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Chapter One: The Kettle and the Fire Wards
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THE SUN CREPT THROUGH the moss-thatch roof of the cottage, casting warm shafts of light upon the quilted blankets strewn across the loft. The loft stretched cozily beneath the steep pitch of the thatched ceiling, its exposed beams draped with dried herbs, and the soft creak of timber greeting each step. A narrow staircase curved down along the left wall to the main floor, where the washing room sat tucked directly beneath the loft, like a hollow cradled between walls, just a few steps from the bottom of the stairs and beside the hearth. Elowen Thorne stirred. Her eyes adjusted to the golden beams striping the timbered walls. The faint scent of lilac and hearth smoke lingered. 

Whisperhearth was stirring, and so was she. With a groan, Elowen flung off the blankets and swung her legs over the edge of her bed. Her bare feet met the cool floorboards with a thump and a wince. “Morning already?” she whispered groggily. She descended the stairs, already thinking of the day’s work ahead. In the washing room, she splashed her face, trying to wake up and wash the sleep from her eyes briskly. The copper cistern gurgled obligingly. 

Her birch-root paste was harsh but effective. She scrubbed her teeth clean, rinsed, and patted her face dry with a linen towel. Then she filled the wash tub with clean water that would last her two days before emptying it into the vegetable garden. She opened her wardrobe back upstairs and pulled out her black leather tunic, snug and softened with wear. She paired it with black leather trousers and boots worn and broken in from years of use, with each buckle and strap sitting exactly where it should. Her clothes bore the weathering of honest labor and the occasional splash of plant tinctures from her blending bench.

Elowen walked the path to The Cauldron Nook, her boot heels clicking with a sense of rhythm and habit. The shop stood quietly in the morning breeze, its small sign creaking lightly on the iron hook above the door. A memory often came to her in the early hours, the first time she entered Mira Vellwin’s workshop as a child. She’d barely reached the counter’s edge, fingers still sticky from the sap of young pine shoots she’d clumsily collected. Mira, bent over a simmering pot of valerian root, didn’t glance up when she said, “Only brave hands and patient hearts are fit for this work.” She had handed Elowen a jar of star anise and a sharp-eyed look. 

Elowen never asked what it was for, but she remembered the warmth of the room and the scent of mint steeping in honey. With the sun warming her shoulders and the day just beginning, Elowen stood before her garden. To the left of the shop, rows of herbs, chamomile, thyme, yarrow, and calendula sat orderly and waiting. To the right, the vegetable garden was less patient, with onions leaning into carrots and radishes already needing thinning. She bent and began her work, reaching for the trowel with fingers calloused by habit and healed by time.

Elowen was both a druid and a shaman, trained to understand the language of plants through diligent study and to mend the human body through methods passed down from generations of healers. Her practice had no mysticism, only years of experience, precise measurements, and her own careful hands. She made poultices to reduce swelling, teas to soothe coughs and compresses that slowed fevers. Her knowledge came from journals, field tests, and long talks with elders, not from charms or incantations. Years later, standing behind her counter with labeled jars lined in careful order, that moment returned to her like the scent of old parchment or a forgotten song. Whisperhearth may not have known Mira Vellwin, but every mixture Elowen prepared carried her teacher’s legacy in its composition.

She stepped toward the herb beds, her fingers already curling with memory and purpose, ready to begin the day’s planting. To the right side of the shop, the herb beds waited for tilling, dill, marjoram, chamomile, thyme, and basil still in seed. The scent of dew and crushed mint followed her steps. To the left of The Cauldron Nook, the vegetable beds needed preparation for carrots, radishes, green beans, spinach, lettuce, tomatoes, and bell peppers. Elowen knew her ability to maintain her healing stock depended on these beds. Without a healthy yield, she would have no remedies come summer. She walked toward The Cauldron Nook; its mossy roof was uneven and sagging in places, weathered by years of rain and time. 

