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      Rose

      

      The townspeople approached with wary steps, their curiosity tinged with a reluctance to trust anyone born beyond the boundaries of the valley. Rose was no stranger to the varied receptions that came with life on the road, having spent her entire existence drifting from one place to another. She knew well how trust could swing both ways, and in this town, tucked deep in a steep and treacherous valley, the locals held the upper hand. The landscape itself discouraged fast getaways—something Rose silently noted, though she kept her concerns to herself.

      The Gypsy Fair didn’t lingered long in one place, yet setting up camp for even a night in unknown territory always carried risks that not everyone had the caution to consider.

      She felt it the moment they crossed the border—a disquieting pulse in the air, an unsettling sense that something was off. She’d insisted they take the left fork at the crossroads, certain it was the safer route, but Ladi, the self-proclaimed psychic, overruled her. Ladi assured everyone that turning right would lead to fortune and ease. Rose remained unconvinced.

      Ladi’s powers had never impressed her; she suspected the woman’s influence had less to do with genuine foresight and more with seductive charms. Now, standing in the heart of what Rose still considered a predicament, she could see how misplaced that trust had been.

      Despite the fair’s usual vibrancy—brightly colored scarves fluttering in the breeze, the music of guitars filling the air, and dancers weaving gracefully between tents—there was something missing. The crowd, though curious, was subdued. Morbid hesitance clung to the onlookers, their eyes dull with suspicion rather than sparkling with delight. Most telling of all, there were no children darting through the fairgrounds, their laughter absent from the usual cheerful clamor. It was too quiet. The atmosphere felt lifeless, heavy, as if some unseen force had drained the place of its spirit.

      Rose stepped out of her tent, drawn by the need to better understand the strange stillness that settled over the fair. She scanned the scene—dancers flirted with both men and women, their movements fluid and graceful; musicians strummed lively tunes, though no one seemed particularly eager to join in. To some, it might appear as though the fair was proceeding as usual, but Rose’s instincts told her otherwise. There was a bleakness here that seeped into her bones, leaving her lightheaded and uneasy.

      That was when she noticed him. He stood out immediately—a tall, dark-haired man with a chiseled jaw and an air of confidence that bordered on arrogance. His handsomeness was almost too perfect, like something out of a storybook, and yet there was an edge to him, a glint of mischief in his eyes that suggested he was more than just a pretty face. He wasn’t the type of man Rose usually found herself drawn to; she preferred those who were a little rough around the edges, with a less polished appearance. Yet, there was something about him that stirred a spark within her, an untimely charm she found difficult to resist.

      Men like him, she had encountered before—those who came in one of two forms: cruel or curious. Both were dangerous in their own ways. His clothes were fine, tailored to perfection, marking him as a gentleman of the town, but Rose was not so easily swayed by appearances. The curious ones often searched every stall and scrutinized each trinket before committing to a purchase. The cruel ones sized up the sellers, weighing how best to leave a lasting mark, and not in the form of coins.

      She watched as he moved through the fair, conversing with ease, examining the goods on display with the practiced eye of someone who was not easily impressed. From what she could see, he had yet to buy anything. Not that she was surprised—the curious always sought to uncover every secret before deciding on the prize.

      As he neared her tent, Rose slipped back inside, letting the draped entrance fall shut behind her. She busied herself with her mortar and pestle, grinding chamomile, lavender, and valerian root into a fine powder. A blend for sleep, a common remedy requested by the town’s women, whether to calm restless nights or to quiet a frisky husband.

      She sensed him before he spoke, the air shifting slightly as he approached. “Ah, I was hoping there would be one of you here,” he said, his voice warm and rich, with an accent that hinted at a life of luxury.

      Rose looked up, arching an eyebrow as she met his gaze. “One of me?” she echoed, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips.

      “A healer, an herb-blender, a—witchy type,” he replied, rattling off possibilities with an almost careless ease, none of which quite fit her. A frown creased his brow, as if thinking required more effort than he deemed she was worth. “Pardon my ignorance. What do you call this?” He gestured toward the mortar and pestle she had been working with.

