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Chapter one



The child’s skin radiated fever, dampening the cloth before Nalani could draw another breath. She knelt on the compacted earth, her skirt pooling around her knees, the ground cool against her legs even as the low-burning fire tried to warm the cramped hut. Smoke drifted in lazy spirals toward the rafters, mingling with the pungent-sweet breath of elderflower and feverfew—bundles of them tied and dangling, their shadows nodding above Nalani’s bent head. 

The child’s mother hovered nearby—her hands wringing the hem of her tunic, worry stamped deep across her brow. She watched Nalani work, eyes hungrily following even the smallest movement, as if the mere certainty in Nalani’s motions could call health back to her son.

“Ssh. It’s all right,” Nalani murmured, dipping a fresh scarf into the chipped bowl at her side. The water glistened with flecks of green and gold from the crushed leaves steeping at the bottom. She twisted the fabric with practiced flicks—no wasted motion—then laid it gently against the child’s brow. He flinched at first, breath hitching, but her fingers lingered at his temple, light but unyielding. The tension bled from his small frame as her touch signaled: safe, cared for, not alone.

Honey, thick and fragrant, pooled at the edge of a bowl. Nalani scraped a measure together, working the back of a wooden spoon against a neat mound of dried herb. The bitterness dissolved, bitter giving way to something golden and liquid. She held the mixture to the boy’s lips.

He resisted—a weak shake, eyelids fluttering—but Nalani only waited, patient. “Just a little now. Like before,” she coaxed, voice pitched low, soothing as she brushed a stray curl from his cheek. A tremor passed through him, but the promise of honey did its work. His mouth parted, and she tipped the remedy slow—one drop, then two, letting him swallow at his own pace.

The mother’s breath caught at each swallow, hope and fear knotted together. Nalani looked up into the woman’s gaze. “He’s drinking well,” she said, simple and sure. “That’s what he needs most tonight.”

The mother’s shoulders loosened, her weight shifting as if a burden had been lifted. She did not speak, but her hand drifted toward the child’s foot in silent thanks, thumb tracing gentle circles over the blanket.

In the close air, time stretched and softened. The fire snapped, tossing sparks that vanished before they could reach the far wall. Shadows crept, drawing lines between Nalani’s bent form and the little bed.

Then the world stuttered.

An impossibly sharp breeze found its way inside.  The bundles overhead shivered, their leaves rattling together like faint applause. For a heartbeat, the air danced: the loose ends of Nalani’s hair lifted from her shoulders; the water in the bowl rippled. The door was barred, windows shuttered tight. Still, the stray wind pressed against her skin—cool at her neck, startling in its clarity.

Just as quick, it vanished. In its wake, a thickness settled over the hut, heavy as wool, flattening the air around them. Breath came harder. She stilled, cloth poised above the child’s brow, her gaze tracking to the window with an unspoken caution.

The moment stretched, taut and peculiar.

Nalani’s brow furrowed, but only for an instant. Whatever the world meant by its oddness, it could not be solved here, on this patch of earth, with this sick child.

She pressed the cloth to the boy’s forehead again, careful to draw heat without chilling. Her other hand guided the spoon, coaxing another taste of honeyed medicine. He grimaced, then swallowed, his breathing settling into a slower, steadier rhythm.

“Good,” Nalani whispered, letting her smile bloom as softly as the dawn. “Very good. I knew you could.”

The child’s mother drew nearer, emboldened by relief. “He’s better?” she asked, voice muted by exhaustion.

Nalani nodded once, sure as stone. “He’s resting easier. The fever will break if we mind him well.” She stroked the damp curls back from the boy’s brow, her hands never faltering.

Outside, the strange air left no mark; the ordinary rhythms resumed. Within the hut, comfort held sway again: the hush of small breaths, the slow tick of flame, Nalani’s unfailing assurance.

She did not mention the breeze, or the pressing heaviness after. It was not the first oddness to find her. But nothing waited in that sensation—not a threat, not a promise. Only a disturbance, gone almost before it could be understood.

So she returned to what mattered. The cloth, the bowl, the quiet encouragement. Her fingers found the child’s pulse. She hummed a fragment of a lullaby remembered from her own girlhood—sound enough to keep him tethered to gentle dreams.

