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Dedication
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For the dreamers, the cloud-dwellers, and children at heart. For my family, my love, and those who still dwell in our memory and hearts, this story for you.
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Glossary of Terms
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Thera/Theran (THAIR-ah/THAIR-an): Honorific title for healers, derived from “therapeutic”

Valen/Valena (VAY-len/VAY-lena): Honorific for respected craftspeople and artisans

Maeren/Maeress (MAY-ren/MAY-ress): Title for merchants, guild members, and skilled traders

Soven/Sovena (SOH-ven/SOH-vena): Honorific for village elders and community leaders
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Chapter 1
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Curiosity often led wanderers to untrodden land. Those who walk such paths may stumble upon treasure...

Or danger lying in wait.

The Forbidden Forest carried three secrets: two myths and one truth. Healing herbs to mend even the deepest wounds. Shadows that could darken a person’s soul. And an ancient creature said to slumber within.

Megalyn Hartwood had heard such rumblings all her life in Hamlia.

The villagers and elders often spoke of such things, but only the truth had revealed itself in her time.

The other two myths were mere whispers in the wind. Tales young children dared each other to uncover on misty, moonless nights.

She watched the trees sway at the edge of the village. The morning, at first glance, seemed uneventful.

Sunlight filtered through the towering oaks, whispering of aged secrets waiting to be discovered deep within the forest.

And yet, that sensation came again. That familiar itch of curiosity tugged at her, urging her closer.

It was almost enough to make the myths feel real.

Almost.

Behind her, Hamlia stirred awake with the usual sounds of daily life. Doors creaked open and closed, tinny echoes from the blacksmith’s shop filled the air as the laughter of children flooded the town square.

Sounds that made her believe in the comfort and safety of Hamlia.

Even as the dancing trees whispered otherwise...

“Ouch!”

Meg turned at the sharp cry rising above the busy morning activities.

By the fountain, a boy sat sprawled on the ground. His strawberry-blond mop fell over his tiny, hunched shoulders as he held his scraped knee where fresh blood welled on his skin.

His friends crowded around, fluttering with concerned whispers.

“Thimothy! That wasn’t fair!” one of his friends shouted.

“I wasn’t ready!”

“What do we do now?”

A high-pitched voice broke through the murmur. Margie peered up from the group, waving both arms in Meg’s direction, bouncing her dark chocolate curls and blue dress with the motion. “Thera Meg! Over here!”

Meg weaved her way through the thick crowd and rushed over.

The morning rush was dying down, but many people still had business to attend to.

Her sandals tapped against the stone path as she went to the children.

“What happened?” she asked, setting her woven basket on the ground beside her.

“Sprite Chase,” Margie explained breathlessly as her cheeks tinged with pink. “We were playing, and he tripped over a rock. But I swear it wasn’t my fault!” She darted a nervous glance at the boys, who frowned at her betrayal.

“Margie!” one boy hissed.

Meg offered her a gentle smile before turning to the boy. “Let’s see here.” She clasped Thimothy’s leg, studying the scrape. He hissed through his teeth, flinching at her touch. The wound was raw, a bright contrast against his pale beige skin.

Older scabs marred the same knee, all too familiar signs of a child with a penchant for mischief. “I’m sure I have something here to help.”

She reached inside her basket and pulled out her waterskin, then slowly poured water over the folded cloths. “I’m going to clean your wound now.”

He nodded, dipping his chin low as he tried to stay still.

Before she could reach for her salve, a scolding voice rang out. “Thimothy Matthius Newman!” His mother swept into Meg’s view with arms burdened with folded fabrics. Worry and irritation danced on her face as she nudged past the gathering crowd and made her way to her son’s side.

“What were you thinking?” she demanded. She wobbled over, balancing the long fabric bolts as she reached out, brushing his hair back from his forehead. “I told you no rough playing until that knee healed! And look what you’ve done.”

Meg continued cleaning the boy’s wound as she peered up at his mother. “Thera Newman, he will heal in time,” she said softly. She glanced at Thimothy. “But your mother’s right. Old wounds won’t mend if you keep reopening them.” She squeezed out the excess water from the cloth, then folded it to cover the bloodied side. “Remember the bird with the broken wing you found last spring?”

She dipped into her basket, pulling out a small jar of calendula ointment. The lid gave a soft pop as it opened, releasing a faint herbal scent.

Thimothy brightened at the memory, though he winced again as she dabbed the ointment onto his knee.

“You took care of it, didn’t you? Gave it time to rest and heal before it flew away.” She wrapped a clean cloth wrap firmly around his leg and smiled. “Your knee is the same. It just needs patience.”

A spark of hope flickered across the young man’s face. “Can I still climb trees?”

