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​Ch. 1 — Boundaries & Whispers
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The evening had the color of a bruise: deepening blue, a rind of gold caught on the eaves, smoke smudging the sky where every hearth began to wake. The healer walked the street where the houses leaned toward one another as if to share warmth. Baskets hung from pegs. The small bell by the well ticked in the wind. Birch leaves turned their pale undersides to the last of the light, and beyond the roofs the forest stood like a listening crowd—dark pines, white boles, a black seam stitched to the village hem.

She carried her satchel close to her ribs and her hands smelled of thyme. Children hopped the ruts left by wagon wheels and stopped to watch her pass. Some waved. Some made a sign with their thumbs tucked in, the way their grandmothers had taught them when a person who knew the woods went by. She nodded without offense; she’d been a stranger all her life, even here where she’d memorized the map of freckles on every face she’d doctored since spring.

A woman called from a doorway where a sprig of dried tansy hung, “Master Healer—if you could look at Jarek’s finger? He caught it in the mill and now it’s thick as a plum.”

“I’ve no mastery,” she said, smiling. “Only what the world will show me if I listen.” But she ducked into the low room, where steam made halos of the corners and a child with hair the color of barley hid behind a stool.

Jarek was not a child, not exactly—twelve, perhaps, with the seriousness of someone who has been trusted with small responsibilities. He held his hand as if it might fall off if he loosened his jaw. The finger was swollen and angry, the nail half-mooned with blood. She took a seat and unwound her scarf, laid it on her knees. The mother hovered and offered tea. The hearth flame sucked and licked.

“Let’s see,” the healer murmured, the way you might speak to a bird. She touched the boy’s wrist. He flinched and then stilled. “Did you wash it?”

“With well water,” the mother said quickly. Her eyes were all apology, as if she knew she’d done wrong and wanted to be forgiven before the verdict came.

“That’s good.” The healer turned her satchel and unbuckled the strap. The small jars in their wool sleeves clinked softly. She took out a vial of willow-bark tincture, a packet of dried plantain leaves, a needle she’d boiled herself and kept in oiled cloth. “You were lucky, Jarek,” she said, and smiled when he scowled as if luck a word for babies. “It’s only bruised beneath the nail. It hurts like a bad dream but it will not take the finger.”

“I can’t turn the mill crank without it,” he muttered, half to his hand.

“Then we’ll set you right.” She warmed the needle’s point near the coals and held it poised, her eyes on the purple pressure trapped under the nail. “This will sting, and then it will sigh.”

He hissed when the quick release came. In a heartbeat the finger emptied of its throbbing fury, and relief flooded his face so sudden and pure that she looked away and pretended to study her work with great seriousness. The mother exhaled; the room did too. She washed the boy’s hand in cooled tea, bound it with a strip of clean cloth, and left a small pot of comfrey with instructions to warm a little fat and stir in a thumb of the salve every evening until the nail grew out clear again.

“What do we owe?” the mother asked, standing already on tiptoe to reach a sheaf of dry bread slices on a shelf, to tie them in a cloth. “We’ve got good bread left from this morning, and nettle thread I spun fine as hair. And—”

“And a story,” the healer said lightly, before she could stop herself.

The mother slowed, cloth in hand. “A story?”

“Only if you’ve one to spare,” the healer said. She knew better. Stories had weight here; they were not thrown away like peelings. Still, the request had leapt as if from behind her teeth. Perhaps it was the evening’s blue, or the ache that came sometimes in her chest when the wind went through the birches just so, like a song she once heard and never could catch.

Jarek’s mouth had already rounded with importance. “I’ve one about the p—” He cut himself off, glanced toward the shuttered window, and lowered his voice. “About the ones who live past the stones.”

The mother jerked her head in a small shake and said quickly, “We’ll send the bread. And the thread—there’s good twist to it; you’ll feel it when you sew. Thank you, mistress, truly. That finger—he’d not sleep, and I...”

“It’s nothing,” the healer said. She took the cloth-wrapped bread with a nod, accepted the little coil of nettle thread that felt cool and strong against her palm. “Keep the door charm fresh,” she added, not because she believed in rosemary hung under lintels, but because the mother did.

