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Chapter One:
Budding Trouble Takes Root






Early Spring

 


It was the kind of morning that made the
world feel like it was trying again. The sky stretched wide and
clean, a pale blue sheet freshly scrubbed by the night’s rain. Soft
mist clung to the crooked wooden fence that edged the lane from the
cabin to the town, and the air smelled faintly of thawed soil, wet
moss, and last year’s dead leaves giving up their final ghost.
Birds chirped as if rehearsing for something grand, and the earth,
still bruised with frost in the shadows, crackled softly underfoot.
Buds swelled at the ends of branches, uncertain if the warmth would
last. The lake to the west yawned with thin ice, breaking like
cracked glass along the shore. The cold hadn’t left, but it had
loosened its grip, and the land, timidly, was beginning to
stretch.

In the loft, Keanna stirred beneath the
weight of her woolen quilt beneath a sloped ceiling of timber
beams. The quilt was heavy with age and hand-stitched memory,
smelling faintly of lavender sachets tucked between its folds at
the start of winter. Her eyes blinked open to the dim morning light
filtering through the circular window above the bed. She lay still
for a breath or two, listening to the creak of thawing wood, the
distant call of a crow, and the familiar hush that only came after
winter had said most of its goodbyes.

She sat up slowly, a long braid falling over
her shoulder like a rope of last summer’s chestnut. Her fingers
found the edge of the quilt, running along its frayed seam as if
tracing the shape of the day to come. She stretched her arms, then
her back with a small grunt, and swung her legs over the edge of
the feather-stuffed mattress. The rug was cold. Of course, it was.
Spring might be knocking, but winter still sat on the stoop like it
owned the place.

Keanna made the bed with tight corners and
practiced tugs, smoothing every wrinkle with the flat of her hand.
The fabric rasped under her calloused fingers, worn soft in some
places and stubborn in others. She descended the ladder-like
staircase barefoot, soft pads on ancient wood. The stone floor
downstairs was no warmer, but she ignored the chill. Each step was
a ritual she didn’t rush, brushing fingers along the wall,
straightening the edge of a rug that had curled overnight.

The tin shower bucket hung heavy in the
bathroom with water she’d warmed the night before on the hearth.
She carefully poured it and stepped into the clawfoot tub, brisk
but necessary. The chill bit at her skin, but the routine brought
clarity. Teeth were brushed with mint she’d dried herself, and hair
was braided tighter, with a sliver of dried lavender wrapped into
the end. She smelled like clean water, crushed herbs, and a woman
who meant business.

She dressed in soft leather trousers, a
linen undershirt, and her sleeveless leather vest, each piece worn,
stitched by her hands, and mended more than once. It was practical,
flexible, and weather-resistant, just like she liked to think she
was. She paused at the mirror briefly, inspecting a small scar near
her jaw, a reminder of a misjudged thorn bush and a lesson in
patience.

Fenrir was waiting by the back door, long
limbs stretched out and golden eyes watchful. Vanir curled up on
the bench, tail flicking with lazy entitlement. “Good morning,
beasts,” Keanna said.

They both stood at once. “Breakfast,” Keanna
said.

She pulled raw meat from the cold box near
the hearth, goat for Fenrir, rabbit for Vanir. The meat was wrapped
in linen and chilled from the ice-packed chest, its surface marbled
with fine, pale threads of fat. They ate with quiet satisfaction
while she sipped a steaming mug of coffee from a clay cup, watching
the mist rise from the lake beyond the garden. The surface caught
glimmers of sunlight, breaking them across the water like shattered
coins.

Breakfast was a chunk of dark bread with
salted butter and an apple that had wintered in the cellar, mealy
but sweet enough. She ate, standing, leaning against the
countertop, eyes scanning the treetops for returning birds.

Today would be for deep cleaning her home.
The dust of disuse clung to every shelf and shadow. She gathered
her broom, vinegar, clothes, and will. The hearth would be
scrubbed, the shelves reorganized, and every floorboard wiped down.
Spring meant beginning again, and there was no better place to
start than where you lived.

Keanna started with the hearth. She shoveled
out the old ash and swept the stone floor around it until the soot
was gone and the grout lines reappeared, dark and even. The broom
bristles had worn to a fan from years of use, but it did the job.
She soaked a cloth in vinegar and scrubbed the soot-stained stone
until it smelled sharply clean. The iron kettle and tools were
polished and rehung on their hooks with satisfying clinks.