“Not until it heals,” his mother interjected firmly. “And we certainly don’t want the prince’s collectors asking why you’re missing lessons to climb trees instead of learning numbers.”

Meg paused, only for a moment, before she tied the knot on his bandage and smoothed down the sides. Lately, the prince’s collectors came more often and with growing demands each passing season. Among the merchants, tales passed of raids, rising taxes, unspeakable orders, and nearby villages falling under the prince’s rule, one by one.

She pressed her lips together, banishing the thought.

“Soon enough, you’ll be back to climbing trees,” she said softly, brushing a strand of hair from his forehead. “But for now, we’ll find some safer adventures for you.” She brightened with an idea. “I could use a brave young helper to sort herbs in my garden. That is, if your mother agrees, of course.”

Thimothy’s face lit up for a moment before he quickly scowled and sat straighter, trying to look serious again.

“Could we help too?” Carter called out from his place among the boys, fighting to keep a more excited pitch from creeping into his voice.

“And me!” Margie chimed in, pushing herself off the ground and bouncing beside them.

Meg laughed at the sudden energy. “Well, my garden certainly has room for everyone.”

She glanced at Thimothy’s mother, who responded with a weary but appreciative look, mouthing “Thank you” without a sound. Meg waved her off gently with a knowing smile and watched the mother relax as she gathered up her fabrics.

Meg rose, brushing flecks of dust from her blue dress. “Come by after midday,” she said, eyeing Thimothy’s bandage one final time to make sure it was secure. “We’ll need plenty of hands.”

The children responded with cheers as Meg watched them dash off near the forest’s edge. Their voices echoed in the air and faded until only giggles remained.

Meg remembered being their age—so long ago, yet somehow only yesterday. A small scrape that once seemed dire, now folded away with other cares forgotten.

She stood for a moment, watching as they eagerly dove into the next grand adventure waiting to unfold beneath the vast, cloudless sky. The trees loomed in the distance, with long, quiet shadows stretching across the forest bed.

That feeling stirred again, deep and unshakable.

Something lingered, as if it was...waiting.

Something more than tall tales told to scare children...

She turned away, trying to ignore the weight of it pressing against her back as she walked toward her cottage.
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The smell of fresh bread drifted down the stone path, mingling with the morning’s dew-laden air and the faint sweetness of wildflowers pushing up through the cracks in the village square.

Meg passed the bakery, swinging her basket gently at her side. Wooden shutters stood open, releasing ribbons of warmth and the fresh baked goodness of browning crust.

She peered over at the shop’s doorway, where a young boy darted out, clutching a steaming loaf wrapped in linen.

“Valen Turner doesn’t sleep, does he?” she murmured under her breath with a smile.

She pictured the baker up before dawn with flour-dusted hands as he kneaded dough for the day. He always worked harder than anyone she knew, aside from her mother. Much of his efforts extended far beyond his bakery’s walls.

It wasn’t unusual to find families with hot loaves in their hands, even if they didn’t have their coin purses on them.

A soft smile lifted her lips. She wouldn’t be surprised if he came by her mother’s cottage with one of his baskets later, just as he always did. Only then would the work-toughened man take a moment for himself, sitting by the hearth with Evelyn as the two exchanged gentle conversation. Her mother’s face would brighten in a way that made Meg pause, catching glimpses of a joy that seemed reserved only for him.

And yet... neither Valen Turner nor her mother ever seemed to take those moments any further.

Meg wondered if they were holding back out of consideration for her.

Her mother had loved her father deeply, and even though those years were long behind them, it was as though a piece of him remained.

Meg could recall faint memories of his steady presence. His deep, warm voice filled with wondrous, imaginative stories, and laughter that almost made mere chores feel more like play filled their home like sunlight.

And yet, despite how much time had passed, his presence still remained.

No matter how she tried, her mother never said more. Never admitted whether someone like Valen Turner could fill even a corner of that void. Their conversations always veered just below the surface with Evelyn dodging the subject with the ease of wind slipping through cracks in a wall.

But it was anyone’s guess.

Every time she tried to bring it up to her mother, Evelyn changed the subject to something else.

One of these days, she’d have to bring it up with emphasis on an answer...

Meg shook her head softly. There were simpler priorities to manage today. Herbs, for one. Evelyn needed more cinnamon for the porridge she’d been trying to stomach. It wouldn’t erase the sickness, but at least the spice might coax out some of her appetite.

The air stirred around her as a breeze pushed through the village square, carrying with it the dull clang of the blacksmith’s hammer and the spirited chatter of merchants setting up their stalls.

“Thera Meg!”

The voice came from a bench near the fountain. Meg turned to see Sovena Mara Clare beckoning her over.

“Sovena Clare.” Meg approached, her warm smile softening the lines of her face. “How are you this morning?”

