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The Healer’s Oath

The first light of dawn slipped over the crags of the Lyris Peaks, spilling amber through the thin gaps in the stone walls that cradled the village below. Mist clung to the low roofs like a shy veil, and the faint scent of pine and damp earth rose from the forest that edged the settlement’s western side. In the narrow, cobblestone lane that ran past the well-sprung fountain, a lone figure moved with purpose, his boots whispering against the stones.

Arin fidgeted with the edge of his cloak as he passed the market stalls still half-laden with last night’s unsold produce. The first stalls to open were the herb tables—bundles of thyme, rosemary, and sage hanging in neat rows, their leaves still glistening with dew. He stopped, inhaled, and felt the familiar comfort that the aromas brought. Healing was not just his craft; it was his lineage, his birthright. The Healers’ House, a modest stone building capped with a thatched roof, sat at the heart of the village, its doors open wide to welcome the sick and the weary.

Inside, the scent of boiled roots and drying herbs filled every corner. Shelves crammed with jars of powdered bark, dried flowers, and tinctures stretched up to the low-beamed ceiling. Light filtered through a single narrow window, casting a thin beam onto the long wooden table where Arin worked. He knelt, laying out his tools: a brass scalpel, a set of small glass bottles, a well-worn leather satchel that had belonged to his mother. Each instrument seemed to pulse with a quiet expectation, as if they, too, were waiting for the day to begin.

A guttural cough echoed from the far end of the room. Arin stood, his heart tightening. “Mara,” he called, his voice low but firm. “What’s happened?”

The elder healer, Mara, a stoic woman whose silver hair was always tucked into a tight bun, turned slowly. Her eyes, sharp as flint, fixed on the young man. “It’s spreading faster than the winter wind,” she said, sliding a thin, pale hand across a parchment spread on the table. “Three more children in the east ward have taken to their beds. Fever higher than the mountain peaks. The old remedies are... failing.”

Arin swallowed, feeling a cold knot settle in his stomach. The illness that had begun as a mere cough in one child just two weeks prior now seemed a dark tide swelling against the village’s resolve. He moved to the bedside of a small girl whose breaths came in shallow, ragged bursts. Her name was Lira, a bright-eyed child no older than seven, who had once danced in the village square during the midsummer festival.

“Lira,” Arin whispered, placing a cool hand on her forehead. The heat that rose to meet him was the first and most telling sign. He reached for a vial of willow bark tea, poured a few drops onto her tongue, and whispered a soft prayer to the ancient spirits of the land, a ritual his mother had taught him when he first learned the healer’s trade. The child's eyes fluttered, and a faint sigh escaped her lips. For a moment, the fever’s fire seemed to waver, but the relief was fleeting, and the girl’s condition remained precarious.

Mara stepped forward, her gaze never leaving Arin’s. “We need more than herbs this time, boy. The spring’s water... its purity is waning. The village has relied on the spring for generations, but it’s been dry for weeks now. If the spirit that guards it is truly gone, we are in grave danger.”

Arin’s mind whirred. The spring—an unassuming pool at the foot of the mountain, its waters crystal clear, said to have been blessed by an ancient spirit—had always been the lifeblood of Lyris. Lifeless water meant wilted crops, starving livestock, and, now, a mysterious illness with a fatal edge.

A sudden clatter echoed from the doorway, and the wooden doors swung open with a harsh creak. A gust of cold wind slammed against the walls, scattering the loose papers on the table. A figure stepped into the warm light of the Healer’s House—a tall, gaunt man, cloaked in a ragged, dark mantle that was frayed at the edges. His hair was dark as night, streaked with silver, and his face bore the deep lines of someone who had seen battle. He carried himself with the bearing of royalty, though his outer garb spoke of exile and hardship.

Arin’s eyes widened. The stranger’s stare fell upon the amulet that danged from Arin’s neck—a small, circular stone set in a silver band, the stone itself pulsing with a faint, inner light that seemed to synchronise with the rhythm of Arin’s heartbeat.

“The amulet...!” the stranger breathed, his voice hoarse, laced with an unmistakable mixture of awe and desperation. He took a step forward, and his boots left a faint imprint of dark dust on the polished wooden floor. “Do you feel it? The power... it’s as if the stone knows the song of old.”

Arin’s hand tightened around the amulet’s band, feeling the cool metal against his palm. “What are you...?” He managed to ask, his voice steadier than he felt.

The man’s eyes flicked to Mara, then settled back on Arin. “My name is Kael,” he said, his tone tinged with a regal echo that seemed at odds with his worn clothing. “I was a prince of the kingdom beyond the southern ridge, before the warlord Varek took everything. My crown was shattered, my people scattered. I have been wandering these mountains, searching for the spring that once fed my lands.” He glanced at Arif’s amulet, his gaze lingering. “And I feel the pulse of that spirit still within you. The stone you wear... it is not of this valley. It calls to me as it does you.”

Mara’s mouth tightened, her eyes narrowing. “You speak of a kingdom we have never heard of. Lyris has been an isolated village for generations. Why should we trust an outsider—especially one bearing such a tragic story?”

Kael’s shoulders slumped slightly, a sign of resignation. “Because the spring we both depend upon is dying. And because the curse that haunts my people is the same darkness that seeps into this very illness. I carry a broken crown, yes—made of iron and ash—yet within its fragments lies the binding of an ancient spirit. If we can join what is broken with what still glows, perhaps we can set right what has been torn.”