      “And here I thought a learned gentleman such as yourself would be well-versed in more than just fancy attire,” Rose said, her tone sharp with underlying irritation. “Perhaps ignorance is mine.”

      He merely scoffed, seemingly unfazed by her rebuke.

      “This,” she said, holding up the heavy stone bowl, “is a blend to aid with sleep.” She set it back down with a quiet thud. “And this,” she gestured to the array of herbs lined in neat glass jars, “is my apothecary. As for me,” she added, folding her arms across her chest, “I’m as pure a gypsy as you’ll find—not a drop of witch’s blood runs in my veins. If that’s what you’re after, you’re in the wrong place.”

      “Steady on,” he replied, raising his hands as if to placate her. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Honestly, I don’t care what you are.”

      “Well, I do,” Rose retorted, though she had nothing against witches herself. In fact, she held quite the opposite opinion. But most did not share her views.

      “Fair enough. I heard you the first time.” His tone softened as his gaze shifted from challenging to something closer to desperation. “It’s not what you can do for me, as such. My niece... she’s terribly ill. She can’t even sit up, let alone get out of bed. She’s getting weaker by the hour.”

      “How long has she been like this?” Rose asked, a knot tightening in her stomach.

      “Two days,” he answered, the words edged with hesitation. “Nothing the doctors have tried has made a difference. If she doesn’t improve soon, I’m afraid she won’t make it through the night.”

      Rose felt a chill crawl up her spine. “How old is she?”

      “Four,” he said, and the mask of indifference he had worn slipped away, revealing a man grappling with helplessness.

      Setting the mortar aside, Rose gathered a selection of herbs, instinct guiding her hands as she placed them in a woven basket and covered them with a cloth. “Take me to her,” she said, her voice steady despite the unease that gripped her.
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      Rose

      

      There was no mistaking the cause for concern. The child lay motionless, her face ashen and hollow, skin stretched tight over fragile bones. She didn’t stir when they entered the room, nor did she give any sign of awareness throughout their visit. Her breaths were faint, shallow, as though each one might be her last.

      “What’s her name?” Rose kept her voice low, not wanting to startle the girl, though she doubted Lucy was even aware of their presence.

      “Lucy,” he replied, drawing in a sharp breath. “And I’m Noah.”

      The admission struck her like a jolt, a reminder of her own harsh judgments since their first encounter. She hadn’t even bothered to ask his name—though, to be fair, he hadn’t asked for hers either.

      “I’m—” she began, but he cut her off.

      “Gypsy Rose.”

      She glanced up, surprised by the familiarity in his tone. His gaze met hers, steady and unreadable, as if weighing something unspoken between them.

      “The cards in your apothecary,” he explained, a hint of sarcasm creeping into his voice as he repeated the term she’d given him back at the fair. There had been something in his careless use of words that had sparked her initial disdain, a reminder of the labels people used without a second thought. But whatever annoyance she felt paled beside the urgency of Lucy’s condition. Her irritation seemed trivial now, with the girl lying there on the brink.

      “Where are her parents?” Rose asked, glancing back toward the door. For a child this ill to be left unattended struck her as neglectful at best. As if summoned by her question, the door swung open, and a young couple entered the room, their expressions tense and wary. They seemed younger than Rose expected, their faces etched with fatigue and barely concealed panic. The look in their eyes made it clear that Noah hadn’t consulted them before bringing her here.

      “Noah.” The man’s voice was sharp, cutting through the air like a blade. His disapproving gaze settled on Noah, who straightened up and squared his shoulders, meeting the reprimand with defiance.

      “What have you done?” The woman’s whisper echoed in the tense silence, her voice trembling with a mixture of fear and disbelief.

      “You’ve damned us all by bringing her here,” the man continued, his eyes raking over Rose from head to toe, taking in her appearance with open disdain. His judgment was swift, based on nothing more than the clothes she wore and the life she led.

      “She’s not what you think,” Noah said, his voice steady but edged with determination. “Rose works with natural medicine—herbal remedies. It’s an option we haven’t tried yet.” He glanced at her, as if seeking her silent approval before continuing. “She’s a pure gypsy, not a witch,” he added, the words hanging in the air like a fragile lifeline, as though his reassurance alone could dispel the suspicion in his brother’s eyes.

