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Chapter One: The Healer of Mireholt
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The boy on the table was dying by inches, and Nerisse Veyr could feel every one of them.

Outside the chapel's thin walls, the wind carried the particular smell of the Red Briarwood closer than it had come the previous winter, a scent of turned earth and old iron that no one in Mireholt liked to name aloud, as if naming it might somehow hurry its advance even further. Nerisse had grown up learning to read that smell the way other children learned to read clouds, a slow, creeping warning that the world beyond the village's fields was patient, and hungry, and never quite finished with any of them.

She pressed both palms flat against his chest, over the place where his heart beat too fast and too shallow, like a bird throwing itself against a window it did not understand. Black lines had already crept up from his collarbone toward his throat, thin as embroidery thread, branching the way frost branches across glass. Briarblight always looked beautiful before it looked like death. That was the cruelty of it. The village called it lace sickness in the early days, before anyone understood what the lace was reaching for.

Mirren Coe's hands trembled against her grandson's shoulders despite their steadiness, and Nerisse recognized the particular fear of a grandmother who had already buried too many of her own generation to Briarblight, watching now to see whether the same ending waited for the youngest branch of her family.

"Hold him still, please," Nerisse said, and old Mirren Coe gripped her grandson's shoulders with hands that had gone white at the knuckle.

The boy's name was Farris. He was seven years old. He liked to skip stones on the millpond and he was afraid of the dark, and Nerisse knew both of those things now, the way she knew the temperature of the room and the smell of tallow smoke, because his fear and his memories had poured into her the moment her hands found his skin. That was her gift. That was her curse. She could not touch a person without becoming, for a few unbearable minutes, a vessel for everything inside them that hurt.

She closed her eyes gently and let the sickness come to her, the way she always did, without flinching.

It arrived the way it always did, as cold first, then as weight, then as something with edges. She felt the thorn fever working its way along his blood, hunting for his heart the way ivy hunts for a wall to climb. She reached past the pain and found the place where the illness had rooted itself, a small dark knot just beneath his ribs, and she poured her own strength into unpicking it, thread by black thread.

Sweat gathered at her temples despite the chapel's cold, and somewhere in the distance she was aware of Mirren's breathing, ragged and desperate, keeping time with her own effort. This was always the hardest part, the moment when the sickness fought hardest before it finally understood it had lost, thrashing through the child's small body like something cornered.

Farris whimpered softly. Mirren Coe made a sound like a woman being torn in half.

"Almost there," Nerisse said, though she was not certain that was true. She rarely was. Healing was not a science with rules that always held firm. It was a negotiation with something that did not want to let go easily.

The knot loosened slowly at first, then all at once. She felt it give way, felt the fever break and scatter, felt Farris's small body remember, all at once, how to simply be a boy and not a battlefield. His eyes fluttered open. He looked at his grandmother and asked, in the aggrieved voice of a child who has been mortally inconvenienced, whether he could still go to the millpond tomorrow.

Mirren Coe began to cry the way people cried when they had been holding their breath for hours without realizing it.

Nerisse sat back on her heels slowly and let the sickness she had drawn out of Farris settle into her own chest like sediment.

It did not ever disappear. It never disappeared. It simply moved house, from the sick to the healer, and stayed there, a small stone she would carry for a few days until her body found some way to grind it down. She had explained this to no one in Mireholt because there was no way to explain it that would not sound like a complaint, and Nerisse Veyr had learned a long time ago that healers were not permitted complaints. Healers were permitted gratitude, distance, and the occasional loaf of bread left on the doorstep by someone too shy to knock.

"Bless you," Mirren said, already lifting Farris off the table, already turning her whole body toward home. "Bless you, truly."

"Keep him warm," Nerisse said. "Willow bark tea if the fever returns. And Mirren, if the lines come back darker than they left, send for me at once. Do not wait to see if it worsens on its own."

"Of course. Of course." Mirren was at the door already, Farris balanced on her hip though he was really too big for it, both of them already halfway back into the ordinary shape of their lives, the shape that did not include the healer who had just spent an hour with her hands inside a child's dying.