The shadows overhead swayed and stilled. The pressure faded, replaced by the faint sweetness of drying herbs and the steady warmth of routine.

By the time the bowl emptied, the child’s fever had lost its edge. He slept, fingers curled around Nalani’s, trust sealed in the loosened grip.

The mother watched, silent gratitude welling in her eyes. Nalani squeezed the woman’s hand before rising, knees stiff from the hard floor. “He’ll need watching tonight. Change the cloth often, and fetch me if his breathing worsens.”

The woman nodded, words thick with emotion she could not voice.

Nalani gathered her things, the odd memory of wind already fading into the day’s exhaustion. She fixed the blanket around the boy, tucking the corners with care, then collected her bowl and spoon. The mother hovered near the door, voice catching on the edge of hope.

“Thank you,” she managed, her hand finding Nalani’s sleeve. “For everything.”

Nalani only smiled—gentle, grounded—and slipped outside, stepping back into the hush of evening as if nothing had changed. The strangeness inside the hut remained unspoken, a memory tucked beneath the certainty of her work.

As she gathered her things to leave, the sensation lingered, faint as distant thunder: something had shifted. But there were always more bodies to tend, more comfort to offer. She chose the work, and the world settled around the decision.

Let the air explain itself another day.

Dusk slipped between the houses of Willowmere on silent feet, blue-shadowed and cool after the closeness of the sickroom. The village settled into the fertile lowlands like everything here did—practical, provincial, and far enough from the Elemental borders that most people could choose not to think about them. Nalani stood on the threshold, baskets balanced against her hip, the remnants of her visit tucked under one arm. The mother lingered inside, her words muffled but urgent—clinging to each instruction as if it might shield her son from the whims of fever and fate.

“Change the cloth as soon as it warms,” Nalani repeated, shaping her voice into something simple, sturdy. “Give no more than a spoonful each time he wakes. If his breath grows ragged, fetch me—do not wait for morning.” She squeezed the woman’s hands, grounding them both in the promise of action.

The mother did not let go, not at first. “We wouldn’t manage without you,” she whispered, gratitude thick and raw. “You know that, Nalani.”

Nalani only nodded, allowing the moment to settle between them before slipping away—back into the hush where her usefulness was its own language.

Outside, the world rearranged itself around her. The narrow lane curled past low stone walls, every doorway marked by the day’s labor: firewood stacked neat as ribs, baskets of winter squash, rows of laundry gathering dusk on taut lines. Each step drew company—quiet forms emerging with offerings in hand.

A stoop-backed farmer pressed a bundle of root vegetables into her palm, the skin still dark with soil. “For your supper,” he muttered, eyes averted, but his whole frame eased as the weight passed between them.

A widow at the next doorway held out a loaf, soft and still warm under its wrapping. “Thank you,” she said, but the word was hardly necessary—the gesture carried its own history.

Nalani accepted each with a quiet smile, folding the tokens into the crook of her elbow. This was the currency of care: not coin, but memory of pain eased, wounds mended, sleep restored to the desperate and sleepless.

Children appeared next, their approach unguarded and direct. Hair tangled, breeches ripped at the knees, they thrust out scrapes and bruises as if displaying treasure. Nalani crouched to their level, inspecting each wound with the gravity it deserved.

“Will it hurt?” a girl whispered, finger poised above a splinter deep in her thumb.

“Just a blink,” Nalani promised, angling her body to shield the trembling hand. By the time she’d coaxed the splinter free, the girl was already remembering her game.

They scattered, laughter echoing in the air as if pain were only a brief and passing weather.

Nalani straightened, joints stiff from kneeling—again—and turned toward her own hut at the edge of the lane. The evening deepened around her, coloring the village in shades of indigo and rose. Smoke coiled from cooking fires, drifting above rooftops; voices softened as families gathered indoors, weariness carried home from the fields.

Movement blurred at the periphery—the familiar geometry of a bent figure returning with an empty basket, two boys squabbling over the last apple of the season. Nothing here required vigilance—not tonight.

Yet as Nalani reached the stretch of path behind the wash lines, something shifted. Her ears popped, sudden and sharp, as if the world had inhaled. Even the clatter of voices faded, replaced by a hush thick enough to muffle thought.

