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    For anyone who has ever felt like their compassion was a curse.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The deepest wounds are not always seen by the eye, nor are the heaviest burdens always carried on the back." 
— Sayings of the Vale
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Chapter 1: The Ash-Mark
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The scent of bitterfern was a cloying, earthy perfume that clung to the back of the throat, a smell Kaelen had come to know as intimately as his own breath. It was the smell of work, of purpose. And of pain.

In the dim, close air of the hut, the only light came from the patches of luminescent moss cultivated in clay pots on the shelves. Their soft, blue-green glow pulsed gently, like a sleeping heartbeat, painting shifting shadows on the walls of woven river reed and packed earth. It was a sickroom light, a light for whispered prayers and endured suffering.

Old Man Hemlock was suffering.

His breath hitched and rasped, a wet, terrible sound that spoke of a body struggling to remember its function. He was laid out on a low cot, his face ashen and beaded with a cold sweat that had nothing to do with the hut’s warmth. But the true horror was his leg.

It was twisted at an angle no leg should make, the skin swollen taut and shiny, purpled with brutal bruising. And crawling up from the ankle, stark against the mottled flesh, was the Blight. It was not a rot, not a simple infection. It was a network of intricate, vein-like patterns, black as polished jet, that seemed to writhe just beneath the surface. They pulsed with a faint, sickly light of their own, a parasitic counter-rhythm to the calming moss. To Kaelen’s senses, it didn’t just look painful; it felt angry. A hot, spiteful corruption eating the man alive.

Kaelen knelt on the hard-packed floor, a bowl of cooling bitterfern poultice beside him. He closed his eyes for a moment, not to pray, but to steady the tremor in his own hands. He was seventeen, and the weight of the room felt ancient.

“Hold him,” Kaelen said, his voice low, roughened by fatigue.

Hemlock’s son, Bram, a man with shoulders like an ox and fear in his eyes, moved to pin his father’s shoulders. Bram wouldn’t look directly at Kaelen. Few did, once the tools came out.

Kaelen dipped his fingers into the poultice, the cool, gritty paste a temporary balm. He smeared it around the wound, not on it. The Blight rejected such simple medicines. Then, he wiped his hands on a rag, took a final, centering breath, and placed his bare palms on the searing heat of Hemlock’s leg.

The world narrowed to the space beneath his hands.

This was not magic of light and glory. There were no blazing runes, no shouted incantations. It was a quieter, more intimate theft. Kaelen opened himself up, lowering the barriers that kept one soul separate from another. He focused on the injury, not as a thing of flesh and bone, but as a story of damage. The snap of the bone—a misstep on a moss-slicked river stone. The tearing of the muscle—a frantic, painful collapse. The invasive, chilling spread of the Blight—a deep, existential wrongness.

He understood the injury. And in understanding it, he could invite it in.

A wave of heat, fierce and aggressive, flooded up his arms. It was Hemlock’s fever, his inflammation, the body’s frantic, screaming alarm. Kaelen’s head swam, a wave of dizziness threatening to topple him. He gritted his teeth, anchoring himself. This was the easy part.

Then came the pain.

It was a white-hot spike driving into his palms, the phantom agony of the shattered tibia. He gasped, his back arching. His muscles trembled with the strain of holding the old man’s leg steady, of holding his own consciousness steady. Sweat dripped from his brow onto the patient’s leg, sizzling faintly against the heated skin.

Bram watched, his own face a mask of horror and fascination. He saw the black, vein-like patterns on his father’s leg begin to recede. Slowly, like tidewater pulling back from a filthy shore, the darkness retreated from the knee, draining down toward the ankle. The angry, shiny swelling began to subside.

But it did not vanish. It moved.

The black patterns flowed from Hemlock’s skin onto Kaelen’s. They crawled over his knuckles, up his wrists, etching themselves into his flesh like dark tattoos. Where they passed, the skin was left not scarred, but pale. A dead, ash-white pallor, as if all the life and warmth had been siphoned out. The dark veins stood out against the stark white, a living map of suffering endured.

This was the Ash-Mark. The price.

Hemlock’s breathing began to even out. The terrible rasping eased into the deep, regular rhythm of natural sleep. The fever was broken. The bone, while still broken, was now clean. It would heal, with time and rest. The Blight was gone from him.

