation.
Tane received her with the directness he brought to everything and none of the awkwardness that a first meeting between an Iskret and an Iskret-adjacent situation might have produced in a less adaptable creature. He simply looked at her with his mother's observant eyes and said: "Raskon's."
"Yes," Nesori said.
"He wrote about you. Before he knew it was going to work out." Tane said this with the matter-of-factness of someone delivering factual information. "He was uncertain. He seemed — lighter than I expected, in the letters after."
Nesori was quiet for a moment. "He is lighter," she said. "Than he was."
"The Long Winter," Tane said. Unexpectedly, not as a question.
Nesori looked at him. "You know about it."
"I've corresponded with Iskret researchers," he said. "For the journal — some of what my mother grew has applications for cold-climate herbivores, and the Long Winter research community has been interested." He looked at the sky, and the gesture was so similar to what Jukrit had seen from Nesori on the catwalk that it stopped him. "It must be strange to be away from home when it's coming."
"It is," Nesori said. Simply, without armor.
"My sister felt that way too," Tane said. "When she first moved away from the property. She said it took her a long time to stop expecting to see the pig enclosures when she looked east." He looked at Nesori. "She still does, sometimes. She told me. And she's been away for thirty years."
Nesori absorbed this in silence.
"That is not a comforting thought," she said finally.
"No," Tane agreed cheerfully. "But it's an honest one. I find honest ones more useful in the long run, even when they're not comfortable."
Nesori looked at him for a long moment. Then she sat down on the yard bench — the first time, Jukrit realized, she had sat in the open yard rather than on the catwalk — and said: "Tell me about the Long Winter research. What do they need from the garden?"
Tane told her. They talked for two hours. Jukrit brought tea and left it and did not interrupt.
~ VII ~
The courtship in the barn had reached a new stage while all of this was happening, which was perhaps simply the nature of things in this household — the significant and the quotidian proceeding in parallel, neither pausing for the other.
Chenara had begun grooming Darit.
It had started, Jukrit gathered from Noraxia who had seen the beginning of it, as an apparently accidental contact — Chenara moving past Darit in the barn's close quarters, her neck brushing his, not quite stopping. Then stopping, briefly. Then the second day, a more deliberate pause. By the third day it was unambiguous: Chenara at Darit's shoulder, working through his mane with the focused attention she gave to things she had decided were hers to attend to.
Darit stood for it with the stillness of a gheval who has decided something is acceptable and intends to make that clear by not moving.
Bren, who had been Chenara's primary attachment since birth, observed this development from the other side of the barn with an expression that Jukrit could only read as philosophical. Kalina stood nearby with her customary serenity. Whatever the barn's social geometry was becoming, both of them appeared to find it within acceptable parameters.
Raskon noticed. He said nothing directly, but he began timing Darit's visits with slightly more precision — arriving when Chenara was likely to be in the barn, staying longer than before. It was the behavior of someone who had decided to facilitate something without making it obvious that he was facilitating it, which was very Raskon.
"She has until autumn," Noraxia said one evening, meaning Chenara's female phase.
"A lot can happen in a spring and summer," Jukrit said.
"Yes," she said. "It can."
~ VIII ~
Tane left at the end of the week, his transport loaded with copies of the journal pages he had annotated and a collection of dried specimens from the south fence garden that he intended to share with the Long Winter research network. He had not taken anything original — had been scrupulous about this, asking permission for each copy, leaving the journal itself exactly as he had found it plus his own marginal additions.
At the gate he turned, as Banari had turned, and looked at the property.
"She would have been glad," he said. "My mother. That it's a healer's house."
"Your sister said the same," Jukrit said.
"We say the same things," Tane said. "In different ways." He looked at the catwalk, where Nesori was visible at the railing — not looking at the sky this time, but down at the yard, at Tane's departure. "She came down," he said.
"Yes," Jukrit said.
"Good," Tane said. The word carried the same simple weight it had carried when Vethran used it, meeting Jukrit for the first time in the Kigorith survey camp. As if good was sufficient, and was.
He boarded the transport and moved off down the road, the broad equine lower half of him carrying the otter upper half with the ease of a body that had made its peace with its own configuration long ago. Jukrit watched until the transport was out of sight.
He looked up at the catwalk.
Nesori was still there. She was looking at the road where Tane had gone, with an expression that was not the sky-watching expression — something different, something that had more of the present in it and less of the elsewhere.
The whisperwood above her was beginning, just at the very tips of the highest branches, to show the first faint suggestion of what would be leaves. Not yet. But coming.
Jukrit went back inside to read more of the journal, and the late winter light came through the kitchen window at the angle Mowla had always said was best, and somewhere in the barn Chenara was grooming a gheval who was not moving away, and the season was, incrementally and then all at once, beginning to turn.
— End of Episode —