Outside the chapel, Nerisse could hear the low murmur of at least three more households waiting their turn, a mother with a colicky infant, an old man whose cough had turned wet and rattling, a farmhand who had cut his palm to the bone on a scythe blade three days past and let the wound fester instead of paying the price of asking for help before it turned serious. She would see all of them before the sun went down. She always did. There was no version of this village that survived a season without her hands, and there was no version of Nerisse that had ever been permitted to say she was tired.

She sometimes wondered what it might feel like to close her door for a single day, to let the village manage its own small hurts without her, and always found the thought quickly followed by guilt sharp enough to make her open the door before the knock even came. It was easier to give than to imagine the alternative, the slow accumulation of suffering that might build in her absence, the faces she would have to see afterward knowing she could have eased something and chose not to.

The door shut. The chapel went quiet.

Nerisse sat alone on the cold stone floor of Mireholt's chapel, which had become her healing room by simple accumulation, the way a path becomes a road by enough feet walking it, and pressed her palm flat against her own sternum. The knot Farris had carried was there now, small and hard beneath her ribs, and it would ache when she breathed too deeply for the next three days, and no one would ever know unless they asked, and no one asked.

The chapel had not always been her chapel. It had belonged, once, to a priest who left Mireholt for a larger parish when Nerisse was still a girl learning her mother's craft, and the villagers had simply drifted toward using the empty building for whatever the healer needed, until years had passed and no one remembered it as anything but hers.

That was the arithmetic of her life. She gave the village her hands and took their suffering into her body in trade, and the village thanked her the way people thanked the weather for finally clearing. Relief, not love.

She had stopped expecting anything different a long time ago. It still hurt. She had simply gotten better at not looking at the hurt directly, the same way a person learns not to look directly at the sun.

Her mother had taught her the first true healing when Nerisse was nine years old, kneeling together over a lamb with a broken leg in the Veyr family's small back field, guiding Nerisse's small hands with her own larger ones and murmuring that healing meant listening to the hurt patiently until it agreed to let go, not fighting it. Her mother had carried the same gift, though never so strongly, and had warned her, even then, that a healer's hands belonged to everyone but herself unless she learned early to guard some small corner of her own heart that no village, however grateful, was permitted to enter. Nerisse had not understood the warning at nine. She understood it intimately now, alone on a cold floor with someone else's sickness settling into her ribs.

She thought sometimes, in quiet moments like this one, about what her mother might have become if she had lived long enough to grow old in Mireholt instead of vanishing into a palace neither of them had ever visited. Would she have taken on apprentices of her own. Would she have finally allowed herself, in old age, the rest she had always insisted was for other healers to take, never herself. The questions had no answers, only the same aching absence that followed Nerisse everywhere, a shape cut from her life that had never fully healed.

The chapel floor cracked.

The sound was small at first, a dry snap like a knuckle popping, and Nerisse thought it was only the old stone settling as it always did in the cold months. Then it came again, closer, and she looked down to see a hairline fracture spreading beneath the altar where three days ago the village had buried Old Tam Ferris after the Briarblight took him in his sleep.

A thorn broke through the stone.

The village had buried three people beneath this floor over the years, and Nerisse had knelt at each burial without ever once feeling the ground stir beneath her, which made the sudden movement now all the more unsettling, as if something old beyond memory had finally decided the wait was over.

It was black, glossy, no thicker than a reed, and it curled up out of the crack like something waking. Nerisse scrambled back on her hands, heart slamming, watching as the thorn unfurled with the slow deliberate patience of something that had all the time in the world and had simply decided this was the moment to use it. Two more followed. They rose out of the grave dirt beneath the chapel floor, black and thin and glistening as if wet, and they did not reach for the door or the altar or the cold hearth.

They reached for her.

Nerisse pressed herself against the chapel wall, watching three black briars stretch across six feet of stone floor toward her outstretched hand, moving with the unhurried certainty of something that already knew it would arrive. She should have run. Every healer's instinct in her, every scrap of sense she owned, told her to run. Instead she found herself frozen, staring, because the briars were not lunging at her the way a snake lunges at prey.