Arin felt a tremor in his chest, as if the amulet had vibrated in response to Kael’s words. He swallowed, feeling the weight of the moment press upon his shoulders. “My oath,” he began, recalling the words his mother had taught him as a child, “is to protect my people. If this... this amulet is a sign... if there is even a chance we can heal them, I must try.”

He turned to Mara, his voice soft but firm. “We need to understand this stone, Kael. And we need to find out if the spring’s spirit can be awakened again. If we fail, the village will succumb to the plague, and the mountain will lose its heart forever.”

Kael let out a breath that seemed to carry years of sorrow. He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “There is a cave, not far from the village, where the spring once rose with a roar. The warlord’s men sealed it, and the water turned to dust. I have seen the seal, half-collapsed, with my own eyes. The amulet... it reacts to that place. It glows brighter the nearer we get. If we can reach it, we might find a fragment of the ancient spirit still bound within the stone.”

Mara studied Kael for a long moment, her gaze shifting between the stranger and the amulet. Finally, she sighed. “Very well. We will gather what supplies we can. But you, prince—if you intend to stay, you must abide by our laws. The village council will decide your fate after we see what you bring.”

Kael inclined his head, a faint smile flickering across his scarred lips. “I ask only for a chance to help. A chance to prove that my broken crown can still be a beacon.”

In the days that followed, the village hummed with a mixture of fear and hope. Arin spent his mornings at the bedside of the afflicted, his hands moving with practiced certainty, his mind constantly returning to the dull thrum of the amulet beneath his skin. The stone’s glow was subtle, a soft cerulean hue that seemed to pulse in rhythm with his own breathing—steady, calm, but never quite still.

Mara led a council meeting in the communal hall, a circular stone building whose walls were lined with tapestries depicting the founding of Lyris, the arrival of the first healers, and the gift of the spring spirit. The council consisted of elders, craftsmen, and the village’s few armed guards, each bearing an expression that told of sleepless nights and whispered prayers.

“The spring has not run in weeks,” Elder Doren said, his grizzled beard twitching as he spoke. “The crops will fail. Our livestock will starve. If this prince’s tale is true, we must act. But if we are deceived—”

“The amulet glows, Elder,” Arin interrupted gently, rising from his seat. “It’s not an idle bauble. It’s reacting to something... I feel its pull toward the mountain’s heart.” He turned to the council, his eyes steady. “If we stand still, I fear we’ll lose more than we already have.”

Kael, standing at the far edge of the hall, placed his hand on the broken crown fragments he had kept wrapped in a piece of cloth. The metal was tarnished, edges dulled by years of battle, but they retained a faint, almost imperceptible glimmer whenever the amulet’s light brushed them. He lifted his chin, his voice resonant despite his ragged appearance. “My broken crown was once a symbol of unity. Now it is a piece of a larger puzzle. The spring’s spirit bound to my crown can only be awakened when it meets the hand that bears its counterpart—your amulet, healer. Together, we may restore what has been shattered.”

A murmur traveled through the hall, a mixture of doubt and cautious optimism. Mara cleared her throat. “We have lost the spring’s water, and the illness spreads. If Arin’s oath holds, we must follow this path. But we must also be prepared for danger. The warlord’s men may still patrol the roads. We will need a small, swift group—Arin, Kael, and perhaps a few of our best scouts.”

A young woman named Selara, who served as a scout and knew the forest paths as well as the wind, stepped forward. Her dark hair was tied back in a tight braid, and her eyes shone with a fierce determination. “I will guide you through the woods. I know where the old paths hide, and I can keep us out of sight.”

Arin nodded, feeling the weight of their trust settle onto his shoulders. “Then it is settled. At first light, we leave. We will head toward the mountain’s east ridge, where the spring’s source was last known.”

The night before departure, Arin could not sleep. He sat by the hearth in the Healer’s House, the fire sputtering softly, casting shadows that danced across the stone walls. The amulet lay on his palm, its inner light flickering like a heartbeat. He thought of his mother, the woman who had taught him the delicate balance of herbs and the harsher truths of life and death. He remembered the day she placed the amulet around his throat as a child, whispering, “May this keep you safe, my son. May it guide you when the path is dark.”

A soft knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. He rose, his joints creaking, and opened it to find Kael standing there, his cloak damp from the night’s chill. The broken crown fragments were nestled in his hands, the metal catching the firelight.

“Did you sleep?” Kael asked, his voice low, the weariness evident in the furrow of his brow.

Arin offered a thin smile. “Only a few hours. I keep thinking about the oath I took, and now I must add a promise to it—one that concerns a stranger and a broken crown.”

Kael moved deeper into the room, his eyes never leaving the amulet as he approached. “Your oath has always been to heal. I think it is time to heal more than just bodies. The spring’s spirit is bound not only to water but to the people it nourishes. If we restore it, we restore hope.”

A sudden rustle behind them caused both men to turn. Mara entered, her expression softened by the dim glow. She placed a hand on Kael’s shoulder, then on Arin’s arm. “We have faith in you both,” she said, her voice a calm tide in the storm of their worries. “May the spirits guide you.”

The next morning, a thin veil of mist clung to the valley as the small group set out. Arin, carrying a
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