      “That’s what she claims,” the man sneered, his words laced with venom. “Gypsy this week, healer the next—no matter what she calls herself, she’s a witch at heart.”

      Noah’s jaw tightened. “What does it matter what title she uses if she can save Lucy?” His voice rose, challenging the authority of the room, a fierce protector willing to fight against fear and ignorance if it meant giving the child a chance.

      The tension thickened, filling the cramped space with hostility. Words flew back and forth like daggers, each accusation cutting deeper than the last. Yet amidst the escalating voices, little Lucy remained oblivious, her small body limp, her eyelids closed without the slightest flutter. She seemed to be drifting further from this world, slipping beyond their reach.

      Rose stepped closer to the bedside, her hand hovering over the girl’s forehead, sensing the fever that had drained the life from her. The child was fading fast. Rose knew she could offer little more than comfort now, a sedative to ease her suffering as she took her last breaths. Her heart ached with the weight of helplessness; the only mercy left was to give Lucy some peace in her final hours.

      “Quiet,” she commanded, her voice firm and unyielding, cutting through the bickering like a knife. “If you truly want to help this child, then step aside and let me do what I can. Or keep arguing, and watch her slip away.”

      The room fell silent, and all eyes turned toward her, a mixture of desperation and doubt etched into every face. Rose drew a deep breath, bracing herself. Time was running out, and whatever lay beyond the doorway—suspicion, anger, or even death—would have to wait. Right now, all that mattered was Lucy.

      In the few moments she’d spent in this room, Rose's heart had already begun to ache for the child slipping away before her eyes. Her father and uncle continued to argue, voices raised and tense, while Lucy lay there, barely clinging to life.

      “You expect me to trust my daughter’s life to a gypsy you found at a fair?” The father's voice dripped with disdain. “There’s a reason you don’t have children of your own—”

      If not for the desperate state of the child, Rose would have left right then, basket in hand. How dare he judge her when it was Noah who had sought her help? But she remained silent, letting the bite of his words wash over her without reaction.

      “That may very well be true,” Noah said, his voice straining to stay calm. “But perhaps you should remember why you do have a child—a very sick one at that.” He raked a hand through his hair and turned away from his brother, his shoulders slumping in a rare moment of defeat. “There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for her, and you know it.” His gaze drifted out the window, staring at the Gypsy Fair in the distance as though searching for answers in the colorful tents.

      “The curse took hold when the witches came to town,” his brother spat, “parking their wagons on our soil. I damn well know why my daughter is so deathly ill.”

      Grief was no excuse for such ignorance, nor did it give him the right to cast judgment on her and her people. His mind was made up, his opinions hardened like stone, no matter what she said or did. She owed him nothing, but it was Lucy who mattered now, not her pride.

      Rose knelt beside the child, opening her basket and retrieving the herbs she’d need. Her hands moved swiftly, guided by both instinct and years of practice. She began by crushing cowslip root, the gentlest pain reliever she had that could still offer some relief to one so small. Then she added lavender, rosemary, sage, and mint—an ancient blend meant to protect against illness. Rose could almost feel the sickness pulsing through Lucy’s veins, weakening her with each shallow breath.

      Mugwort and rue wouldn’t have been her first choice for a child this young, but they offered the best chance of bringing her back from the brink. As she ground the herbs, she poured every ounce of her intent and goodwill into the mixture, willing it to have the strength Lucy would need.

      The room was silent as she worked. She didn’t know if the others were watching her, nor did she care. Her entire focus was on Lucy. In that moment, nothing else existed—no angry father, no skeptical looks, just the hope that she could make a difference.

      She finished the blend quickly, transferring the powdered herbs into a glass jar and sealing it with a cork. Rising, she turned to Lucy’s mother, meeting her eyes. “Two teaspoons in a cup of warm water,” Rose instructed, her voice firm and calm. “Stir until it dissolves. She needs to drink all of it. It’s sweet, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to coax her.”

      The father scoffed, not missing an opportunity to humiliate. “Are you blind or just an idiot? She’s barely conscious.”