They were reaching the way a hand reaches. Searching. Recognizing.

The nearest thorn brushed her fingertips and Nerisse gasped as something passed between them, not pain exactly, not the death vision she felt from touching the dying, but a kind of terrible familiarity, as if the briar knew the shape of her blood the way a key knows the shape of a lock it was cut for centuries before either of them existed. Then the chapel door banged open and the moment broke apart. The thorns withdrew into the broken stone as fast as they had risen, leaving three thin cracks and no other evidence they had ever existed at all.

Tavin stood in the doorway, pale, sweating, one arm pressed hard against his side.

"Nerisse." Her brother's voice cracked on her name.

She was across the chapel before he finished saying it, catching him as his knees buckled, lowering him to the floor with the practiced speed of a woman who had caught a hundred falling bodies before his. She peeled back his sleeve and felt the breath go out of her.

Black lines. Climbing his forearm. Darker and further along than Farris's had ever been.

"How long," she said, and her voice did not sound like her own. It sounded like the voice she used for other people's brothers, other people's children, calm and level and utterly false. "Tavin. How long have you had this."

"A week." He would not look at her. "Maybe two."

"Two weeks." She heard herself repeat it the way a person repeats a number that refuses to make sense on first hearing. "You have had Briarblight climbing your arm for two weeks and you said nothing."

"You already give so much of yourself away." His eyes, when they finally found hers, were wet and furious with something that was not anger at her. "I did not want to be one more person taking pieces of you, Nerisse. Not me. Not after everything."

She wanted to shout at him. She wanted to shake him until the black lines fell off his skin like ash. Instead she pressed both hands to the worst of the darkness, just below his elbow, and let the sickness pour into her the way it always did, cold and heavy and full of edges, and she thought, distantly, that she was going to have to find a way to carry this too, on top of Farris, on top of everyone else in Mireholt who had needed her this week, on top of a body that was never given the chance to simply be a body and not a vessel.

The healing took longer than it should have. Tavin's fever fought her the way frightened things fight, thrashing even as it died, and by the time the black lines receded from angry to faint, Nerisse's hands were shaking and her vision had gone soft at the edges the way it did when she had given more than she had.

"You cannot do that again," she whispered, not to Tavin, not really. To herself. To the empty chapel. To whatever god or curse had decided that the only people who could survive in the Thornmere were the ones willing to be hollowed out for it.

That was when the summons came.

The rider arrived at dusk, black cloaked, silent, and left a single sealed letter nailed to the chapel door with a thorn instead of iron. Nerisse broke the wax with fingers that had not stopped trembling since the chapel floor cracked open, and read the words twice because the first reading felt like something that could not possibly be meant for her.

The rider had not waited for a reply, vanishing back into the dusk before Nerisse could even open the door, as if the summons itself had never truly required her consent at all to become inevitable and absolute.

By order of Odran Vaelthorn, Prince of the Thornmere, sovereign of Blackroot Hall. The healer Nerisse Veyr is summoned to the palace before the rising of the briar moon. Refusal will not be received.

She had never seen his name written before. She had heard it, of course, the way every child in Mireholt heard it, in the low warning tone adults used for things that could hurt you from a distance. Odran Vaelthorn. The cursed prince. The man whose court her mother had gone to seven years ago and never returned from, though no body had ever been found, no grave dug, no word sent, only silence stretching long enough to become its own kind of answer.

Traveling merchants told stories about him over tavern fires, each version a little more monstrous than the last. Some said he kept a court of the dead beneath his palace, feeding on their memories the way Nerisse fed on the memories of the dying. Some said he had killed his own father to take the throne, and that the briars had rewarded him for it by making him something no longer entirely human. Nerisse had never believed the wilder tales, but she had believed, without question, that whatever waited inside Blackroot Hall had swallowed her mother whole and never once considered the debt owed for it.

"I will not go," Nerisse said, to the letter
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