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The morning Julia Blackwell found the dead starlings, she knew it was going to be a difficult week.

There were seven of them, arranged in a near-perfect circle on her back porch, their iridescent feathers catching the early light. Not scattered by wind or predator. Not random. Arranged.

She stood in the doorway of her cottage, bare feet on the cool wooden threshold, coffee mug warming her hands. The steam rose in lazy spirals, and she watched it the way her grandmother had taught her—reading the patterns, the way the vapor twisted and fell. Nothing good there either.

"Great," she muttered, setting the mug down on the porch rail.

Julia had lived in Briar's Crossing her entire life, minus four years at a botanical college upstate and two trying to make it work in Portland with Marcus. The Portland experiment had failed spectacularly—both the relationship and her attempt to run a trendy apothecary in a city where everyone wanted the aesthetic of natural remedies but none of the patience they required. She'd come home three months ago with a broken heart, a depleted bank account, and the kind of exhaustion that settled into your bones.

Home was this cottage at the edge of town, where the forest pressed close and the nearest neighbor was half a mile down a dirt road. It had belonged to her grandmother, then her mother, and now her. Three generations of Blackwell women, all of whom knew things they shouldn't, felt things they couldn't explain, and grew things that didn't quite follow the rules of ordinary botany.

She grabbed a small muslin bag from the kitchen—already prepared, because she always kept them prepared—and knelt beside the circle of birds. Up close, she could see they'd been dead less than a day. No signs of violence, no blood. They looked like they'd simply fallen from the sky.

Julia whispered the old words her grandmother had taught her, the ones that weren't quite English and weren't quite anything else. A prayer, a protection, a putting-to-rest. Then she gathered the birds carefully into the bag, her fingers gentle despite the unease crawling up her spine.

Someone was sending a message. Or something was.

The question was whether it was meant as a warning or a threat.

By nine a.m., Julia had opened her shop.

"Blackwell's Botanicals" read the hand-painted sign that hung above the door of the converted barn on Main Street. Inside, the air was thick with the scent of dried lavender, rosemary, and the darker, earthier smell of roots hanging in bundles from the ceiling beams. Shelves lined the walls, filled with amber jars and glass bottles, each labeled in her careful handwriting: calendula salve, elderberry syrup, nettle tincture, chamomile glycerite.

To most people in town, she was just the herb lady. The one who made nice soaps and teas that you could buy as gifts for people who liked that sort of thing. A handful of regulars knew she was better than any doctor for certain complaints—the ones that didn't show up on tests, the ones that conventional medicine couldn't quite name. And an even smaller handful knew, or suspected, that there was something else to her remedies. Something that didn't come from a textbook.

Julia was fine with that ambiguity. More than fine. She'd learned early that it was safer to be underestimated.

She was grinding dried hawthorn berries in her mortar when the bell above the door chimed.

"Be right with you," she called, not looking up. The rhythm of the pestle against stone was soothing, meditative. She'd been up since dawn, her mind circling around those seven birds, and the physical work helped.

"Take your time."

The voice was unfamiliar—male, with an easy warmth to it. Julia glanced up.

The man standing in her doorway was tall, probably early thirties, with dark hair that looked like it had been trimmed recently but was already fighting the style. He wore a green jacket with a patch on the shoulder that read "State Wildlife Management," and he was looking around her shop with the kind of careful attention that made her instinctively cautious.

"Help you find something?" she asked, keeping her tone neutral.

"I hope so." He smiled, and it reached his eyes in a way that made him seem genuinely friendly rather than just polite. "I'm looking for Julia Blackwell. I was told she's the person to talk to about local plants and, uh, unusual environmental patterns."

"You were told right. I'm Julia." She set down the mortar and wiped her hands on her apron. "And you are?"

"Noah Chen. I just started as the wildlife officer for this region." He extended a hand across the counter, and she shook it briefly. His grip was firm, his palm callused. Someone who worked with his hands. "I know this is probably an odd question, but have you noticed anything strange in the forest lately?"

Julia's expression didn't change, but internally, every sense went on alert. "Strange how?"