      Rose’s patience snapped. “Ever heard of an infant’s bottle?” she shot back, her tone sharp with frustration. “She’ll suckle for comfort, even if she’s weak. Mark my words, she’ll manage.”

      Turning her attention back to Lucy’s mother, Rose softened her voice, trying to reach past the woman’s hesitation. “I don’t know exactly what’s wrong with her, but this is the best I can offer. I hope it helps.” She took the woman’s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze before pressing the bottle into her palm. “Remember—two teaspoons of powder to one cup of warm water.”

      Lucy’s mother nodded, her movements stiff and automatic, like a marionette guided by an unseen hand.

      “I’ll see myself out,” Rose murmured, gathering her belongings. Without another word, she left the room, her footsteps echoing softly down the corridor.
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      Noah

      

      “What the hell are you playing at, bringing her here in broad daylight?” Marshall's eyes darkened, matching his tone.

      “Was I supposed to wait until Lucy took her last breath before seeking help?” Noah snapped, swatting the air dismissively as he turned his back on his brother. “You know as well as I do, the doctor’s remedies are useless. She has a better chance with the herbs, brewed by a Gypsy, no less.” In truth, Rose didn’t look like a witch, too young, too beautiful, but there was no denying the magic in her hands, the kind that even a crone would envy.

      “That wasn’t your call to make.” Marshall grabbed his arm, yanking him back to face him. “That witch is as good as dead no matter what happens. You know that as well as I do.” He shook his head and shoved Noah away, his gaze sharp and probing. “Or have you already forgotten the blood on your hands?”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” Noah shrugged his jacket back into place, feeling the throb where Marshall’s fingers had dug in, leaving an ache that wouldn’t bruise but served as a reminder of his brother’s power, and the consequences of crossing him. “I’ll deal with the Gypsies.”

      “See that you do.” Marshall’s tone softened slightly as he glanced at his wife. “In the meantime, Claire, follow the witch’s instructions. Lucy will recover.”

      Without a word, Claire left the room, her steps small and hesitant. More a mouse in the presence of an elephant than a wife in an equal partnership. Noah had always hoped for a wife who could stand beside him, not someone who bowed to a man’s will, as Claire did to Marshall’s. But his brother preferred it that way—control seeping into every bone.

      “I suggest you take care of—” Marshall waved a hand dismissively toward the fair visible outside the window, “—that, and the witch, sooner rather than later. The moment Mayor Krimby sees Lucy up and about, he’ll come knocking. Given our history, I’m not taking the fall for this. I’ll point the finger at her the second he pounds on our door.”

      Noah felt no threat in his words, only a grim warning he couldn’t entirely fault him for. “I’ll gladly swing from the rafters if it means Lucy lives,” he replied. “Point the finger wherever you need, as long as she’s kept safe.” He’d heard enough. Rose hadn’t asked to be dragged into their troubles, and if there was a way to protect her from the fallout, he would find it. History might not be in his favor, but he would not let Lucy pay for their mothers' sins.

      As he made his way out, he passed Claire in the hallway. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her steps uncertain. “Even if she resists, make sure Lucy drinks as much fluid as you can get her to swallow,” he said softly, keeping his voice low so Marshall wouldn’t overhear. “It’s the best chance she has.”

      Claire’s brow furrowed. “How often should I give her a new dose?”

      “The moment she finishes the last sip, start again. We’re running out of time.” He met her gaze, the urgency clear in his eyes.

      Tears welled up in her own. “I know this has caused trouble for you, but I can’t thank you enough.”

      Noah gave a faint smile, though his heart weighed heavy. If Rose’s efforts saved Lucy, then all the risk and defiance would be worth it. And if not… he’d do whatever it took to shield her from the consequences.
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      Rose

      

      The urge to flee had never been stronger than the moment Rose stepped out of their house. If anything happened to Lucy, Noah’s brother—whatever his name was—would have her swinging from the tallest tree in town by sunset the next day. Even while his daughter still clung to life, his gaze was full of accusation, already casting blame her way and extending it to the entire Gypsy Fair. His fear of curses, as irrational as it was, consumed him, and Rose didn’t want to be anywhere near when grief and rage ignited those fears if Lucy didn’t make it through the night.