A breeze snaked around her ankles—cool, certain, deliberate. The hems of her dress and the light shawl at her shoulders fluttered, caught in an invisible eddy. Her hair, loosed from its earlier braid, lifted and drifted across her cheek.

None of the linens on the line so much as quivered. The air was still, undisturbed, save for the pocket that twined itself around her alone.

Nalani slowed, one hand pressing the baskets close, instinct tense but not afraid. The wind circled again—once, twice—then vanished, leaving her standing alone in the thickening dusk.

She waited, but nothing followed. No change in light, no cry from the houses, no stampede of urgent feet. Only her, and the memory of strangeness, and the knowledge that she was the sole witness.

Life resumed its pattern instantly. From somewhere near the crossroads, laughter broke out; a door slammed, then opened again as a child called for supper. The smell of roasted root and charred onion floated past, grounding her in the ordinary.

Nalani exhaled, the moment’s tension dissipating from her shoulders, and continued toward home. Behind her, the village closed ranks, unconcerned. Within her, the oddness lingered—not a fear, exactly, but a question forming at the edge of sense.

She did not reach for it. Not tonight. Instead, Nalani tightened her hold on the day’s offerings, stepped around the loose stones in the path, and let the waning sky show her the way home.

At her door, she hesitated just briefly—listening for another ripple in the air, another flicker of unexplainable pressure. There was nothing. Only the promise of rest, and the certainty that tomorrow’s work would begin again before dawn.

With practiced calm, Nalani disappeared inside, letting the hush of evening swallow her doubts.

The hush inside Nalani’s home was a comfort, familiar as skin. She slid the bolt behind her and set the baskets on the trestle table, shaking the last traces of dusk from her shoulders. The fire in her little hearth burned low—enough to warm the space, but not so much that it chased away the cool promise of night. Shelves lined the walls, crowded with jars of roots and leaves, each labeled in her careful hand. Above, bunches of drying mint and willow hung in orderly rows, catching the flicker of candlelight.

Nalani moved through the routine, muscles working by memory. She measured a modest meal—bread, a wedge of cheese, the farmer’s root vegetables now scrubbed clean and sliced fine. The first mouthful anchored her, hunger sharpening everything: the tang of salt, the scratch of crust beneath her teeth, the way quiet wrapped around her shoulders and made her exhale, slow and deep.

She had not finished her second bite when a knock sounded—two short raps, then a hesitant third. Nalani set her bowl aside at once. There was never a right hour for pain.

At the door: the village elder, hunched beneath a shawl patched too many times, one arm pressed close to her belly. The wrist already angry and swollen, fingers trembling with every step.

“Come in, please,” Nalani said, voice low, and guided the woman to the stool beside the fire.

The old woman obeyed, the lines in her face smoothing with relief as she lowered herself to the seat. Nalani crouched, gentle in her examination—testing motion, feeling for heat, noting the way the joint shifted beneath thin skin.

“Too many acorns on the path.” The elder tried a laugh, but winced instead. “I never was graceful.”

“It could have been worse,” Nalani assured her, reaching for clean linens. She measured and tore the strips, moving with an economy that came only from practice.

She worked in silence at first—firm, precise, each layer of fabric wrapping secure but never biting. The elder’s breath stuttered at the start, then eased as Nalani’s hands steadied the joint and braced it just so.

“What about your grandchildren?” Nalani asked, shifting the focus, letting her smile press away the old woman’s discomfort. “Did the youngest catch that blue-winged moth?”

The elder snorted, tension gone beneath the surface. “He tried, but the moth was smart enough to hide in the flour jar. Their mother is still cleaning up the mess.” The stories tumbled out—one after another—as Nalani finished binding the wrist, checked the fit, and found the pulse still strong beneath the gauze.

The hush had grown heavier as they talked, warmth from the hearth flattening as if the air itself had frozen mid-breath. The shadows stilled; she did not look up, her hands completing their task.

When the strangeness broke, it happened without warning. A thin, unmistakable chill slid down her spine, eddying through the room and making the candles gutter.