The shelves were next. Every jar, pot, and
dish was removed, wiped, and replaced. Glass glinted in the
sunlight as she held it to the window, checking for stubborn
streaks. Her dried herbs, tied in bunches, were inspected and
rotated. Anything too brittle or scentless was crushed and
composted. The remaining bundles were retied, and their labels were
rewritten in careful script. She lingered over each one,
remembering when it had been picked and under what sky.

Furniture was dragged across the floor with
soft grunts and set aside so she could mop underneath. She washed
the planks with a rag and a bucket of hot water mixed with lye soap
and vinegar. Her palms were wrinkled and raw when she was done, but
the floor looked nearly new. The rugs were beaten outside and
draped over the porch railing to air. She paused to let the sun hit
her face, eyes closed, listening to the soft creak of the breeze
pushing against the cabin.

By midday, she’d earned the ache in her
arms. But the windows gleamed, and the floors no longer whispered
when she stepped. She hung her clothes to dry, changed her apron,
and stepped outside into the breeze.

The vegetable garden still wore its winter
bones. The soil exhaled the scent of minerals and decay, a damp
promise beneath last year’s skeletal stems. Beds lay bare and
crusted with the last frost, save for a few wiry stems clinging
stubbornly to life. The soil was still cold beneath her fingers but
not frozen. It crumbled like old bread, grateful for attention.

She cleared away the dead stalks, snapping
brittle remnants from last season and tossing them into a basket
for compost. Then came the weeds, poking up already between the
neat lines of her former planting. She pulled them slowly, with
purpose, and separated them into a different basket. These wouldn’t
return to the earth.

She hoed carefully, breaking the top layer,
slicing through old roots, and turning the soil with reverence.
Once the beds were clean, she fetched her seedbox from the porch
chest. The early spring staples were wrapped in parchment and
labeled in her own tidy hand: lettuce, mustard greens, radish, and
sorrel. Each was planted with a finger’s depth of care and a
murmured note of remembrance from the season before.

After watering with her ceramic jug, she
moved to the herb garden on the far side of the house. The
rosemary, thyme, and chives had weathered the frost with crooked
determination, but others had not survived. She trimmed what
remained, pulled the dead, and mulched the bare spots with compost
from the bin behind the shed. She would replant the delicate herbs,
basil, sage, and lemon balm once the risk of frost was truly past.
She made a mental note to check her stock of calendula seeds.

When she was done, her hands were dark with
soil, and her knees ached. Fenrir lay at the garden’s edge, tail
flicking lazily. Vanir curled beneath the lowest branch of the oak
tree, watching her with half-lidded eyes.

When both gardens were finally in order,
Keanna stood back, wiping her brow with her sleeve. The breeze had
picked up slightly, and it was cooler now but not unfriendly.

Spring had come. And her land, bit by bit,
was waking up.

Keanna packed her basket carefully: a
cloth-wrapped wedge of cheese, a hunk of bread, a small flask of
nettle tea, and a few herbal tins for trading. She tucked in a balm
for cracked skin, a jar of dried horehound for coughs, and two
sticks of wound salve in case someone came limping to her shop
door. With her satchel slung across her shoulder and her walking
stick in hand, she gave Fenrir a final scratch between the ears.
Vanir leaped gracefully from the porch railing, landing with a soft
thud beside her. They flanked her naturally, one on each side, as
she stepped onto the dirt path that led to Oakhaven. They were more
than companions, guardians by instinct and familiar by bond. Fenrir
walked with watchful silence, ever-alert, while Vanir darted ahead
and circled back in a lazy zigzag, ears twitching at every
rustle.

The walk to the village was just under two
miles, a winding stretch of earth softened by meltwater and lined
with the first whispers of green. The hem of her trousers quickly
gathered mud, and her boots left a deep print on each soggy step.
Trees arched over the path like gossiping elders, their bare
branches clicking softly in the breeze. Moss blanketed the stones
along the way, and puddles dotted the ruts where wagons had passed
days before. Keanna stepped carefully, boots squelching with each
step, her stride steady but unrushed.

Birds darted overhead, finches and robins
busy with their morning errands. Two squirrels chased each other
through the bramble to her left, disappearing with the rustle of
dry twigs. She passed Old Man Renn’s still, quiet, and empty
fishing dock and politely waved to the empty lake.

The breeze carried the scent of damp wood,
distant baking bread, and something faintly metallic, likely the
blacksmith’s forge already burning.