Outside, the air had shifted toward night. A few bats wrote their thin letters above the street. The healer tightened her scarf and walked. If you listened, you could hear the village talk: the chock of a knife on a board, the cough of an old man, the clatter of a pot lid, the scratch of a chair leg. And underneath—the hush the forest makes when it is holding still, the hush that isn’t silence at all but the sum of so many small movements: resin bead, twig settle, moss breath.

At the well she paused for a drink just to have her hands on something simple. The bell tapped again in the wind. Beside her, two women were discussing dress hems and the way the tailor had become stingy with his measure since he lost his wife. Their words drifted to the edges of caution the way tongues do when dusk comes.

“...and if Anya’s boy doesn’t stop ranging in the scrub for rabbits,” said one, “he’ll learn quick why we say what we say. The stones aren’t decoration.”

“Children must be taught twice, or thrice,” said the other. “The woods call handsomely if you let them. That’s why we hang bells and tie ribbons. It’s not pretty—it’s warning.” She glanced at the healer and went on, but more quietly, “Do not stray from marked paths. Do not answer when the woods call your name. Keep bread crumbs in your pocket to feed to the dark and keep your name tight behind your teeth.”

The healer lowered the dipper. “Bread crumbs won’t do much,” she said, trying to keep her tone wry, not chiding. “They bring foxes, not...anything else.”

The first woman raised a brow. “And what would you feed the dark, then?”

“Kindness,” she said without thinking, then shrugged at their looks. “A light. A vow kept. I don’t know.” She wiped her hands on her skirt and wished she’d said nothing. People were suspicious of anyone who suggested bargains where their grandparents had told them only rules. She left them to their water and their talk.

Her own dwelling sat at the edge of the village, a little house with a crooked porch and a garden that did its best even when the rain went sideways and the sun sulked behind the ridge for three days. The gate sagged. The gate always sagged; it was its way. She loved it more for that. Calendula glowed foolishly bright in the cool, and the last of the raspberries offered themselves like small red lanterns along the fence. She set the bread on the stoop and went to pinch a browning head of dill, then stopped, fingers midair.

Something had been set on her doorstep.

It was only a sprig. Fresh, green as if a hand had just plucked it, though nothing in her garden matched it—not in color, not in scent when she lifted it and the resin rose like sunlight warmed in a jar. The leaves were narrow and a little saw-toothed; the stem bled a clear sweetness where it had been cut, and for a moment the air tasted like new honey. She turned it between forefinger and thumb. It did not belong to any plant she knew. There was a wrongness about it, or a rightness that did not recognize her catalog of names.

She set it in water. What else was there to do? If someone wished to send her a scare, they’d choose something with a spider in it or a knot of hair. A sprig that smelled like honey was a different sort of message. A greeting. A hello from a mouth that did not use words. The idea made the tendons at the back of her knees go winter-cold.

The healer made her supper with the deliberate hands of someone who had learned to find peace in chopping and stirring when the mind wanted to go wild. Onion, carrot, barley, a heel of salt pork; the broth lapped; the cat—no one’s cat, a gray slip who sometimes consented to share her bowl—came to sit under the table, doing the kind of ignoring that means, plainly, I am here for you. She ate and looked at the sprig glinting in the cup. The water had fogged the glass with the faintest breath.

When she had washed the bowl and run her fingers over the table’s nicks and scars as if reading old lines in a palm, she put on her cloak. It was not late. The sky was that strange hour when it does not know itself, either day or night. The birches at the field’s edge wore their pale bark like unburnable candles. The boundary stones were not far: six old rocks set at uneven intervals along the last row of cabbage, hung with ribbons that had once been bright and were now the colors of rain-washed cloth. Someone had tucked dried flowers among them. The petals had curled like sleeping moths.

She stood on her side of the nearest stone and looked into the dark beyond. The forest breathed out and in. The healer had stood like this more times than she would admit, because the act felt like a confession. The village’s rules had pockets at all the corners, full of little pebbles to weigh you down. Don’t look too long. Don’t ask a thing twice. Don’t wear red on midsummer. Don’t ask whose laughter that is when the branches shake.