The elder blinked, frowning. “Strange weather lately,” she observed, rubbing her free hand over her shawl. “The house’ll be cold as a stone by morning.”

Nalani nodded at the comment, not glancing up from her work. “If it aches, use the willow tea. I’ll check it again tomorrow.”

That was all. The feeling passed; the wrist was cradled and secure, and the woman’s stories had run out. Nalani led the elder back to the door, careful of the uneven flagstones in the entry, and watched until her silhouette faded into the dark.

For a long moment after, Nalani stood in her own doorway, eyes tracing the sweep of the night sky—deep and endless beyond the village roofs. There was no wind, no sound but the distant hush of fires settling into ash. She waited, letting the uncertainty move through her, not naming it, not surrendering to it either.

At last, she turned back inside. The meal waited, humble and unfinished, but more grounding than speculation. The world might turn strange; the body still hungered, and soon enough, someone else would knock with a story to tell and a wound to bind.








  
  
Chapter two



Asharp, medicinal scent hung over Nalani’s hut, layered—never harsh, always grounding. Willow, elderflower, hints of lavender and thyme, each pressed into the timber beams by years of use and need. She breathed it in without thinking, letting routine anchor her as dusk set its weight against the threshold. The world outside had already surrendered to night; here, by the flicker of a single lantern, time narrowed to the immediacy of work, touch, and low voices. 

The young mother rose from the edge of the narrow cot, her child pressed close—quieter now, the fever's grip loosened to something manageable. She had come in sharp with fear; she left softened by it. Nalani wiped the last of the salve from her fingers and helped her wrap the infant against the cold.

"He will sleep now. "

The woman's words tangled in her throat, gratitude outrunning articulation. "I wouldn't manage without you," she whispered. "You know that."

Nalani only nodded, guiding her gently toward the door. She watched until the silhouette faded into the dark, child tucked against the mother's chest.

The hush rushed in after them, folding over Nalani with finality.

For the first time, she allowed herself to exhale. Her hands lingered over the clay pots and rags, bringing order to the scattered detritus of healing—never quite busy, refusing stillness for as long as possible.

It found her anyway.

Nalani turned toward her worktable, shoulders squared for solitude. But she was not alone. In the doorway, precisely where the last patient had stepped out, a man waited—silent, unmoving, the threshold framing him with intent.

He did not speak. Did not enter. The light bent minutely around his form, as if reluctant to touch and equally loath to let go. His clothing—pale, unadorned, finely woven—stirred faintly in a current that belonged only to him. Beyond that, nothing moved. Not the candle flame, nor the suspended bundles of herb. The air trembled, but only within the space he occupied.

Nalani’s gaze rose to meet his.

He watched her—not as a supplicant, nor as an intruder, but with the focused calm of one who had weighed this moment and found it neither trivial nor urgent. Blue-gray eyes flickered, reflecting the hush itself, a quiet wakefulness that saw everything and confessed nothing.

Recognition—a wordless click behind Nalani’s ribs. This was not a neighbor braving night for comfort, nor a villager in need of ordinary aid. He belonged to the interruption, to the charged stillness that had swept the hut clean of habit.

Nalani did not stiffen, nor did she yield ground. Her expression remained neutral—measured, assessing, the way one considered the edge of a coming rain. She held his gaze, breath caught but not quickened, letting the weight of silence draw itself taut between them.

Nothing passed between them—not name, not greeting. Just the mutual, minute testing of boundaries: who would break, who would speak first, who would claim the ground of the next word.

Around him, the light shimmered—enough to make the ordinary look newly invented. Each thread of his sleeve, the cut of his jaw, the way his presence anchored the room with storm-quiet intent.

For several heartbeats, neither moved. The herbs overhead remained arrested midair, the only evidence that time had not fully resumed. The pressure returned—not oppressive, not dangerous, but undeniably present. It marked her, in a manner she had not been marked before.

It was not awe that rooted her. Curiosity, perhaps; or that delicate animal sense that the world, at times, could choose to rearrange its own rules. Something had shifted. She waited to see what it would become.

The man did not falter beneath her scrutiny. If anything, his gaze sharpened, taking her measure from the doorway as if this silent test was the only one that would ever matter.