She adjusted her grip on her basket and
walked on, the familiar rhythm of the trail easing the ache in her
back. The closer she came to town, the louder the sounds became:
children shrieking with joy, merchants calling over goods, a hammer
ringing like a bell.

The gate to Oakhaven stood open, crooked on
its hinges but still strong. Beyond it, the village stirred like a
bear coming out of its den.

She breathed in deeply; it was time to begin
the season.

The Market Square was already coming to
life. Smoke curled from the chimney of the communal oven, and the
low hum of voices echoed between stalls. Alys Berwick was
elbow-deep in flour, her cheeks dusted white, and her sleeves
rolled past her elbows.

“Morning, Keanna,” Alys said.

“Morning, Alys,” Keanna said.

Greta Lunsford was folding warm loaves into
cloth wraps beside her, handing them to passing villagers before
they even asked.

“You’ll want to get one before Bennett
scribbles another poem on it,” Greta said.

“I’ve used worse paper,” Keanna said.

That earned a bark of laughter from Alys.
Vanir trotted ahead, sniffing curiously at baskets of root
vegetables. Fenrir stayed close to Keanna’s side, always
watching.

Edwin Granger stood over the anvil at the
blacksmith’s forge, his hammer ringing out steady beats. He looked
up briefly.

“Your knuckles still bleeding?” Keanna
said.

“Only when the wind blows wrong,” Edwin
said.

She reached into her basket and handed him a
small tin. “Salve. Twice a day.”

He gave a short nod of thanks and returned
to work, the sound of metal striking metal following her down the
road.

The tannery reeked as it always did, but
Gideon Tarth managed a wave despite the cloth tied around his nose.
“Herbs’ll help,” he said, voice muffled.

“They usually do,” Keanna said.

She passed the tavern where Tillie Farrow
stood sweeping the steps, pausing only to raise a knowing
eyebrow.

“Expecting any gossip today?” Keanna
said.

“Only if you don’t start it,” Tillie
said.

The stableyard clattered with hooves as
Macon Clay led a chestnut mare to water. He gave a silent nod in
her direction. Keanna returned it just as quietly.

The guard tower loomed modestly over the
square, Gareth Blackthorn posted in his usual spot. He didn’t
smile, but he did incline his head. Keanna gave him the same in
return.

At the church, Helga Moorcroft was already
parked under her willow, shawl pulled tight and eyes sharp as ever.
She didn’t speak, and Keanna didn’t disturb her.

Past the town hall and granary, where Jareth
Welby was already scribbling numbers in his ledger, Keanna finally
turned toward her shop, the Herb Nook, nestled under the wide arms
of the oak tree.

It was time to clean.

 


The Herb Nook had been shuttered for the
winter months, sealed tight against the cold and quiet. As Keanna
unlocked the wooden door and pushed it open, the stale air met her
like an old story, damp, dusty, and waiting to be rewritten.
Sunlight streamed in as she opened the shutters, catching on
suspended motes and making the whole shop glow like a relic in a
cathedral.

She set her basket down, rolled her sleeves,
and set to work. The air inside clung to the shadows like old
breath, heavy with dust and the quiet tang of dried thyme. First
came the sweeping. Dust and dried leaves were ushered out the door
with long, slow strokes. The floor, worn smooth from years of
footsteps, accepted the broom like an old friend. Fenrir lay across
the threshold, ears twitching but eyes at ease. Vanir perched on
the windowsill, tail flicking in time with the broom’s rhythm.

Every shelf was cleared. Jars were
inspected, and anything cloudy, mildewed, or weak in scent was set
aside to be emptied and cleaned. Each label was rewritten with
fresh ink, with small and precise lettering. She scrubbed the
counter with a vinegar-soaked cloth, wiping away winter’s
touch.

Her mortar and pestle were washed and oiled
and returned to their place with reverence. She rehung the bundles
of dried herbs that had held their color and snapped away those
that hadn’t. The hearth was cleaned, and a fresh log was stacked
for the next chill day. The brass bell above the door was polished
until it caught the light like a coin.

By the time she finished, the shop smelled
of thyme, vinegar, lavender, and the faintest note of pine. It no
longer felt dormant; it felt ready. As she stepped back to the
threshold, wiping her hands on her apron, she nodded to Fenrir.

“Let’s begin,” Keanna said.

Fenrir huffed. Vanir yawned.

And the Herb Nook opened for the season.