“Do not stray,” she said softly, reciting the old words as if they were a child she let sit on her lap even when she didn’t agree with it. “Do not answer. Keep your name.” The wind in the pines answered with a hiss that was only wind, and also like the drag of laughter through teeth.

She rested her palm against the stone. It was cool, and lichened, and underneath the cold—salt. Once, years ago, someone had consecrated these with brine from tears or sea. No one remembered the sea. The village’s world ended in pines and began in pines; everything else was told in stories of faraway and never.

From here she could see the path that entered and immediately bent, the way a polite host angles you into a parlor so you won’t see the rest of the house. The marked path was for woodcutters and elder girls gathering mushrooms in groups, for boys sent to cut switches and told to count their steps. Not for her. She had gone in, of course—how else would she know which fungus would unwind a fever’s fist? She had kept to daylight and to the small songs her mother had taught her to hum when she needed her hands to remember what to do. And she never, never stepped off the markers, not even to chase the glimpse of a red cap where she knew no cap should be, not even when the needles underfoot squeaked like something laughing and the scent of resin made her dizzy with a happiness that felt nothing like sense.

Now she did not go in. She stood and let the presence gather around her like a shawl. There is a moment when the body learns there is something just behind you. The skin along the neck moves, an old animal acknowledging the oldest of facts: what is unseen may yet be near. It wasn’t menace that moved there. It was attention, patient as a stalking cat, curious as a child who doesn’t want to be seen peeking around the doorframe. Her fingers tightened on the stone.

“I know you,” she said. The words surprised her, but once said, they didn’t feel untrue. “I don’t know your name. I won’t ask for it.”

The birches answered with their thin applause. Somewhere deeper, a branch cracked. It might have been a deer. It might have been something that needed no hooves. She held still, feeling ridiculous, then bold, then ridiculous again. A moth blundered into her hair and she shook it free gently. The ribbon on the stone closest to her—the only bright one, red as a berry—lifted and lay down, lifted and lay down, as if a hand with a mind were playing with it, testing the give of the knot.

The healer breathed, and the forest breathed. In that breathing she felt, as she had a few times in her life, something slot exactly into a place where something had always been missing. The absence she carried, the shape of it—she could delineate its edges tonight. It was tall as the pines, and it laughed in a way that bent branches, and its eyes—no, she would not imagine eyes. She was not a girl to make dolls out of shadow and then weep when they did not speak.

Behind her, footsteps scuffed the path, ordinary, human, and quick. She stepped back from the stones without thinking; you do not want to be caught talking to trees at the hour when the baker is beginning the next day’s bread. An old man hunched in a felted coat paused and tipped his head.

“Evening,” he said, and made the sign again, thumb caught up in finger. “Best get away from that, mistress. The woods hear better at dusk.”

“They hear all the time,” she said lightly. “I’m only returning a greeting.”

He looked pained at her levity. “There’s greeting and there’s invitation. Mind the line.” He shuffled on, muttering the words every child knows by the time their feet touch dirt: “Do not stray from marked paths. Do not answer when the woods call your name.” His voice thinned as he went. “Keep your name, keep your name.”

She stayed a little longer. The last ribbon on the stone fell quiet, as if whoever had teased it had withdrawn a hand. Between the trunks the dark went the color of deep lakewater, and you could imagine falling forward and swimming instead of walking. The hunger in her chest woke and spoke. It did not use words either. It was a kind of leaning toward.

“I have work,” she told it, this absent presence, and felt silly and truthful all at once. “There’s barley to check for weevils and the Radan twins’ cough to unlatch and Jarek’s bandage to change tomorrow. If you’ve a message for me, you’ll have to be content with sprigs left on doorsteps.” She tapped the stone with two fingers the way you tap the shoulder of a friend you cannot stay with. “Goodnight.”

As she turned, the pine tips gave a shiver, a very small one, like laughter held in because it’s not yet allowed. Her hair rose, and lay down, and rose again. She almost smiled with her whole face, the smile that makes you look like yourself when you were seven and found a bird’s perfect nest with one blue egg inside and you didn’t touch it because the beauty of it was in the not-touching.