Noah pulled out a small notebook, flipping it open. "I've been here three weeks, and I've already logged more unusual activity than my predecessor did in six months. Birds migrating at the wrong times. Plants blooming out of season—I found lady's slippers flowering yesterday, and it's September. Deer coming into town in the middle of the day, acting disoriented." He looked up from the notebook. "And the old homestead out past Crow's Ridge? Something's going on there. The whole area around it feels... off."

The Thornwood homestead. Of course.

Julia busied herself with transferring the ground hawthorn into a jar, taking a moment to choose her words. "The forest around here has always been a little unusual. Old growth, lots of microclimates. Things don't always follow standard patterns."

"That's what the previous officer's notes said too." Noah leaned against the counter, watching her with those attentive eyes. "But his notes also said that if anything ever seemed really wrong, I should talk to you. Why is that?"

She could feel him trying to read her, the same way she was trying to read him. There was no hostility in it, just curiosity. Professional curiosity, maybe, but there was something else too. An openness. Like he actually wanted to understand rather than just catalog and dismiss.

"My family's lived here for generations," Julia said finally. "We know the land. The plants, the patterns, the ways things shift with the seasons. I probably spend more time in those woods than anyone else in town."

"Because you're an herbalist."

"Because I'm an herbalist," she confirmed. "And because I actually like it out there."

Noah nodded slowly, making a note. "Would you be willing to show me some of the areas where you usually forage? I'd like to get a better sense of what's normal for this region versus what might be cause for concern."

It was a reasonable request. Exactly the kind of thing someone in his position should be asking. And yet Julia felt the weight of it, the way a simple "yes" could open doors she'd been keeping carefully closed.

Before she could answer, the bell chimed again, and Mrs. Chen—no relation to Noah, she'd been married to Bill Chen who owned the hardware store—bustled in with her usual energy.

"Julia, dear, I hope you have more of that tea blend. The one for sleep? Bill said it's the only thing that's worked for his back pain in months, and—oh!" She stopped short, seeing Noah. "I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt."

"You're not interrupting," Julia assured her, grateful for the reprieve. "I'll get your tea."

As she moved to the back room where she kept the bulk dried herbs, she could hear Mrs. Chen interrogating Noah with the friendly ruthlessness of someone who'd lived in a small town for forty years.

"Wildlife officer? How wonderful! Where are you from originally? Do you have family in the area? You know, my niece is single..."

Julia smiled despite herself, measuring out peppermint, valerian root, and passionflower into a blend. She added a few other things too, the ingredients she didn't list on the label, the ones that worked through intention as much as chemistry. A whisper of mugwort for dreams. A pinch of lavender harvested under the full moon. And the words, barely audible even to herself, that her grandmother had taught her for easing pain that went deeper than muscle.

When she returned, Noah was politely deflecting Mrs. Chen's matchmaking attempts with impressive diplomacy.

"Here you go," Julia said, handing over the paper bag of tea. "Same as last time. Tell Bill to steep it for at least ten minutes, and to drink it an hour before bed."

"You're an angel," Mrs. Chen said, pressing cash into her hand. "A miracle worker, truly." She patted Julia's arm with real affection, then turned to Noah. "You listen to her about the forest, young man. The Blackwell women know things. Always have."

She left in a flutter of movement, the bell chiming cheerfully behind her.

In the sudden quiet, Noah looked at Julia with raised eyebrows. "The Blackwell women know things?"

"It's a small town," Julia said dryly. "Everyone knows things. Or thinks they do."

"But you actually do." It wasn't quite a question.

She met his gaze, trying to gauge whether he was mocking or genuinely interested. What she saw was neither. He looked... curious. Open. Maybe a little hopeful, like he'd been trying to solve a puzzle and had just found someone who might have a piece.

"I know plants," she said carefully. "I know the forest. If you want help understanding what's happening out there, I can show you what I've seen. But I'm not a scientist, Mr. Chen. I don't have data or studies to back up what I know. It's all observation and instinct and, honestly, a lot of guesswork."
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