“Oh, my joints are singing again,” the older woman said, wincing as she shifted in her seat. “The storms are coming, you know. My knees always know before the clouds do.”

Meg set her basket down and opened it, pulling out a small jar of ointment.

“You don’t happen to have any of that Olibanum, I suppose,” Sovena Clare asked with a lilt of hope.

“You’ve a good memory.” Meg tested the swollen joints with gentle presses to the affected area and turned it gently to test mobility. “Have you tried applying a warm compress I suggested last time?”

Sovena Clare waved a dismissive hand. As she shifted, the uneven bench beneath her creaked in protest. “Heat alone does little. It’s the Olibanum that tames the beast in my bones.”

Chuckling under her breath, Meg dug her fingers deeper into the jar and began working the ointment into the elder’s skin. She moved with gentle care and rhythmic motions, drawing a contented sigh out of Sovena Clare despite herself.

“There now,” Meg said after a while. She wrapped a length of soft cloth around the aching knees to hold the salve in place. “This should help for the time being, though I wish I could leave you more.”

“It’s better than I deserve,” the elder murmured, managing a thin smile. Then the smile disappeared with a frown. “You aren’t thinking of wandering into the forest for more, are you?”

Meg hesitated. Her hands stilled for a moment before she shook her head. “I’m waiting for Soven Barrow to return with his next delivery.”

She mentally cataloged her depleting stores. Aside from shipments from neighboring villages, the most potent herbs grew in the deeper parts of the wood...where the trees grew so thick they seemed to whisper to each other.

Where shadows moved in ways shadows shouldn’t.

Sovena Clare reached for Meg’s hand with a surprisingly firm grip, curling her aged fingers around hers. “You’re a good girl, Meg,” she said. “Your mother must be proud. Speaking of which...” A knowing smile crept across her weathered face, softening its lines. “I saw Valen Turner heading toward your cottage earlier, carrying quite the generous basket.”

Meg stifled the smile creeping on her face as she turned, arranging the jars in her basket. The shadows of the stall might have masked the oncoming smile, but Sovena Clare didn’t miss much. “Oh, he always makes more than enough each day. Mother and I are just thankful he has some to spare when he can.”

Sovena Clare chuckled, but there was wisdom behind her humor. “A man like that doesn’t carry loaves across the village just because he has ‘enough to spare.’”

Meg glanced up, pretending to focus on the elder’s swollen knee. “How is Soven Clare faring?” she asked instead. “I heard the prince’s men have him overseeing the new granary construction.”

At once, the warmth faded from Sovena Clare’s face. The lines of her jaw tightened, and she pressed her hands into her lap as if to hold herself steady. “Working him too hard.” She pursed her lips. “At his age, he shouldn’t be out in this heat lifting beams for the crown’s demands. And the tax collectors! They wouldn’t care if he dropped where he stood.” She huffed and shook her head. “They care nothing for age or condition, only the prince’s demands. Never mind the time it takes to travel from here to the royal castle!”

“I’ll bring him some of Mother’s strengthening tea,” Meg said. She placed a gentle hand on the elder woman’s shoulder. “And perhaps suggest he rest during the hottest part of the day.”

Sovena Clare sighed. The worry in her eyes softened slightly. “Bless you, Meg. You’re too kind. But be careful. There’s something in the air these days.” She glanced toward the shadowy forest. “Strange times ahead, you’ll see.”

Meg offered her a reassuring smile, hoping the gesture was calming. “I will see you soon,” she said quietly before gathering her basket and standing.

The older woman acknowledged her with a nod but didn’t appear entirely convinced as she said goodbye and wandered away.

As Meg entered the village square, calls rang out.

“Thera Meg! Could I trouble you to–”

“Thera Meg, if you have a moment...”

Each time, she stopped to help, providing ointments and teas for the body, sage advice for the mind, and a little humor to lighten their troubles. By the time her basket was lighter and the last request had been made, the sun had climbed higher, shining brightly against the village rooftops as she made her way home.

As the clearing unfolded before her, it revealed an inviting field of wild grasses speckled with vibrant hues from rosy purple Hellebores, golden forsythia shrubs, and delicate white Winter Heath’s that had poked their heads during the snowy winter.

Beyond it, the forest loomed with dense trees and dark shadows at the edges like ink spilled onto a sunlit canvas.

She turned away from the imposing sight and focused on her home, her cottage, tucked in the quiet of nature against the landscape.

Her and her mother’s humble refuge.

Her garden greeted her. Tangled and vibrant, brimming with leaves, herbs, and blossoms. The plants were ready for harvesting, and thanks to the children who volunteered this morning, her work seemed less of a task than usual.

As she drew closer, a faint whiff of bread tickled her senses. Her stomach rumbled in response, reminding her of the breakfast she’d skipped in her rush that morning. She would have to grab something as soon as she got in.

