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      Three months into her Moonridge practice, Dr. Nuala Mendez had finally stopped flinching at silence.

      No sirens. No overhead pages calling codes. No trauma bay chaos where she’d spent eight years running on adrenaline and coffee, stitching people back together while death breathed down her neck. Just the quiet tick of her office clock, the rustle of paperwork, and Mrs. Green describing her grandson’s college applications in exhaustive detail.

      Outside her window, November grey pressed against the glass. The kind of day that made her clinic feel like a warm refuge from the approaching cold.

      Nuala adjusted her stethoscope and pressed it to Mrs. Green’s back. “Deep breath for me.”

      Clear lungs. Strong heartbeat. Perfectly normal seventy-two-year-old woman with seasonal allergies and too much time to worry. Exactly the patient Nuala had come here for—straightforward, treatable, unlikely to die despite her best efforts.

      “Everything sounds good,” Nuala said, stepping back. “Keep taking the antihistamine I prescribed. It should help with the congestion.”

      “Oh, I haven’t filled that yet.” Mrs. Green buttoned her cardigan with unhurried movements. “I wanted to see what Owen suggested first.”

      Nuala paused mid-writing notes on her tablet. “Owen?”

      “At Herald’s Healing. You know, the apothecary on Main Street?” Mrs. Green smiled like this should be obvious. “He makes a wonderful seasonal tea blend. Clears me right up every autumn.”

      “I see.” Nuala kept her voice neutral, professional. “Well, the antihistamine will address the underlying inflammation⁠—”

      “I’m sure it would, dear. But Owen’s remedies work just fine, and they don’t make me drowsy.” Mrs. Green gathered her purse. “I’ll mention the congestion to him when I stop by this afternoon.”

      After Mrs. Green left, Nuala stood in her consultation room and stared at her tablet. Three months in Moonridge, and this was the fourth patient this week who’d mentioned seeing someone named Owen for the same conditions she was treating.

      She pulled up her browser and typed “Herald’s Healing Moonridge.”

      The website was surprisingly professional—clean design, detailed information about herbal preparations and “traditional healing practices.” The proprietor was listed as Owen Herald, certified herbalist, with a lineage of family healers dating back to 1887. There was a photo: a tall man with sharp features and reading glasses, standing in front of floor-to-ceiling shelves of botanical preparations.

      Finn Herald’s older brother, she realized. She’d met Finn—he was the cook at that retro diner in town. Seemed nice enough, if overly familiar with everyone.

      Nuala scrolled through the services listed. Seasonal wellness consultations. Custom herbal blends. Energy balancing. That last one made her jaw tighten. Energy balancing. As if human physiology operated on mystical vibrations rather than biochemistry and evidence-based medicine.

      Her phone buzzed with a text from her sister Maya: How’s small-town life? Bored yet?

      Peaceful, Nuala replied, which was mostly true. Then added: Dealing with some local... alternative medicine competition.

      Maya’s response came quickly: Ugh, essential oils and crystals crowd?

      Nuala almost smiled. Something like that.

      She set her phone aside and returned to her patient notes, but the Herald’s Healing website lingered in her mind. She wasn’t opposed to herbal medicine in principle—plenty of pharmaceuticals were plant-derived. But encouraging patients to substitute folk remedies for actual medical care? That crossed a line.

      By Friday afternoon, when Tom Bradley canceled his follow-up appointment because “Owen’s remedy worked better than those pills,” Nuala’s professional irritation had sharpened into genuine concern. She’d prescribed Tom a standard antibiotic for a bacterial skin infection. If he’d stopped taking it early because some herbalist gave him a salve instead⁠—

      She grabbed her coat.

      Herald’s Healing occupied a Victorian building that was probably been charming in 1887 and was now just old. Deep green paint, gold trim, hand-lettered sign swaying above the door. Through the large front windows, Nuala could see shelves packed with jars and bottles, dried plants hanging from the ceiling like some medieval apothecary.

      Wind bit through her coat as she reached for the door handle—solid brass, cold and heavy in her palm. The temperature shifted the moment she stepped inside, November chill giving way to unexpected warmth that carried the dense, layered scent of countless herbs.