On her porch, the cup with the sprig threw a thin shadow. She touched the leaves, cool from the evening air. “What are you?” she asked it, and did not expect an answer. The cat leapt onto the sill and examined the offering, decided it was nothing that could be eaten, and stretched into a question mark that turned slowly into sleep.

The healer banked her little hearth with care, closed the shutters, and sat a moment longer than necessary at her table, hands folded on the wood as if it might tell her something if she kept still. The house ticked. The world outside did its breathing. She felt watched without threat, as a candle feels watched by the dark in which it burns.

Later, in bed, with the quilt heavy and the breeze threading in through the place where the shutter never quite met the sill, she dreamed not of herbs and jars and the thousand small labors that usually filled her nights, but of walking along the marked path while the path turned itself around her so gently she didn’t notice until she was deep enough that the sky was only a suggestion between the crowns. In the dream, she did not fear, and she did not hurry, and when laughter slid through the branches it made the needles sway the way barley fields move in a wind. A pair of eyes watched—no color, no shape, mere intention. She woke with her hand stretched across the empty place beside her, as if she’d meant to offer it and forgot the bargain halfway through.

Before dawn, she rose and went to the cup. The sprig was brighter than the room around it. The water had not clouded. She lifted it to her face and breathed in the honey-resin, and for the first time in a long while, the morning made a promise she could feel rather than hear: something had seen her, and had not turned away.

When she stepped out into the thinning night, the village swaddled in the quiet before the cockerel takes his vanity to the sky, she found a small strand of nettle tied around the nearest boundary stone’s ribbon. Her thread, the one the mother had pressed into her palm. It had been brought there without her. She touched it. It thrummed faintly, as if remembering the spin of fingers and the stretch of line. The knot was neat, a craftsperson’s knot. For a moment she saw hands—no, the idea of hands—doing it with care.

“Good morning,” she said to the trees, which stood as if they had been standing all their lives, which they had. The answer, when it came, was the lift of a bird from a low branch, the shake of a fern, the gentle snap of something stepping deeper into shadow as if to give her the courtesy of looking away while she looked.

The sun spilled itself thinly over birch bark and the ribbon red became again only a ribbon. The healer turned toward the day and its bread and thread and the thousand small ailments that would ask to be eased. But the shape of absence she’d always carried had become a doorway. She could feel the threshold under her feet, even here, far from the stones. And like all doorways, it invited and warned in a single breath.
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​Ch. 2 — Fever at the Hearth
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The knock came hard enough to make the spoon jump in the bowl. She had been mashing berries against honey to coax a cough to relent for the Radan twins, the night already half-unraveled, when the door shook again and a voice said her name in a way that made the hair on her arms rise.

She wiped her hands and opened. Anya stood there with her shawl thrown wrong, hair caught in its weave as if she had dragged it over her head while running. Sweat had glazed her lip, though the cold air was not sweating weather. Behind her, the night lay in its dark pelt, the birches a pale seam at the field’s edge. “Come,” Anya said. No “please,” no fussing. “Now.”

The healer set the bowl aside and took up her satchel. Anya had already turned; the lantern swung and slopped oil-smell on the wind. They went quick along the packed earth, their feet making that fricative whisper the ground makes when it forgives haste. Dogs lifted their heads and let them pass. The bell at the well ticked once like a thought.

Anya’s house was a square of heat against the dark. Inside, air hung heavy with steam and panic—sweat-sour, the tang of iron where a pin had been mouthed and forgotten, the steeped bitterness of willow bark. Grandmother’s charms dangled from the rafters: plaited straw, beads, a little wooden horse so old it had worn its legs to nubs. In the bed by the hearth, the child lay shaking under linens damp as pulled-from-river garments, cheeks high with heat, eyes slipping off anything they tried to fix on.

“He was only hot at suppertime,” Anya’s husband said from the corner where he had braced himself as if against a wall of water. He had one hand on the rough frame of the window and one on the child’s foot. “We gave him the tea your book shows, from the leaves you left for us in spring. He won’t cool.”

“How long has he been raving?” the healer asked, crossing the room, touching first the boy’s wrist, then brow, then the space just below his ear where at times the truth of a body can be heard above all others.