She quickened her path to the entrance, then paused. A familiar figure caught her eye through the open window.

Her mother stood by the table inside, propping herself up with a steady hand atop the wooden surface while the other rested on her hip.

A lump rose in Meg’s throat at the sight of her mother’s careful posture.

Evelyn looked steadier today, and for that, Meg was grateful.

But beneath it all, her frailty, evident in thinning limbs, and a raspy cough that occasionally distraught her... it all lurked a shadow Meg hoped never to acknowledge.

She would nurse her mother back to health. There was no doubt in her mind about it, not as long as there was breath in her lungs and strength in her hands.

It was a promise and a prayer she made every day. No illness would defeat her mother as long as Meg’s hands could work and her herbs could grow.

The figure of a large man appeared beside her mother as his voice came through the tiny crack in the door.

“...and there are extra honey rolls today, Sovena Hartwood. The bees have been generous this spring.”

Her mother’s response was so soft Meg barely heard it, but the tone hinted at amusement. “Too generous, I’d say. You’ll spoil us, Valen Turner.”

“Nonsense,” the baker insisted warmly. “It’s the least I—”

The cottage door creaked open as Meg entered, causing both of them to look toward her. Recognizing her, Valen Turner flashed a smile and his brown eyes crinkled.

“Thera Meg!” he greeted. “I was just telling your mother—”

“—about some herbs growing near the mill,” Evelyn interrupted with no hesitation.

Meg raised an eyebrow as she glanced from one face to the other. “Herbs growing near the mill?”

“Er, yes,” Valen Turner said quickly. He gestured a hand lightly as though trying to summon the right words. “Uh, Ekanika, I think they’re called.”

Meg frowned. “Ekanika?”

He nodded. “Yes, one of the healing ones.”

It took a moment to catch on before Meg chuckled softly. “Oh! Echinacea.” She smiled. “Well, thank you. I hope you didn’t walk all this way just to tell us that.”

Evelyn stood straighter, lifting a firm brow. “He walked all this way because he’s a thoughtful neighbor.” She flashed a firm glance at Meg before turning back to Valen Turner with softened eyes. “Thank you for the bread. And the news of the herbs. We’re grateful, as always.”

Valen Turner sighed faintly as his hand touched the handle of the wooden basket. “It’s no trouble at all,” he murmured. His gaze rested a moment longer on Evelyn before he pulled away, exhaling deeply as he shifted his weight. “Take care, Mistress Hartwood,” he said, standing up straighter. Then he turned to Meg, dipping his head slightly. “And the same to you, Thera Meg.”

Meg responded with a gentle bow of her head.

As he moved for the door, he muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Meg to catch as he passed. “Ek-eh-nay-shah,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll have to remember that.”

She bit back a smile, and watched him stroll off to the path back toward the square with the basket in hand. For all his size and strength, there was a gentle side of Valen Turner that followed him wherever he went. It was easy to see why he was so beloved in their small village.

From the corner of her eye, Meg caught her mother watching him leave with a soft, distant gaze on her face. That single glance seemed to hold more than words ever could; warmth tempered by hesitation, affection muted by boundaries not spoken.

How long had her mother held these feelings back? And how much more was her illness whispering lies of doubt into her ear?

As the door clicked shut, Meg folded her arms and shot her mother a sly grin. “Walked all this way, past the market vendors and the blacksmith, because he’s such a good neighbor?”

“Oh, let’s not start.” Evelyn waved nonchalantly, turning her back as she busied herself with the basket of bread.

Even so, Meg caught the brief nervousness in her mother’s eyes.

And maybe something else. Something that spoke of longing and...

Regret? Resignation?

Her mother’s voice cut through her thoughts before she could dwell too long. “He’s just being kind.” Evelyn blushed slightly as she reached for the table surface. “Besides, I’m hardly in any condition to—”

A burst of coughs cut her short. She hunched over, one hand clutching her chest while the other held onto the basket handle so it wouldn’t fall.

“Mother!” Meg rushed over with a bolt of worry, taking her by the arm. “Hold on.” She carefully led Evelyn from the counter to an old chair that sat near their window.

It was one of Mother’s favorite spots to sit during her quiet moments, made years ago by one of the older village carpenters. The seat was crafted from delivered salvaged driftwood. Its smooth surface bore the scratches of many afternoons spent humming or watching the shadow lines move across the plains while she knitted.

Meg rested a hand on her mother’s shoulder before turning toward the hearth. “Here, sit. Let me get some tea.”

As she stepped away, Evelyn’s gaze drifted once more toward the window with a view of the path out front.

Once Evelyn realized Meg was looking, she quickly averted her gaze.

I wonder what she’s thinking...

No, now wasn’t the time to ask. It would have to wait.