Outside, the world ticked on. Fires guttered in distant huts, and night pressed its weight against the roof, oblivious to the standoff within. But inside Nalani’s hut, every sense had narrowed to the distance between two unmoving figures—one standing in the aftermath of comfort, the other in the possibility of disruption.

He crossed the threshold with a stillness that was neither tentative nor arrogant—only exact. The hush in the hut stretched, adjusting to accommodate a presence that did not jostle, did not apologize, simply became the new center of gravity. He did not glance about in curiosity or confusion. Instead, with a single, measured pass of his eyes over the shelves, the herbs, and the extinguished signs of someone else’s trouble, he marked the contours of the hut and let the world settle.

Then, without closing the distance, he spoke.

“You ease their suffering.”

The words hung in the room, as steady and certain as a bar of iron. It was not a question—there was no invitation to explain, only the observation itself, weighty as a verdict. His voice carried a resonance beneath the surface, something tuned to a frequency the body noticed before the mind could name it. On the rafter above, a single strand of oregano trembled, dropping gold dust into the pooled lamplight. The nearest candle shivered—its flame stretched toward the visitor for a heartbeat, then rebounded. Even the thin scrap of linen draped across the worktable twitched, a ripple moving along its edge. On her cheek, her own hair lifted—a briefest stir that rose, then nestled back against her skin as if tamed.

She did not retreat into courtesy. “I do what I can,” Nalani replied, hands moving to stack the last of the clean rags, voice gentle but without pretense. “Fever is a stubborn guest. Sometimes the best I can offer is comfort while it passes.”

He watched her, gaze sharpening. “You soothe them. Even when you cannot cure.”

“You know illness can refuse every remedy.” Nalani’s smile barely flickered. “Sometimes all a body needs is to know it’s not alone.”

He blinked, as if measuring the truth within that. “And you are willing, always, to lend that steadiness.”

The candle stilled. The air waited. The old rhythm of her work called to her—tend a wound, gauge a heartbeat, listen—but this man’s questions did not follow any familiar shape. Each was peeled to the bone, precise and unvarnished. She answered in kind.

“Yes. For as long as I’m able.”

His gaze dipped briefly to her hands, noting the traces of balm at her knuckles, the way her pulse had not quickened in his presence. He seemed to consider this a moment longer, before looking up again.

“You have no magic. No title. What anchors you, then, to this—” a gesture toward the orderly array of healing, “—burden?”

Nalani folded her hands, feeling the thrum of attention tighten around them both. “It isn’t burden, not if you choose it. I was raised watching mothers labor beyond their strength, children lose days of their lives to fever. If my hands can ease that, even for a little while—then the cost doesn’t matter.” She shrugged, a small motion. “Care is the only thing that endures. Whether or not it’s seen.”

The man absorbed her words, eyes narrowing—not in suspicion, but in a kind of inward rebalancing, like weighing a forgotten truth against an old certainty. A pause stretched out, as if he wanted to see how her conviction would settle between them.

The man had looked for such an answer before. The clarity of the thought startled her, as if she had found a key to a door she hadn't known was there. Perhaps it was the first time he had found one that did not disappoint.

Neither spoke. The hut, aware of its new occupants, offered a single, faint creak from the eaves. The man took another, deliberate step forward—still not threatening, but closing the circuit between question and answer.

He inclined his head. “Do you believe this comfort—” his eyes returned to hers, “is ever wasted?”

A challenge, but not an attack.

Nalani considered, finding her words as she might select a herb for its properties, not its name. “No. Kindness is never wasted. Sometimes it outlasts the wound. Sometimes, it doesn’t. But it teaches those who survive what it means to be cared for. That’s enough.”

The air shifted, faintly—not a breeze, not even a tremor, just the sense of tension released and recaptured in a new shape. The effect rippled through him: a slight relaxing of his jaw, the microsecond’s softening at the edge of his voice.

“You believe this, even in the smallest hour.”

She did not hesitate. “Especially then.”

His silence pressed against her, not to smother, but to listen. The light leaned toward him again, as if hungry for direction. Nalani traced the outline of his composure—the economy of expression, the way every gesture arrived only when needed, nothing wasted. She wondered, privately, how long he had practiced this restraint, how many rooms he had entered where the air itself seemed to wait on his verdict.