The windchimes hanging from the porch rattled and clinked in a tangled, tuneless medley, stirred by a breeze that carried the scent of damp earth, rosemary, and old cedar. She adjusted her grip on the handle of her gathering basket, the smooth wood warm from the sun. The air shifted as she stepped carefully over the crooked flagstones leading up to the doorway. The moment felt suspended, her mind still lingering in memory. Yet, her boots were firmly set on the day’s first task: readying the garden that would carry her through another season.

Inside, the tools were right where she had left them: a spade, her pruning shears catching the light from the window, and a coiled length of twine dangling from its hook. She gathered what she needed with practiced efficiency, slipped the twine into her apron, and stepped back outside. Her boots caught on the edge of a root she would have to remove before her customers tipped over, just as she had done, reminding her that the land was constantly shifting. 

The garden beds were waiting, overgrown, defiant, and full of work. She knelt at the edge of the soil, tugged on her gloves, and began without hesitation. The first task was clearing the eastern bed, where the creeping thyme had surged past its border stones and begun swallowing the marigolds. She pushed aside the low branches and set to work, pulling clumps by the roots, shaking loose the soil, and sorting what could be reused. The scent of bruised thyme filled the air as she worked methodically, tugging, trimming, and reshaping the edges. Weeds pulled from the base of the fence landed in the basket with soft, satisfying thumps.

It was spring when everything stirred beneath the surface, and it was time to begin planting. The ground was soft with thaw and promise, still holding the faint scent of snowmelt beneath the warming topsoil. Soon, the seeds would go in: neat rows of lettuce along the western line, a narrow patch of snap peas to climb the trellis, basil and calendula for her tinctures, and those stubborn root vegetables, carrots, and parsnips that always seemed to test her patience. But first, the beds had to be cleared, aired out, reshaped, and made ready to take back what they had surrendered to winter’s grip. Her hands moved with calm precision, tuned to the rhythm of renewal, every movement drawn from memory, tradition, and muscle. When the last weeds had been sorted into the basket, and the final clump of earth had been loosened, she sat back on her heels, brushing the damp soil from her gloves.

She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out the seed pouch, hand-stitched linen, slightly faded, and the drawstring worn from use. Inside were the paper packets she’d filled and labeled by candlelight back in late winter: parsley, chives, lavender, lemon balm, and more, each one folded with care and marked in her steady script.

She sorted them in her lap, her fingers pausing briefly over each label as she decided what would go where. The early herbs would be first; they needed time, and she liked to give them that. Selecting the chive packet, she ran her thumb gently across the crease. She opened it, revealing the fine, dark seeds like tiny coal fragments nestled inside.

Kneeling beside the eastern bed, she pressed her fingertips into the soil again to gauge its readiness. It was cool still but not cold, yielding, moist, and well-aerated from the morning’s work. Satisfied, she began. With the edge of her trowel, she scored a shallow line across the length of the bed, steady and straight. Then, with practiced care, she pinched the seeds between her fingers and sprinkled them in, sparse but even, before covering them lightly with soil and patting them down gently with her palm.

A robin chirped sharply from the fencepost behind her as if to announce his approval or demand his share of worms. She smiled but didn’t turn. Her focus was firm, her breathing steady, the moment both practical and sacred. Each row she sowed was an act of quiet intention, an offering to the season, the land, and the long months ahead.

She moved on to the next row, this time for basil. The air had shifted again, the breeze lifting slightly to carry the mingled smells of disturbed earth, dried herbs from her sleeves, and the distant memory of pine. Above, the chimes stirred softly once more, a gentle chorus blending with the spring pulse all around her.

She finished with the basil, brushing loose soil from her gloves before reaching for the calendula seeds. The orange-gold blooms always found a way to brighten the garden’s edges, even on overcast days. She planted them along the fence line, spacing them carefully between the marigolds, which had begun to return from last year’s seed drop. With each row tucked in and pressed to earth, the garden began to take shape, not just a patch of dirt and roots but a rhythm of life unfolding again.