There would be time later for that. She refused to believe otherwise.

Meg let out her breath slowly and took a clay teapot from the top shelf. She filled it briskly with water scooped from the well and stored in the copper kettle hanging over the hearth’s smoldering coals. Despite feeling tired, the gesture and routine brought some amount of comfort.

“Being kind and being interested,” Meg finally added, “don’t always have to be mutually exclusive, you know.”

She added a few leaves of dried mint to the pot, flashing a smile over her shoulder.

Evelyn laughed softly. “Ah, yes, well...” The jovial expression finally subsided, and with it, another weak cough. “Meg, my dear heart...” She brushed a silver strand of hair from her face, then smoothed down the front of her skirt. “Some doors are better left closed.”

Meg arched a brow but chose to remain silent. The way her mother fiddled with her skirts spoke louder than her words ever could. For as long as Meg could remember, Evelyn had done this when the subject strayed too close to her heart.

“Besides,” Evelyn continued, trying to keep her tone steady, “I already have you to look after.”

“And who’s looking after you,” Meg asked, glancing over her shoulder, “when I’m out tending to half the village?”

She added another sprinkle of dried mint to the boiling mixture, watching the leaves swirl in the heating water. As the scent of fresh mint blended with the warm bread on the table, the cabin felt even cozier despite the scare earlier.

When Evelyn didn’t respond, Meg turned. Her mother had that faraway look again, staring past the window to something only she could see.

In the soft sunlight, her mother’s hair fell in a soft mass of once fully blackened curls that seemed heavy and yet defied gravity all at once. Gray strands streaked through midnight like threads of moonlight.

Hair that her father loved to touch.

It had been more than ten summers since his passing, but the ache of his absence lingered like an old bruise that never quite healed. Even now, Meg could picture him, the way his broad hands always carried the heavy tools of the trade or lifted her high above his head when she was small enough for it. He’d been tireless right until the winter when everything changed...when his strength gave way for the first and final time.

She was too young to do anything about it back then, and her mother hadn’t realized how dire his symptoms had become.

Until it was too late.

Meg did her best not to dwell on those memories, despite their constant presence.

She kept a small hand-painted picture of her parents on her nightstand from just before she had been born. The same picture that mirrored the larger one made on their wedding day. She remembered when the original had been damaged by a storm a few autumns ago and her mother mentioned being thankful for the other to keep in its place.

While Evelyn seemed satisfied with a note of moving forward, the look in her eyes told of the regret in losing such a sentimental piece.

“Oh those do look delicious,” Evelyn finally said, pulling Meg from her thoughts. “Valen Turner always seems to outdo himself each batch.”

With a small grin, Meg arranged a serving of honey rolls onto a plate. “He does make the best bread in all of Hamlia,” she agreed. She turned her head to hide her smile as she brought both tea and honey rolls to the table. “Do you remember when he apprenticed under old Baker Thom? Couldn’t get a loaf to rise if he begged it.”

Her mother’s laugh filled the cottage, shaking her head as memories softened her features. “That was a long time ago,” she said. “He’s come far since then.”

Meg poured a cup and handed it to her mother. Then she poured her own before sitting at the worn wooden table. She studied Evelyn, wondering what it must be like to hold so many memories in one heart. Memories of her father, of Valen Turner, of her time healing at court that she rarely spoke about. And perhaps even of other people Meg knew nothing about.

She sipped her tea, letting the warmth seep through her chest. “He’s fond of you, Mother,” she said softly. “And I think he also cares to start—”

“That’s enough of that talk, Megalyn Marie Hartwood.” Her mother’s stern gaze fixed on her, cradling her metal teacup with extra care.

Meg shifted under her mother’s gaze, taking a slow sip of her tea.

Even though her mother never revealed her feelings, everything from her rigid shoulders to the intensity in her deep brown eyes told her everything she needed to know.

“Anyway,” Evelyn shifted abruptly before taking another sip. “If you’ve finished your rounds for the day, I could use help mending a few blankets. Though Spring is upon us, winter’s not ready to let us go just yet. Especially at night. It would be nice to keep warm until we have a hearth in the back rooms.”

Meg’s shoulder slumped slightly. Her mother took another sip from her cup and studied it closely afterward. The tension in her shoulders and the thin line of her lips spoke volumes: any conversation around the heart was most certainly over.

Meg peered down into her teacup, watching the steam curl into whimsical shapes before fading into nothing. “Actually, there’s a dinner bonfire tonight. Everyone thinks it’d do us good to come together. To dance, eat, and enjoy ourselves. Are you coming?”

Evelyn cradled her teacup, shaking her head. “I don’t know if I have the strength for it, Meg. But you should go. You always loved the bonfires.”

“Only if you promise to rest while I’m there,” Meg countered with a half-smile.