      The smell hit her—overwhelming green scent of herbs mixed with something earthy and indefinable. Not unpleasant, exactly, but so strong it made her sinuses tingle. The interior was dimmer than she’d expected, lit by tinted fixtures that made everything look aged and amber-washed.

      “Be right with you,” a man’s voice called from somewhere behind the tall counter.

      Nuala used the moment to assess the space. Hundreds of glass jars lined the shelves, each with a handwritten label in precise script. Calendula. Chamomile. Elder. Some she recognized from medical school pharmacology; others were unfamiliar. A large mortar and pestle sat on the counter, the granite worn smooth from use. Everything was meticulously organized; she’d give him that.

      The man who emerged from the back wore jeans and a henley shirt, a canvas apron marked with plant stains tied around his waist. Wire-rimmed reading glasses perched on his nose. He was taller than she’d expected from the website photo, with dark hair silvering at the temples and hands that moved with careful precision as he set down a bottle.

      “How can I—” He stopped when he saw her, and something shifted in his expression. “You’re Dr. Mendez.”

      Not a question. Nuala straightened her shoulders. “I am. You’re Owen Herald?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t offer his hand, and neither did she. “What brings you to Herald’s Healing?”

      The way he said it made it clear he already knew. Small town. Of course, word would have gotten around that the new doctor was asking about him.

      “I wanted to introduce myself,” Nuala said, keeping her tone pleasant. Professional. “Since we’re both healthcare providers serving the same community.”

      “I’m an herbalist,” Owen corrected. His voice was measured, almost carefully neutral. “Not a healthcare provider in the medical sense.”

      “Yet you’re treating medical conditions. Infections, allergies, inflammation⁠—”

      “I’m providing herbal support to people who request it.” He removed his reading glasses, folded them slowly, with deliberate care. “There’s a difference.”

      “Is there?” Nuala pulled out her tablet, called up Tom Bradley’s file. “Tom Bradley came to me with a bacterial skin infection. I prescribed a standard ten-day course of antibiotics. He stopped taking them after three days because you gave him something that ‘worked better.’”

      “A calendula and goldenseal salve.” Owen’s expression didn’t change. “It’s very effective for skin infections.”

      “Antibiotics are effective for bacterial infections. That’s not folk wisdom—that’s microbiology.”

      “I’m aware of how antibiotics work, Dr. Mendez.”

      “Then you understand why it’s dangerous to interfere with someone’s prescribed treatment?”

      For the first time, a flicker of something—irritation, maybe—crossed his face. “I don’t interfere. People come to me. I provide what they ask for. If they choose herbal medicine over pharmaceuticals, that’s their decision.”

      “An uninformed decision if you’re not explaining the difference between symptomatic relief and treating the underlying cause⁠—”

      “You’ve been in Moonridge for three months.” His voice remained level, but she could hear steel underneath. “I’ve been caring for this community for fifteen years. I think I understand how to help people.”

      Nuala felt her professional smile tighten. “I’m not questioning your intentions. I’m questioning your methods. Herbal preparations aren’t regulated like pharmaceuticals. There’s no standardization, no clinical trials⁠—”

      “No corporate patents, you mean. No profit margins for pharmaceutical companies.”

      “That’s not what this is about.”

      “Isn’t it?” Owen crossed his arms. Behind him, an older man had appeared from the back room—silver hair, weathered face, inching along with a carved wooden cane. He settled into a chair by the window with the ease of someone who’d sat there many times before.

      Owen didn’t look up from the jar he was labeling. He smoothed the sticker down with a thumb, the motion slow and intentional. “Moonridge isn’t Los Angeles, Dr. Mendez. The soil is different here. Things grow differently.” He met her eyes. “And they heal differently, too.”

      The mention of LA stung more than it should have. “Medical science doesn’t change based on geography.”

      “Doesn’t it?” He gestured around the apothecary. “This building has been here since 1887. Five generations of Heralds have practiced healing from this space. We’ve kept detailed records of every remedy, every outcome. That’s not superstition—that’s empirical observation across more than a century.”

      “Observation isn’t the same as controlled study⁠—”

      “And controlled studies don’t account for the individual,” Owen interrupted. “Every person is different. Each illness has context—physical, emotional, circumstantial. You can’t reduce healing to standardized protocols.”

      Nuala’s tablet felt heavy in her hands. “Standardized protocols exist because they’re proven to work. Because they save lives.”