“Two hours,” Anya said. “He spoke to someone who wasn’t here,” she added with a look that asked for forgiveness for saying it, “and asked for the door to be opened. He said the air had hands. He doesn’t speak like that.” She said it fiercely, as if someone had slandered the child and she would set the world straight.

“Children fly strange when the fever lifts them,” the healer said. She kept her voice steady, made her hands a calm that could be borrowed. She set the satchel down gentle as laying down a sleeping bird and began: cool cloths from the bucket by the door; open the shirt to let the heat out; willow bark infusion measured and coaxed at the corner of the mouth. The boy’s jaw worked. The swallow went down ragged. She listened to the breath, counted, counted again. It had the hitch that frightened her—the way a fire laps too hungrily at a log, forgetting that it will consume itself if no one pulls it back to sense.

She asked for water that had been boiled and left to stand. Anya brought it, knuckles white on the cup. The healer added a pinch from a little packet; steam rose that smelled of mint and something softer, like the outline of mint. “We should keep him between warm and not-warm,” she said, “but never cold. Rub his feet. Let me see his tongue.” The boy’s tongue was a dried leaf. When she pressed lightly at his nail beds, the color took too long to return. He muttered a name that was not any of theirs. Anya flinched, her husband went quiet as a stone. The healer pretended not to hear it. She would not give fear a chair. “Has he been in the yard at dusk?” she asked instead, because the elders say such questions and because sometimes dusk does make mischief—a run of chill, a wet hem, a dare taken. But it was just a fever. It was only ever just a fever until it wasn’t.

She worked until her own breath was a thin thread. Heat moved in the room like an animal that had been penned too long. The charms overhead clicked faintly as if stirring in a mild wind, though the shutters were tight. When she changed the cloth at the boy’s head, her eye fell to the sill where a sprig lay in a cup she knew had been her kindling bucket once upon a time: elder leaves, crumbled to brown dust, a charm’s remnants. She glanced at Anya. “Who hung this?”

“Grandmother,” Anya said shortly, and the way she said the word made a small house of it. “She did everything proper. The boys wore red strings at birth, and we never whistled after dark, and the bread was always cut from the sun-side. He was well at supper,” she said again, as if time might admit its fault if accused often enough.

The healer leaned over the boy and listened again. The breath counted stubborn numbers. The heat did not yield. She went to her satchel and ran through her stores with a loop of her fingers, as if the feel of the jars through wool might tell her more than her eyes. There were remedies that nudged a fever down a step at a time; she used them by measure, giving the body a chance to remember how to do its own work. There were teas to ease the ache behind eyes, there were poultices that coaxed sweat to turn from fury to labor. But there was one plant that twisted its pale flowers out of cool iron-smelling places where the path narrowed and then slipped away altogether. She had used it twice: once on a forester whose lungs had gone to tinder after a winter too damp for any living thing; once on a child who had taken too much sun on a foolish noon. It was stubborn medicine for stubborn fever, and it grew—only and always—beyond the markers.

The cup was long in cooling. She kept Anya’s hands busy—“turn the cloths, love; no, not too cold; there, that’s right”—and kept her own mind pointed at what could be done within these four walls. But it kept sliding toward the thin place where the boundary stones stood like old teeth, toward the way the pines had breathed in when she had spoken to them the night before, toward the sprig on her own sill that did not belong to any plant she knew. The boy’s skin burned under her palm in pulses, as if the heat itself had learned beating.

“If I had starleaf,” she said at last, choosing a name because human tongues need one—even if it was only the shape of a name she gave, “if I had it fresh, I could pull him back as you pull a toy boat by its string. He is not lost. Not yet.”

Anya lifted her eyes with such ferocity of hope that the healer almost flinched. “We’ll fetch it,” the husband said immediately, too loud, and half rose. Duty makes fools of the brave.

“It grows where the path doesn’t hold,” the healer said. “You’d get turned around. The woods aren’t like a market you stride into with a list. You go asking and they give you the wrong thing, or they give you only the leaving of the asking.” She spoke to him, but the elders’ voice came out of her mouth: the phrases she had been raised inside, that now and then felt like a coat held out by a stranger you let put on your shoulders because the wind had come sharp.
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