“Always worrying about me,” Evelyn chided gently. Her eyes held such a mother’s concern, it made Meg settle into the comforting feeling. “You spend so much time caring for others, I sometimes wonder if you forget to live your own life.”

“This is my life,” Meg said, shrugging as she nodded toward the steaming tea. “Healing people wherever I can, caring for those in need, and looking after you are what I’m meant to do. Like the knitting. The Master Weaver knows which needle is best for each thread.”

Evelyn leaned forward slightly, brushing one of Meg’s escaped curls behind her shoulder. “There’s more to life than duty, dear heart,” she said softly. “You’re still young, you know. You’ve got so much ahead of you.”

Meg held her cup tighter, relishing the warmth against her skin. She smiled but remained silent, taking a sip of the hot peppermint tea.

Her mother was right, but how could she explain that duty wasn’t a burden to her? That each person she helped, each pain she relieved, every scraped knee, and suffering that she eased filled something deep inside her that nothing else could touch.

Still, her mother’s words about there being ‘more to life’, like the mint’s aroma in the tea, persistent and bittersweet.

Master Court Healer.

Many still referred to her mother by that title despite the years that passed since Evelyn opted to move from the royal city of Jordea to Hamlia’s quiet simplicity.

On many nights when Meg was alone, she wondered. What would life have been like if Evelyn had stayed within the grandeur of the royal courts? Surely, her mother wouldn’t have settled her father, a kindly laborer, which no doubt would make her non-existent in such a possibility.

Life’s paths always seemed to lead to the right roads...

“Do you remember,” Meg said after a moment, “when we used to sit out on the dunes after the bonfires and watch the stars? You always told the best stories.”

Evelyn’s usually firm expression softened for a moment as she reached over and grabbed another honey roll. A knowing glint sparkled within her deep hazel eyes as she looked back at Meg. “And those stories will be here when you come back. Just promise me you will relax and have a good time. Try not to worry?”

Meg reached across the table to gently hold her mother’s hand, hoping to share just a fraction of the tea’s warmth and vitality. It was a seemingly small gesture, but it was one she hoped conveyed how much she cared for the woman who had given her everything.

No matter what tomorrow would bring, or even the future, she could plan for tonight at the bonfire.

At least for now, it was enough to ease her worries.

“I promise,” Meg finally said with a smile.
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The village square was alive with warmth and light when Meg arrived. A bonfire crackled at its center. Flames reached toward the darkening sky, emitting sparks that danced like fireflies into the twilight.

The air buzzed with the laughter and chatter of neighbors, accompanied by the mingling aromas of roasted meats, spiced cider, and the faint sweetness of late winter flowers. Woodsmoke curled through the cool air, weaving a dusty, earthen thread through the enticing food scents.

Communal dishes clinked together as Hamlia’s neighbors pushed plates onto the long wooden tables that struggled to hold them.

Bowls of steaming stews sat with freshly baked loaves of bread—likely Valen Turner’s—and small honey cakes dusted lightly with powdered sugar. The sheer variety of colorful dishes created a feast for the eyes, and Meg’s stomach rumbled as she surveyed the abundant spread.

Children darted between tables and clusters of chatting adults, playing games like Sprite Chase and ‘who-can-steal-a-treat-without-getting-caught-by-the-adults.’ Some were successful, while others earned stern but amused looks from nearby elders.

A melody played around the bonfire, with a musician strumming a lute in sync with a Kora player adding notes in between. Beside them, a trio of goblet drums gave rhythm to the swirling melody, and dancers moved freely to the sound.

Meg lingered at the edge of the gathering with her hands clasped gently before her. The aches, sickness, whispered fears of the forest seemed to slip away in moments like these. Here, under the expanse of stars, her tiny world felt whole. The laughter, music, and light filled every corner, chasing the shadows from the edges of the square.

She thought about her mother, wondering if she had settled in for the evening with tea, soup, and perhaps one of Valen Turner’s honey rolls. A pang of longing tugged at her heart, but she shook it off. Evelyn had made her promise to enjoy herself tonight, and Meg intended to keep that promise.

An older couple entered the dance circle, moving slowly but with surprising elegance. The crowd cheered and clapped as they turned in time to the music with sure, but playful movements.

Meg laughed softly to herself, clapping along with the others as the couple twirled once more.

As the melody changed, she peered over at the tables overflowing with food. So many delectable dishes awaited her. From what she could smell and see, Maeress Haywen brought her seasoned roasted potato dish, and Soven Parkwood brought his roasted turkey legs basted in fresh-churned butter from the Talsmen farm.

A low rumble echoed from her belly. She had to stop dashing around the town, forgetting to eat. Her tummy would always remind her in such moments like this one.

She subtly licked her lips, already choosing where to dive in first when...