It didn’t take long for the first patrons to
arrive. Alys Berwick came in holding her youngest son’s hand, whose
nose ran like a tapped barrel.

“Sniffling started two days ago,” Alys said.
“I think it’s just the weather, but you know me, better safe than
half-dead.”

“Wise woman,” Keanna said.

She prepared a small sachet of dried
elderflower, chamomile, and licorice root. She gave instructions on
how to steep it into tea.

Next was Callum Wetheridge, limping more
than usual.

“Old break’s aching,” he said. “Spring’s all
promise until it bites you in the hip.”

Keanna nodded. “Same poultice as last
year?”

“Unless you’ve come up with one that makes
me thirty again,” Callum said.

“No miracle cures,” Keanna said. “Only
plants.”

She packed the poultice and handed it over
with a faint smile.

As the morning went on, more villagers came
and went, some for real needs, others for imagined ones, and some
just to chat. She listened patiently, never rushing. Her hands
moved with practiced calm, measuring, grinding, mixing, pouring.
She made note of what herbs she was low on and which jars needed
refilling.

She also made mental notes of what was
unspoken. There was a weariness in a few eyes she hadn’t seen last
fall. A slight tremor in Greta’s hands. A cough in one of the
Farrow twins lingered a little too long.

Nothing overt. Nothing to name.

But enough to notice.

After the last visitor left, Keanna cleaned
the counter again, pressing the rag in slow, concentric circles
with her fingers.

Something, she thought, was in the air.

Not just spring.

It was subtle, the unease that only someone
who worked with plants and people daily might notice. There was a
faint flush in a few cheeks where it didn’t belong and not the good
kind that came from warm bread or gossip. When she leaned in to
check Callum’s leg, she caught a metallic tang beneath the usual
scent of old wool and lanolin. It might have been nothing. It might
not.

Alys had mentioned three other children
sniffling at home but didn’t bring them in, chalking it up to damp
sheets and spring pollen. Yet Keanna couldn’t help but notice the
boy’s glassy eyes and hand trembling slightly as he reached for the
tea sachet.

Gareth Blackthorn had passed her shop
without his usual nod, his face pale and tight around the mouth.
Perhaps it was nothing. Perhaps he hadn’t slept. But her gut,
trained by years of feeling her way through unspoken symptoms and
soft-spoken ailments, began to whisper.

Not urgent. Not obvious. But not
nothing.

She returned to her shelves and checked her
stock of yarrow, meadowsweet, and willowbark. Feverbreakers. Just
in case.

The bell above the door jangled gently as
the wind pushed against it.

And Keanna, standing in the center of her
clean, quiet shop, suddenly wished she had more answers than
jars.

She opened her soft leather-bound journal,
the one she kept tucked behind the counter for her own notes, not
for the town’s records, and jotted down a few lines:

 


April 3, Early
Spring.

 


Noticed persistent
flush in the cheeks of three villagers. Cough in Farrow child not
resolved. Slight tremor in Greta’s hands. Metallic scent (Callum).
Glassy eyes (Alys’ boy). No formal pattern yet.
Monitor.

She closed the book gently, smoothing the
cover as though that could press the worry down with it.

A shadow passed over the doorway. Fenrir’s
head lifted. Not barking, not growling. Just watching. Vanir was
already sitting on the windowsill, tail still, ears tilted
sharply.

The door creaked open. It was Mina
Fairleigh, the cheesemaker. She stepped inside slowly, blinking
like the light hurt. Her smile was there, but it wavered.

“Mina,” Keanna said.

“Just... a headache,” Mina said. “And the
strangest taste in my mouth this morning. Like copper.”

Keanna gestured toward the stool. “Sit. Let
me get you some tea.”

As she turned toward the kettle, she didn’t
say what she was thinking.

Not yet.

Keanna moved with practiced calm, selecting
a mix of lemon balm, peppermint, and feverfew from the jars she had
already begun restocking. She watched Mina as she boiled water,
observing how she rubbed her temples in slow, deliberate circles
and blinked more often than usual. Nothing to panic over, but
certainly something to pay attention to.

Keanna steeped the tea in a ceramic cup,
adding a touch of honey. She handed it to Mina and sat across from
her while she sipped. Fenrir had not moved from the door, his
steady gaze fixed beyond the threshold.

“You have been eating anything strange
lately?” Keanna asked.

Mina shook her head slowly. “Just cheese.
Same as always. Bread. Ale.”