He seemed about to speak, then stopped. Instead, he allowed the hush to reclaim its place. The candle burned lower; the resin in the fire let off a whiff of pine tinged with smoke. Her hair, now unmoved, remembered the touch of that earlier current.

At last, he offered a name.

“Aerin.”

The syllables hung between them, denied any gravity they might have earned elsewhere. Nalani repeated it, unweighted, as if tasting the sound for the first time. “Aerin.”

He nodded, a fraction.

“And you?” he prompted—not as a stranger would, but as if his question could alter the meaning of her presence.

She did not flinch. “Nalani,” she said. “Caretaker, sometimes midwife. Often, just a pair of hands that won’t leave when it’s inconvenient.”

A faint line creased his brow—not quite surprise, not quite amusement, but an admission that she had again offered something he did not expect.

The moment tipped. Nalani sensed that, for all his control, she had unsettled something in him.

She thumbed the neck of a salve jar, noticing how the silence had grown companionable, not just heavy. “What brings you here at this hour?”

He answered without deflection: “I was told of your skill. I came to see if it matched what was said.”

She held his gaze. “You could have asked anyone in the lane.”

“I have no need to ask what I’ve been told,” he replied, and though he did not elaborate, the truth of it needed no ornament.

She let the silence carry them. The air, alert once more, seemed to gather every word, every unfinished impulse, and file it away for later review.

When the meeting had settled into its new equilibrium—a balance of observation and mutual calibration—Nalani nodded, once. “If you have need, I’ll help how I can. If not—you’re welcome to watch as long as you like.”

Aerin’s lips curved, just slightly, as if the brevity of her offer pleased him. Or as if he had found, at last, the measure of her truth.

He stepped back, releasing the moment. The light twined after him, reluctant to let go.

The air, too, seemed loath to return to normal.

The pause after her last words stretched long enough to redefine the room’s gravity. Aerin regarded her with a final, measuring glance, then turned toward the doorway—shoulders settling into the same composed line she’d noticed on first seeing him.

His exit was as controlled as his arrival. No abrupt gestures. He did not startle the darkness waiting beyond; he stepped into it as though it recognized him. Nalani’s own feet followed, unhurried, to the threshold. She stood just inside, shadow stitched to her bare soles, letting the night enfold both visitor and keeper without protest.

He paused at the edge of the clearing, where the trampled grass gave way to rougher wilds. The gap between them was more than a distance: it was a charged tether, invisible but undeniable, stretching the length of her narrow path.

Nalani surprised herself. “Will you return?”

Her own voice sounded different outside, stripped of routine—a question that hung between them as uneasy as breath on a cold night.

Aerin turned. In the thin moonlight, his features sharpened, then softened at the edges; for the briefest heartbeat, a smile ghosted across his lips—real, but not intended for the moment to linger on it.

“The wind always returns,” he said. No promise, no performance—only the fact of it.

He turned again, and as he moved, a breeze gathered at his heels—a circling, playful current that flicked dry leaves and dust along his course. The rest of the clearing remained inert: not a branch fluttered, not a shadow retreated. Only in his wake did the air admit movement, spiraling after him until well beyond the reach of Nalani’s sight.

She watched until the path swallowed him. Watched even after, waiting for the sense—unmistakable, now—that she’d been not merely interrupted, but measured and remembered. She folded her arms, felt the night’s ordinary chill tinged by something else: expectation, perhaps. Not longing. Not yet.

Inside the hut, the world resumed its rhythm, as if the breath held for their encounter could at last be exhaled. The herbs dunked their shadows on the ceiling, drifting in gentle arcs as Nalani moved through the small space, straightening jars, stripping a cloth, resetting the lamp’s wick. Her fingers found their pace easily, practiced.

Yet the air did not quite forget him. It carried moods now—the way a draft tiptoed across her wrist; the split-second hush before a flame caught. These were not omens, only reminders. That she could be noticed, not merely needed.

From time to time, her gaze drifted to the window—to the spot where Aerin had vanished. Always she returned to her work. Always that quiet, impossible presence lingered: the wind outside, always returning. The stillness between, always waiting.
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