“Thera Meg,” a familiar voice slurred slightly, accompanied by a hand on her shoulder. “May I have this dance?”

She turned to find Anders, the miller’s son, swaying slightly on his feet. His face was flushed, damp cinnamon hued curls sticking to his tanned brow, and the unmistakable tartness of ale clung to him. His shirt hung in loosened disarray, and his wide grin wavered a little too much for comfort.

Meg hesitated. “Anders, maybe you should sit down and have some water first,” she said gently. “You look like you’ve been dancing for hours.”

“Nonsense!” Anders waved off her concern with a grand sweep of his arm, nearly jostling himself off balance. “The night is young, as are we!”
He attempted a gallant bow, only to teeter dangerously as his weight shifted.
Meg darted forward, steadying him with a firm grip on his shoulder before he toppled fully. “Anders,” she chided lightly, “I don’t want you to hurt yourself. Let’s get you to sit for a bit.”

For a moment, his expression pinched with a flash of wounded pride, but it quickly melted into a lopsided grin. “You’re always so kind, Meg,” he said, with a goofy smile. “That’s why I like you.”

Smirking softly, Meg looped his arm around her shoulder and slid her other arm around his waist. “Well, you might like me less if you end up regretting all that ale. I have just the tonic to make you wish the ground would swallow you whole.”

Anders didn’t seem to catch the jest, muttering incoherently as she nearly faltered at the strain of his weight. Meg drew a steadying breath as she adjusted her stance to support him. While he wasn’t heavy, his swaying made the act awkward, and she moved carefully to avoid leading them both into the dirt.

After they made it to a nearby bench, Meg helped him down with a soft grunt. She placed a hand on his back to keep him steady. “Stay here. I’ll fetch some water.”

He muttered something incoherent in response before slumping against the wall.

Meg stopped a moment to gather herself as she grabbed an empty cup from one of the tables, then headed toward the well.

Anders had always been something of a brother. Sweet, bumbling, and harmless at heart. She had memories of playing with him and other village children in the meadows, chasing sprites and tumbling into fits of laughter.

No doubt, he wouldn’t remember much of tonight when morning came.

At the well, she drew the bucket up, and the metal creaked faintly as it surfaced. Ladling water into the cup, she made a note of all the dishes she would taste that evening. Hopefully, her eyes wouldn’t be bigger than her tummy when she piled her plate.

Her stomach growled faintly, and she giggled under her breath.

Tonight, at least, she intended to indulge.

As she turned to walk back to Anders, Meg slowed her steps. A cluster of villagers had gathered near the inn’s entrance with tense postures as they leaned in with quiet murmurs. From the sounds of it, they spoke of something urgent.

Her mother’s voice echoed faintly in her mind when she scolded her as a child for pressing her ear to the walls: “Megalyn! A proper young lady doesn’t go about dropping eaves.”

But after twenty-six summers, Meg considered her curiosity less as “dropping eaves” and more as simply...staying informed.

Clutching the wooden cup in her hands, she edged closer to a brush. With her free hand, she feigned the need to adjust the hem of her dress... just in case anyone glanced her way.

“...took the land and left the families with barely enough to survive.” Maeren Wells’ voice was rough, filled with a simmering anger he struggled to contain.

“They say he forced the miller to sell for a pittance, then raised the grain prices,” Sovena Clare added with disapproval.

“It’s not just the land,” Valen Pickett continued. His voice lowered until it almost blended with the hush of the night. “He’s conscripting the young men into his service. My sister’s boy had to flee to the forest.”

Meg’s stomach twisted. She wasn’t sure which forest he meant...surely not that one.

The very thought chilled her.

No one went into the Forbidden Forest willingly. And if they did, it was never by choice. It was desperation, pure and raw.

The tales of the beast that roamed there were enough to keep most villagers at bay. Some even whispered that the forest itself held a strange, ancient power.

Sovena Clare’s voice brought her back with a gasp. “Why does he need so much land? So many men? Is he preparing for war?”

Soft murmurs circled through the group with dark speculations, each one heavier than the last. The notion settled in Meg’s chest like a stone. She gripped the cup tighter as she straightened and stepped away.

Even the prince’s presence overshadowed the joy of the evening’s celebration. When they couldn’t even enjoy a simple bonfire...

She stifled a sigh and quickened her stride toward Anders as her stomach churned with nausea. Food was the last thing on her mind now.

“Here is your—” Her steps slowed. “Anders?”

He was slumped over with his head tilted at an awkward angle as his chest rose and fell in quiet snores. She sighed, misting her breath faintly in the chilly air.

She placed the cup next to him on the bench, then adjusted his arm onto his lap to make sure he wouldn’t tumble off. At least the water would be there when he woke up...whenever that was, considering the ale in his system.