Keanna nodded. “Well, the copper taste could
be a tooth. Or lack of iron. Or too much.”

“Or something else,” Mina muttered.

They didn’t say anything for a moment. They
just sat in the quiet shop, surrounded by the faint scent of herbs
and woodsmoke. The brass bell above the door jingled once in a soft
gust of wind, but no one entered.

After Mina left, promising to return
tomorrow if the headache lingered, Keanna began her midday tasks.
The silence left behind was not quite restful; it lingered like the
tail end of a warning. She fed Fenrir and Vanir from their packs,
raw meat for each, carefully portioned. She wiped down the counters
again, more from habit than necessity, then took inventory of the
jars she’d restocked that morning.

 


Yarrow, nearly half gone.

Chamomile running low.

Willowbark: barely enough to see her through the
week.

 


She made notes in her ledger, glancing
occasionally toward the door. No one else came in, but her sense of
quiet had shifted. What had begun as a simple return to the rhythm
of village life now felt like something else entirely.

Still, there was work to do. The kind that
didn’t shout but whispered from the corners, the straightening of
scrolls, the rearranging of pestles and pouches, the quiet tending
of a space meant to heal. She moved from shelf to shelf with a mind
full of unease and hands that would not stop. Outside, a bird
called once and went quiet, and the wind nosed at the shutter as if
trying to get in.

Keanna opened the back door to let in fresh
air and started organizing the drying racks for the season’s first
harvest. A routine task. A normal one. And yet, she moved with the
weight of a thought she couldn’t quite shake.

Something was coming. The sense of it
gathered like distant thunder, too far to see, too faint to prove,
but felt the same in her bones.

She just didn’t know what yet. Not its shape
nor its source, only that it was out there, somewhere beyond the
village walls or already brushing against them like a breath
through the shutters.

As the light began to thin, Keanna swept the
shop floor one final time, gathering the traces of the day: a stray
leaf, a curl of bark, a smudge of crushed herb. She wiped down the
counter again, slower now, more for ceremony than cleanliness. The
bell above the door had been still for over an hour, and the scent
of warmed wood and vinegar clung like a closing hymn.

She checked the latch on the back door,
dampened the hearth, and gathered her basket. Fenrir stood without
command, and Vanir stretched long before trotting to the doorway.
Keanna locked the Herb Nook and stepped out into the cool air, the
sun just beginning to bow behind the hills.

The walk home was quiet, save for the chirr
of crickets and the soft shuffle of her boots against the path. The
sky had turned a soft gray-lavender, and smoke curled from distant
chimneys. A deer watched her from the trees at the forest’s edge
and then disappeared.

By the time she reached the cabin, the last
of the light had slipped behind the hills. She again fed Fenrir and
Vanir real meat from the larder and laid it out with practiced
care. Her dinner was simple: lentil stew warmed over the fire, a
slice of brown bread, and a few pickled onions on the side.

After clearing the dishes and wiping down
the table, Keanna sat where she always did, at the kitchen table by
the window, with her leather-bound journal and a fresh inked pen.
She opened the cover slowly as if the pages might flinch.

 


April 3, Early
Spring

 


Woke early this
morning to the scent of damp timber and frost lifting from the
lake. The morning routine was unchanged; I
washed, dressed, and fed Fenrir and Vanir
their usual meat. The coffee was hot, the bread cold, and the apple
was bruised but still sweet. Cleaned the cabin for most of the
morning. Hearth scrubbed, shelves wiped and restocked, floors
mopped with vinegar and soap. Rearranged jars, retired labels, and
aired the rugs. Garden work came after. Cleared out dead stalks,
hoed the soil, weeded, and planted early
greens,
lettuce, radish, and mustard. I inspected the
herbs;
rosemary, and thyme made it. Chives too. The
rest didn’t. Compost added. Calendula will need
replanting.

Walked to town. The
path was muddy but passable. Fenrir alert, Vanir restless. Greeted
the usuals,
Alys, Greta, Edwin, Gideon, Tillie, Macon,
and Gareth. Market chatter light, oven warm. Nothing is out of
place, but something is not quite right. Reopened the Herb Nook.
Dust thick. Cleaned it end to end. Bell polished. Mortar oiled. The
shelf by the window cracked again and needs repair.