The sun had climbed higher, casting long shadows from the trellis and warming the back of her neck. She straightened, exhaling slowly, her joints stiff from kneeling. Her stomach gave a low, timely nudge. It was midday. It was time to wash up and find something to eat.

She stood, brushed the knees of her trousers, and turned toward the basin near the back stoop. A small copper kettle sat beside the flat stone, catching sunlight. She poured water over her hands and scrubbed the soil from her fingertips, watching it swirl into the dark, silted trough below. The scent of freshly turned earth clung to her skin.

She dried her hands on the towel tucked into her belt, thinking of what might be left in the pantry: bread, cheese, and a few preserved apples. But as she turned back to the garden, something made her pause.

There, just beyond the farthest bed near the edge of the elderberry thicket, the soil looked different, disturbed. A shallow depression, like something had been uncovered and then hurriedly covered again. She didn’t remember digging there. Nothing had been planted that far out. Her brows knit together as she stepped closer, the breeze shifting against her back.

The patch of ground was uneven and slightly sunken. Her boots crunched softly on the mulch path as she approached. The quiet suddenly thickened, like a held breath. She knelt, pressing her hand against the soil. It was softer than the rest. Recently turned.

She fetched her trowel and dug slowly, carefully. The dirt gave way with less resistance than she expected. After only a few inches, the metal corner of a box caught the light. Rectangular, dented, and wrapped in oilcloth. It had been hidden well. Elowen pulled it free with both hands. It was heavier than it looked.

She stood, brushing soil from her trousers. The box didn’t rattle, but something inside shifted faintly as she moved it. She unwrapped the cloth, stiff and stained, and revealed a narrow iron box with two hinges and a leather strap buckled tightly across the front.

She turned it over. No lock. No markings. But etched faintly along the spine, barely visible in the daylight, was a symbol she hadn’t seen in years: a ring of seven branches, bent to form a circle. Her grandmother’s mark. Elowen’s throat tightened. She wrapped the box again in the towel she’d brought from the shop and held it in both arms, unsure whether to take it inside or bury it again.

She knelt beside the disturbed patch of soil, brushing aside a few scattered leaves. Her fingers sank into the surface, looser than it should be, damp but not freshly watered. She pulled off her gloves and dug deeper with her bare hands, gently parting the soil in slow, careful sweeps. A layer of fine roots broke away easily, exposing something solid beneath.

Wood.

It’s not new, not rotting, either. A thin, narrow board, just beneath the surface, no more than a few inches wide. She cleared around the edge, revealing the corner of what looked like a small wooden box, barely the size of a bread loaf. Her heart knocked once in her chest, sharp and quick. She sat back on her heels, brows drawn together, then reached forward and tried to lift it. It shifted slightly but didn’t rise. The earth still clung to its sides.

She could force it loose. But not now. Not yet.

She looked up at the sun, now nearly overhead, and exhaled slowly. Whatever this was, whatever it held, could wait. She pressed the soil gently back over the box, enough to keep it hidden but not buried, then stood and brushed her hands clean against her apron.

Back at the stoop, she rinsed her palms again at the spigot, this time with a more profound sense of purpose.

Inside the pantry, she found the small round loaf, a wedge of cheese, and a jar of last autumn’s preserved pears. She sat at the kitchen table, the breeze from the open window stirring the edge of the linen cloth, and ate quietly, eyes on the garden beyond the glass.

Something had been placed there for a reason. Something meant to be found or forgotten. Either way, she’d disturbed it.

After lunch, she cleaned up and gathered what she needed: the smaller spade, a cloth bundle for wrapping, a brush for detail work, and a clean towel. She stepped back outside with quiet resolve, the weight of the afternoon suddenly different from the one she’d begun.