      Noah, at least for now, seemed to have a more level head—his desperation for his niece’s survival overriding any suspicion. But if the dawn broke and Lucy did not, there was no telling whether his stance would shift.

      There was no need to raise alarm just yet. The day was winding down, and from the weary lack of enthusiasm she had seen from the villagers and the gypsies alike, there was a strong chance the fair would be moving on before the first light of morning. They never packed up in full view. Setup and takedown were always completed out of sight.

      Carlos insisted on keeping the fair’s movements unpredictable. One day there, gone the next, leaving the townsfolk wondering how long they had stayed. It could be a day or a week; he made the calls. The fair was their life, a community bound together, where everyone had a role to play. Though they could voice their opinions, the final decision rested with Carlos.

      Sometimes their nomadic ways worked against them, and Rose had a sinking feeling that this was one of those times. The decision to stay and help had set a chain reaction in motion, one that might prove impossible to outrun. Her gut told her that trouble was closer than she’d like.

      “Ah, Gypsy Rose, you were missed.” Nigel pulled back the drape of her tent, ducking his head as he stepped inside.

      “I had to make a quick house call—a child.”

      “You never can resist the wee ones.” He gave a soft smile, gesturing to the small stool in the corner. “May I sit?”

      “Of course. Please.”

      Nigel moved a little slower these days, but his mind remained sharp as ever.

      “How’s business been for you?” she asked, knowing his woven baskets and mats were popular wherever they went.

      “Never been so quiet in all my years.” He shook his head, glancing around at her shelves, still stocked full since their arrival. “What about you?”

      “Just the house call,” Rose replied.

      His brow furrowed, concern etched into his features. “What were they like?”

      “In what way?” She hesitated, thinking back on the modest but well-furnished home. It was neat, but that said little about its inhabitants.

      “How did they respond to you?” he clarified, his frown deepening.

      “They were… hesitant.” Rose tried to keep her tone light, unwilling to admit just how deep their wariness had run.

      “There’s something off about this town. Did they say anything to suggest they don’t want us here?”

      “They think we’re witches, so I’d say they’re not exactly rolling out the welcome mat.”

      “They said that?” Nigel’s eyes widened in disbelief. Clearly, he was as taken aback as she was by the accusation.

      Rose nodded. “Not directly, but it was in their eyes. Fear, suspicion. They don’t want us here.”

      Nigel’s expression hardened. “I’m going to speak to Carlos after dusk. We should move before dawn.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.” Relief washed over her. The sooner they left, the better.

      “But first, I’d like your honest thoughts—off the record.” He leaned in, his voice low.

      “Shouldn’t you be asking Ladi?” Rose arched a brow, half-joking.

      “Ladi’s more a dreamer than a seer,” he said with a wry smile, shifting uneasily on the stool. “You were the one who insisted left was the right path, and now, right has only brought trouble. If what you say is true, we could end up swinging from the trees before long.”

      A shiver crept down her spine, his words making her skin prickle. “My gut tells me we need to move far away, not just to the next town. We should never come back.”

      Nigel pushed himself to his feet, pressing his hands against his knees. “Well, that’s good enough for me.” He grinned as he moved toward the exit.

      “What do you mean?” Rose frowned, tilting her head in curiosity.

      “It means I’m packing up shop, ready to leave when the clock strikes the witching hour.” He shot her a wink. “I’m telling Carlos I’m leaving, with or without him. Are you with me?”

      “I’m not sure he’ll take kindly to an ultimatum—”

      “Leave that to me.” Nigel chuckled, as though anticipating a confrontation. “I promised your parents I’d look out for you, and even if you think you’re all grown up, that promise still stands. If you stay, I stay.”

      Rose’s smile was hesitant, her heart torn. “Then I’m with you all the way. We leave at the witching hour.”

      “On the witching hour,” he repeated, his gaze steady before ducking his head and stepping out of the tent.

      One night in a town wasn’t their usual way. The effort to set up and pack down again was a chore, but given the circumstances, it was a necessary one. She started with the least conspicuous items, filling her baskets to prepare for the move.

      As she worked, a small, unwanted part of her wondered if she’d get the chance to see Noah again before they disappeared into the night.
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