Kaelen tore his hands away, stumbling back from the cot. He collapsed against a shelf, sending a pot of moss rocking. He clutched his wrists, squeezing them as if to stop a bleed. The pain was his now—a deep, throbbing ache in his bones, a residual fire in his muscles. The world tilted nauseatingly. He could still feel the echo of the bone snap in his own shin, a ghost injury that would linger for hours.

Bram was immediately at his father’s side, his fear of Kaelen forgotten in his relief. “Da? Da, can you hear me?”

The old man murmured incoherently, blessedly, in his sleep.

Bram finally turned to look at Kaelen. The gratitude in his eyes was real, but it was fleeting, quickly overshadowed by a familiar revulsion as he glanced at Kaelen’s hands. The ash-white skin, the black veins.

“He’ll sleep now,” Kaelen said, his voice hoarse. “The break is clean. Keep it splinted. Change the poultice twice daily for the swelling. No weight on it for a full moon.”

Bram just nodded, busying himself with tucking a blanket around his father. The transaction was complete. The service rendered. The unwanted miracle performed.

Kaelen pushed himself upright, using the shelf for support. He gathered his things—the bowl, the rags—with hands that felt foreign, like blocks of numb wood. He didn’t wait for thanks that wouldn’t come. He just left, stepping out of the hut’s oppressive warmth and into the cool, misty air of the late afternoon.

Silver Vale spread out before him, a village built into the gentle embrace of the hillside, a secret tucked away from the world’s harsher edges. Houses of stone and timber, their roofs thick with sod and blooming moss-flowers, clung to the slopes. At the valley’s heart, the central spring bubbled up, its waters clear and pure, feeding a small, reflecting pool where the luminescent moss grew brightest, a beacon of gentle light even in the day. Beyond it, the whispering silver birch forests began, their pale bark and shivering leaves giving the valley its name and its sense of serene isolation. The air always carried the scent of damp earth, clean water, and the faint, sweet smell of birch sap.

It was home. It was beautiful. And for Kaelen, it was a cage of sidelong glances and measured distances.

He walked the worn path down toward the center of the village. A group of children, chasing a wooden hoop with a stick, saw him and fell instantly silent. Their game stalled. They stared, not with the curiosity of youth, but with a wary, instinctive fear. One little girl, no older than five, pointed a stubby finger at his hands.

“Ash-Mark,” she whispered, loud enough for him to hear.

Her older brother hushed her fiercely, pulling her back. They scattered like birds, leaving the hoop forgotten in the path.

Kaelen’s jaw tightened. He kept walking, his gaze fixed on the ground a few feet ahead. He was necessary. The Vale had no real physicker. His grandmother, Anya, had been the bone-setter and herb-wife before him, but her hands were too gnarled with age now for the precise work of Sympathy. He was the only one who could turn back the Blight. They needed him. But they would never accept him. He was a walking reminder of the very sickness he fought. He carried their pain, and in return, they gave him their fear.

He reached his own hut, smaller and plainer than most, set a little apart from the others near the tree line. It was his sanctuary. As he pushed the hide flap aside, the familiar scent of drying herbs and simmering stew wrapped around him—thyme, rosemary, and the underlying, ever-present bitterfern.

His grandmother, Anya, was stirring a pot hanging over the low firepit. She was a small woman, her frame bowed by decades, her hair a cloud of fine white. She moved with a slow, deliberate grace that spoke of a life spent in patient work.

She didn’t turn as he entered. “Hemlock?” she asked, her voice like the rustle of dry leaves.

“Sleeping,” Kaelen said, his voice still rough. He went to the water bucket, dipping a cup and drinking deeply, trying to wash the taste of someone else’s fever from his mouth.

“And the cost?”

He held up his hands. The ash-white skin now reached his mid-forearms. The black veins stood out like cracks in marble.

Anya finally turned. Her eyes, a faded version of his own sharp green, didn’t flinch. They held no fear, no pity, only a deep, weary understanding. She crossed the room and took his hands in her own, her gnarled, warm fingers tracing the new patterns. Her touch was the only one in the Vale that didn’t make him want to flinch away.