The robin was gone from the fencepost. The chimes had stilled.

She crossed the garden again, walking toward the elderberry thicket with measured steps, the tools bundled in her basket, the memory of the box sharp in her thoughts.

She reached the patch of turned earth again, the soil still darker than the rest, as if it remembered being disturbed. Kneeling, she set the basket beside her and unwrapped the smaller spade and brush, placing them neatly within reach. The towel stayed folded on her lap.

This time, she dug with slow intention, working carefully around the edges. The earth gave way without resistance. The box was small and rectangular, and its surface was roughened by age but still intact. The wood was pine, hand-cut and nailed, with a faint herbal scent clinging to it, something sharp beneath the damp: lavender? Chamomile? No, sage. Dried and pressed into the grain long ago.

She lifted it free, resting it gently on the towel. It wasn’t locked, only fastened shut by a simple brass clasp, darkened with oxidation. Her thumb paused on it a moment. Then she flicked it open.

Inside, the box held three things: a folded scrap of parchment, a pressed bundle of dried blue petals tied with a strand of black thread, and a small glass vial half-filled with cloudy liquid the color of river silt. Its scent was immediate, earthy, pungent, and oddly familiar. She leaned in slightly, narrowing her eyes.

The flower was forget-me-not.

The paper, when unfolded, bore only a few lines of writing, delicate and faint from time but legible. Her own name stared back at her at the very top.

Her breath caught.

Before she could read further, a low creak echoed from the back gate. She turned her head quickly, her heart skipping. Nothing moved. It was just the breeze again, stirring the branches overhead and carrying the scent of broken thyme and something older.

And then, without warning, the scent changed. Sharper. Warmer. The unmistakable bite of juniper smoke and old parchment. She blinked, and for a moment, the sunlight across the grass shifted in tone like a curtain pulled over memory.

She was seven again, kneeling in a different patch of dirt behind a cottage. Her grandmother’s hands guided her through planting mint first, then yarrow. That same smell in the air. That same hum in the soil. “If you find a buried bundle, you ask the land before you open it,” the old woman had said. “Some things don’t stay buried without reason.”

She exhaled, the memory receding like mist. The gate stood still. The wind whispered. And the note, with her name written in a hand she hadn’t seen in over a decade, remained open in her trembling fingers.

She stared at the note, her eyes scanning the faded ink. This time, the words held. The script was delicate, with ink browned by time but clear. She read slowly, lips moving without sound:

To Elowen.

When the soil no longer sleeps.

Plant nothing else until you’ve listened.

The vial is not for the roots.

The blue petals are not for the living.

The name I never gave you is buried deeper than this box. If you’ve found it, then something else has already awakened.

Her fingers tightened around the paper, the edge trembling slightly. The script was unmistakable, her grandmother’s hand was fine and practiced, and the strokes were familiar even after all these years. She reread it. And again. The warning wasn’t vague. It was a map drawn in riddles, with implications she didn’t want to consider

She looked at the vial. The liquid swirled faintly with movement, like it had been waiting to be disturbed. She didn’t touch it. Not yet.

A breeze stirred through the garden again, cooler than before, curling low through the rows. The wind chimes didn’t ring this time. Instead, the silence pressed in, dense, expectant. Even the birds had stilled.

Then came the crunch of gravel. One step, then another. The sound of a boot. Not heavy, not running. Just approaching, measured and slow, along the outer path that circled past the elderberries toward the back gate. Someone was there. Not imagined. Not wind.

She rose slowly, tucking the note back into her apron and wrapping the box in the towel with steady hands. Her basket hung from one arm, the spade still nestled inside.

Another footstep. Closer.

The garden gate groaned softly on its hinge.

She turned toward it just as the latch lifted with a metallic clink. On the other side, a shadow moved, tall and broad-shouldered, indistinct through the weaving of leaf and light. The figure did not speak or call her name.