Saw Alys and her boy.
Runny nose. Tea prescribed. Callum came
limping,
same break, worse ache. Salve applied.
Greta’s hands trembled while handling coins. Gareth pale. No nod.
Not like him. Farrow twin coughed twice, wet. Mina arrived late.
Headache. Metallic taste in her mouth. Tea steeped. Observed
tremor. Listened. Took notes. Wrote all symptoms privately in the
back ledger.

Fenrir growled once.
Not at Mina. At the door. Nothing there when I checked. Wind,
maybe. Or not. Unease rising slowly, like fog off a warm roof.
Something’s coming. I feel it in the bones of the shop, in the
silence between footfalls, in the glances no one holds for
long.

Spring returned. But
it brought something with it.

She let the ink dry in silence. The candle
flickered beside her elbow, casting gold over the page, its wax
dripping slow and steady into the curve of its holder.

Later, she soaked in hot water in the
bathroom, laced with dried lavender and Epsom salts. The heat
reached into her joints like welcome hands, and steam curled up the
walls like ghosts of thought not yet named. Her muscles eased, but
her thoughts did not. The cabin creaked gently around her, a
language only old homes knew.

She dried off, pulled on her flannel
nightgown, and climbed the stairs to the loft. The air smelled
faintly of soap and damp wood.

Fenrir curled on the rug at the base of the
bed. Vanir took the foot of the mattress like he always did.

Keanna slipped beneath the quilt, curled on
her side, and let the day settle into her bones.

Sleep came slow and not entirely easy.

But it came. Outside, the wind sighed
through the eaves, and the lake beyond the trees whispered to the
shore with the rhythm of a lullaby only those who listened for it
could hear. Her breathing slowed. Her body gave in. And though her
mind clung to shadows and unanswered questions, the weight of the
day wrapped around her like the quilt she tucked beneath her chin.
Whatever was coming would have to wait until morning light touched
the timber beams again.







Chapter Two:
Turning Over Leaves


Mid-Spring

 


The rains had begun in earnest. Not the
light, teasing showers of early spring, but the soaking, sullen
rain that sank deep into the ground and stayed there. Each night
brought sheets of water slapping the cabin roof like flat palms,
and each morning unveiled a world slick with silver. Puddles had
formed in the garden paths, and the earth had grown soft and
fragrant, a mixture of life and rot. Trees stood darker now, their
trunks soaked to the core, and the breeze that passed through the
forest carried a clean, sharp scent, wet bark, bruised grass, and
new green just pushing through the mud.

Every morning now opened with the sound of
water dripping from the eaves and the soft hiss of mist rising off
the warmed earth. As usual, Keanna woke beneath her quilt, the
world outside her loft window cast in damp grays and greens. The
lake had swelled at its edges, and frogs had begun their seasonal
chorus well before dawn.

She stretched with effort, the ache of
yesterday’s labor still clinging to her joints. The scent of last
night’s lavender bath lingered faintly in the quilt, mingling with
the earthy tang of rain seeping into the mossy roof.

Fenrir, the loyal and aging hound, was
already at the foot of the bed, head resting on his paws, eyes
watching the morning begin. The mischievous and energetic cat,
Vanir, lay curled on the pillow beside her like a patch of sunless
warmth. Both of them stirred as she sat up.

“Up we go,” Keanna said.

They rose without complaint. Fenrir moved
with slow, deliberate grace, giving a wide stretch that ended in a
soft grunt, his claws clicking briefly against the wooden floor.
Vanir yawned, long and theatrical, before bounding lightly to the
ground, his tail brushing the quilt as he passed. Neither needed
urging; this was the rhythm of their lives, each morning unfolding
like a well-worn page.

She made the bed tightly, smoothing the
quilt with short, brisk movements. Her breath fogged the mirror
above her vanity table. She paused to inspect her face, the same
tired eyes and crease forming between her brows. Rain left a fine
chill in the air, and her hands moved quickly through her routine.
She washed with water warmed by the fire the night before, brushed
her teeth with dried mint, and combed out her braid with fingers
more determined than gentle.

She lit the hearth in the kitchen and set a
kettle to boil. The cabin smelled of damp wood and steeping
nettles. She fed Fenrir and Vanir first, receiving raw portions
with tails wagging and ears perked. She took her breakfast standing
again, a slice of toasted oat bread, a wedge of crumbly cheese, and
two pickled carrots from the cellar. Her coffee was strong and
bitter, and that’s how she liked it, the bitter taste waking her up
to the day ahead.

Outside, the rain had passed, for now,
leaving
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