“The balance, Kaelen,” she said softly. “The world is a scale. To take pain away, you must take it on. To give life back, you must spend a little of your own. It is the first law.”

“I know the law,” he said, pulling his hands away gently. He was tired of the lesson. He was tired, full stop.

“Knowing and accepting are different songs, boy,” she chided, but not unkindly. She returned to her stew. “It is the Eve of the Birch Moon. The stew is for the sharing. You will come.”

It was not a question. The Birch Moon festival was a small thing, a harvest celebration for the late-season bitterfern root and the last of the moss-tea harvest. It was about community, about sharing the meager bounty and shoring up spirits for the coming winter. It was the one night the whole village gathered, and Anya would not let him hide away.

“They don’t want me there, Gran.”

“They don’t know what they want,” she replied with finality. “You are a part of this Vale. You will sit with me.”

As dusk began to settle, turning the mist silver and making the luminous moss of the central pool glow like a fallen star, the village gathered. Trestle tables were set up, laden with hard, dark rye bread, wheels of sharp goat cheese, and steaming pots of the bitterfern root stew—thick, brown, and nutritious, if not particularly delicious. Jugs of faintly glowing moss-tea were passed around, the warm, slightly astringent brew a comfort against the evening chill.

Kaelen sat on a bench at the end of a table, Anya a solid, silent presence beside him. A space existed around them, a bubble of quiet in the low hum of conversation. People laughed and talked, but their eyes skipped over him, their voices dipping slightly as they passed by. He was a ghost at the feast.

He watched them. Elara, the baker, laughing too loudly at a joke from Bram, who was already celebrating his father’s recovery with an extra cup of tea. The children, including the little girl who’d pointed at him, now chasing fireflies, their fear of him forgotten in the excitement of the evening. They were a tapestry of life, of connection. He could feel the thrum of it from where he sat—the simple joys, the minor irritations, the undercurrent of anxiety about the coming winter. It was a symphony of emotion, and he was permanently backstage, listening but never playing.

Anya hummed softly beside him, a tuneless, absent-minded sound. Then it resolved into a fragment of a melody, a old, half-forgotten lullaby.

“...where the silver branches tear the sky,” she sang under her breath, her voice raspy, “and the sleeping heart shall sigh...”

Kaelen looked at her. “I haven’t heard that in years.”

“There are many old songs the world has forgotten,” she said, not looking at him. “Songs that held truths. Maps to places long lost.”

Before he could ask her what she meant, a sharp cry cut through the festive air.

It was Lyra, the little girl from the path. She’d been running after a firefly, her small feet clumsy with excitement, and had tripped over a root, sprawling onto the hard ground. The cry was one of shock and scraped pain. She sat up, a bloody gash on her knee, her face crumpling as the shock gave way to hurt.

Instinctively, Kaelen was on his feet. He took a step toward her, his healer’s impulse overriding his social exile.

Lyra’s mother, Selene, got to her first, sweeping the child into her arms. “Hush, little one, hush. It’s alright.”

Kaelen approached, his hands half-raised. “It’s just a scrape. I can—”

Selene looked up, and her face, full of concern for her daughter, hardened into something cold and protective. She clutched Lyra tighter, actually turning her body away from Kaelen as if he carried a contagion worse than the Blight.

“No,” she said, her voice sharp and final. “We don’t need your... help.”

The unspoken words hung in the air: We don’t want your touch. We don’t want your mark.

Lyra, feeding off her mother’s fear, stared at Kaelen with wide, terrified eyes, her scraped knee utterly forgotten. Her sobs hitched into a silent, trembling panic directed entirely at him.

Kaelen stopped dead, his hands falling to his sides. The ash-white skin seemed to burn under the gaze of the entire village, which had gone quiet to watch the exchange. The offer of help, the simple human desire to ease a child’s pain, had been twisted into something monstrous.

He saw it in every face. Not just fear, but confirmation. See? their eyes said. He seeks out pain. He is drawn to it.

He took a step back, then another. The bubble of space around him widened. He was an island again.

Anya’s hand found his arm, her grip surprisingly strong. “Come, Kaelen,” she said, her voice low but clear, a challenge to anyone listening. “The air has grown cold.”

She led him away from the firelight, away from the warmth and the community, back toward the dark solitude of their hut. As they walked, the fragment
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