      Something crossed Owen’s eyes—was it pity? “I’m sure they do. In a trauma center. But this isn’t a trauma center, and I’m not trying to jockey with you. Moonridge has room for both approaches.”

      “Not when your approach undermines medical treatment.”

      “I’m not the one undermining anything.” His voice went quiet, almost cold. “You came into my space to tell me I’m doing harm. I’ve been serving this community for years. You? Three months. Instead of assuming you know better, maybe try understanding  things here first.”

      The old man in the chair coughed—not a real cough, Nuala noted, but a deliberate sound. A warning? A comment? She wasn’t sure which.

      Owen’s jaw tightened. “Is there anything else, Dr. Mendez?”

      She wanted to pull up the mortality statistics for untreated sepsis. She wanted to show him the X-rays of bones set by “intuition” versus bones set by surgeons. She wanted to scream that good intentions didn’t keep hearts beating. She wanted to make him understand that people’s health wasn’t something you experimented with based on family tradition and centuries-old observation.

      But his posture was closed off, defensive. This wasn’t a conversation anymore—if it ever had been. This was two professionals drawing battle lines.

      “No,” Nuala said finally. “Nothing else.”

      She turned toward the door, then paused. Professional courtesy demanded it. “If you have any patients with conditions that might benefit from medical evaluation, I hope you’ll refer them.”

      “I always do,” Owen said. “When it’s appropriate.”

      The implication being that he’d decide what was appropriate. Not her. Not medical training or evidence-based guidelines. Him and his century-old plant knowledge.

      Nuala left without responding. The brass bell above the door still didn’t ring.

      Outside, the air was sharp and clean after the herb-heavy atmosphere of the apothecary. Nuala walked back to her clinic with measured steps, her mind already cataloging everything that had gone wrong with that interaction.

      She’d come meaning to be collegial, to establish a professional relationship. Instead, she’d been dismissed like an outsider who didn’t understand how things worked. As if fifteen years of medical training and eight years of emergency medicine meant nothing compared to his family grimoire of plant remedies.

      Back in her office, Nuala pulled up the Moonridge Medical Licensing Board website. There had to be regulations about practicing medicine without a license. Herbalists could sell preparations, sure, but treating medical conditions? That crossed over into healthcare provision.

      Her phone rang. Dr. Patricia Murphy.

      Nuala answered. “Hi, Patricia.”

      “Just checking in.” Her former mentor’s voice was brisk, familiar. “How’s family practice ”

      “Fine. Quiet.” Nuala hesitated, then added, “I’m dealing with some local... interference.”

      “Interference?”

      “An herbalist. He’s treating patients for medical conditions. Infections, chronic illness. People are choosing his remedies over actual medicine.”

      Patricia made a sound of disgust. “Essential oils crowd?”

      “Herbal apothecary. Family tradition, apparently. Five generations of it.”

      “Christ. You’d think we’d moved past bloodletting and mercury treatments.” Patricia paused. “Can you report him?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’m looking into it.”

      “Good. That kind of pseudoscience gets people killed, Nuala. You know that.”

      She did know that. She’d seen people die from treatable conditions because they’d trusted alternative medicine over proper doctors. She’d held a mother’s hand while explaining that her daughter’s cancer had progressed too far because she’d tried juices and oils.

      “I’ll handle it,” Nuala said.

      After they hung up, she sat  and stared at her medical degree on the wall. Almost a decade of brutal training. Residency in one of the busiest trauma centers in the country. She’d earned the right to call herself a doctor, to treat patients with proper medicine backed by real science.

      Patricia was right. Pseudoscience got people killed. She’d come to Moonridge to escape that kind of loss, not to watch it happen in slow motion while a charismatic herbalist convinced people that plants could cure bacterial infections.

      A quick search pulled up the state medical board regulations on her laptop and she scanned for guidelines on unlicensed practice. There had to be something. Some way to protect patients who didn’t understand the difference between symptomatic relief and actual treatment.

      Owen Herald might have fifteen years of experience and five generations of family tradition. But tradition didn’t mean correct. It just meant old. Moonridge needed proper medical care. And if Owen Herald couldn’t accept that, she’d work around him. Or through him.

    

  




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/feather-and-foxglvoe.jpg