Meg rubbed her arms briskly as the night breeze nipped at her exposed forearms. She pulled the lightweight wrap sewn to the shoulders of her blue dress higher over her shoulders. Her mother had been right about choosing this particular dress, despite her uncertainty about what to wear earlier that evening.

As she circled the square’s edge, the music and laughter faded behind her, leaving the night hollow and lonely in comparison.

Peering across the way at the forest looming ahead, she wondered if she should head home. After all, the excitement of the festivities no longer held its luster. She could use the rest, anyway.

The wind whispered through her curls, raising gooseflesh along her arms. She clutched her arms tighter, hoping to ward off the chill seeping into her chest.

As she started home, the ancient trees hovered almost like night watchers. Their gnarled branches twisted upward, clawing at the sky as though to pluck the stars from their places. Beneath them, the shadows thickened into pools of darkness, vast and still.

How many souls had fled into those depths? How desperate did someone have to be to trade the prince’s harsh edicts for all the risk the forest held? For all its whispers of beasts and unseen forces waiting in that endless abyss?

She paused, staring into the blackened maw before her. The forest felt alive somehow. Not with the gentle spark of a growing herb, but with thought. With intention.

Like it watched. Like it... waited.

The faint scent of damp earth hit her as she started forward when...

A twig snapped deep within the shadowed woods.

Her heart jolted, slamming against her ribs as she looked around. The shadows between the trees seemed to shift, shapes emerging and dissolving in her periphery.

Was it a creature? Or only the wind?

She thought of the stories. The beast. The unnatural movements of shadows...hadn’t she seen them lurch just now?

Holding still, she strained to hear another sound.

Nothing happened. The woods before her held still, as if mocking her instincts.

After a moment, the rhythmic buzz of night insects filled the air, accompanied by the faint rustle of leaves.

Did she imagine it?

Finally, she pushed out a slow, quiet breath.

Just the wind. Only the wind.

Or perhaps... her imagination.

Yes. That had to be it.

And yet...

Even as she hurried down the path toward her cottage, leaving the festival and looming forest behind, the sensation nagged at her like a whisper too faint to hear.

Somewhere within the dark, unseen depths of the forest, something had been watching.

She was sure of it.
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Chapter 4
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Meg wove her way through the busy square the next morning, trying to focus through the haze of light sleep from the previous night. She crossed into the marketplace where her fellow neighbors wove between stalls, chattering about their days. The mingled sounds of voices, shifting crates, and cloth rustling in the breeze wove together into a comforting morning song.

“Morning, Maeress Ahmed!”

Meg looked up to see Valen Golding at his counter near the entrance, greeting one of their resident pottery crafters. The younger woman wandered over and they began chatting as he arranged jars of red currant, blackberry, and honey raspberry preserves on his wooden table. Next to him stood Valena Scotchten holding bunches of sweet-smelling lavender and rosemary, bundling them into neat piles as he joined in their conversation.

Oh! Speaking of which...

She’d come for thyme. And perhaps more mint. Herbs she’d forgotten yesterday amid the distractions of celebration and nausea.

Her stomach twisted at the memory—the prince’s quiet conquests, Anders’ ale-drenched antics, whispers of conscription, and families driven from their homes. It had all stayed with her longer than she’d like. At least Anders’ friends had gotten him home safely last night, though he would likely wake with plenty of regrets this morning.

She half-expected him to stumble into the market, full of questions and groans. But there was no sign of him.

Thank goodness. She hoped he was home sleeping off the headache and nausea that would surely be turning his stomach by now.

He would probably be by later for that head-spinning tonic she had mentioned last night...if he remembered.

“Good morrow, Thera Meg.”

Meg turned as the voice called out, and she quickly looked down when a cold, rough hand fell upon her shoulder. She knew who it belonged to.

Old Willem gazed at her as his aged face formed into a weak smile. Deep-set wrinkles ran across his cheeks and along his withered forehead while shadows sagged beneath his eyes, whether from age or worry. His lips pressed into a thin, resigned line.

“My knee,” he said after a pause, gripping one bony hand on his thigh. His other hand clutched his cane, which seemed to support more weight than it should. “If you’d be so kind...”

Meg’s heart softened at his plea. “Of course, Willem.”

She gestured toward an unoccupied stall nearby, noting the extra stool tucked behind the vendor’s table. “Come, sit for a moment.”

Carefully, she slipped her arm under his, lending her strength as he shuffled forward. His cane struck the packed earth in uneven beats—rhythmic, yet weary.

Once settled on the stool, Willem let out a sharp exhale. His shoulders sagged as though seeking relief but finding none. One hand rested on the seat for balance, while the other gripped his thigh tightly.

Meg opened her basket and rummaged briefly before stilling. Her supplies were running low—far too low for comfort. And Soven Barrow still
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