Elowen took one step forward, standing tall amid the garden rows, eyes fixed on the gate as it creaked open. Whoever this was, they hadn’t come for herbs.

The gate opened. A man stepped through, tall, weathered, and wrapped in a dark travel cloak lined with dust. His boots were scuffed, his jaw lined with grey stubble, and his left sleeve was fastened with three uneven stitches as though it had been torn and mended in haste. He carried no weapon she could see, only a leather satchel slung across his back and a glint of something metallic at his collar, an old pendant, circular and worn smooth. For a heartbeat, neither of them spoke. Then he said her name.

“Thirteen years,” she said. “You disappeared. No word. Not even at the funeral.”

“I couldn’t risk being followed,” he said quietly. “But I see you’ve found the box.” She didn’t answer. He glanced down at the towel in her arms and exhaled once. It wasn’t a relief. It was a resignation.

“I told her to burn it,” he said, stepping farther into the garden. “Put on boots, and be careful not to disturb the rows. I told your grandmother nothing good would come from keeping it. But she never did listen to my warnings.

He said I told her to burn it, step farther into the garden, put on boots, and be careful not to disturb the rows. I told your grandmother nothing good would come from keeping it. But she never did listen to my warnings.

Elowen held her ground. “You knew about this?”

“I helped bury it.” A gust of wind moved through the garden, stirring the loose dirt where she had uncovered the box. The scent of bruised thyme lifted again, curling around them both.

Darrick's eyes scanned the plot. “If you’ve opened it, remember the well.” The memory struck like a wave. Cold, sharp, immediate.

She was nine, standing at the edge of the well behind the apothecary house. Her grandmother’s voice was in her ear, urgent but not frightened. “Don’t ever draw water from there after Midsummer,” she said. “It remembers.” Elowen had asked what that meant. The answer had never come.

She swallowed. “The wells are sealed.”

Darric shook his head. “It wasn’t until the storm last week.” He looked up, meeting her eyes fully for the first time. “It’s open again. That’s why I’m here.” In her arms, the box suddenly felt heavier.

Darric continued, “Whatever she trapped was bound with more than roots. And now you’ve woken it.” A silence stretched between them, the wind chimes finally stirring faintly behind her.

Elowen turned without a word and walked toward the porch. She set the box down inside the doorway and, with steady hands, gathered her tools from the basket: her gloves, the twine, and the clippers. She folded the towel, replaced it on its hook, and returned the seed packets to their drawer. There was still work to be done in the shop: daily orders, dried bundles to weigh and wrap, and clients to greet. Whatever came next would wait until the day’s work was finished. But something deep inside her already knew this spring would not be an ordinary season.

Once satisfied with her day’s work, and the herb bed and vegetable patch were clean and cleared, she returned to her quaint shop.

The shop’s front door creaked open with its usual complaint, and the hinges were long overdue for oiling. Elowen stepped inside, the familiar scent of dried sage, rosehip, and beeswax balm settling around her like a worn shawl. The afternoon light filtered through the mullioned windows, casting lattice shadows across the plank floor. Everything looked as it should: baskets stacked neatly beneath the counter, labeled jars lined along the shelves, and a thick ledger still open for the last sale.

Inside, it smelled of lavender and effort. She checked the drying racks. The chamomile was crisp, the sage pungent and strong, and the valerian deep and earthy. New bundles of burdock and skullcap waited nearby, bundled loosely in twine and needing sorting.

Sweeping came next. Floor: crumb-free. Tables: wiped. Copper kettle: whole. Jars: lined like ducklings by type, healing, calming, energizing. Mortar and pestle: gleaming. She paused only to open the shutters and let in the amber light.

Shadow, ever watchful, sighed and flopped under the herb counter. His tail thumped once when she walked past.

She sorted herbs with the ease of someone who had done this a thousand times before. She began with lemon balm, trimming the browned edges from each leaf and laying them neatly on a tray to dry, its calming scent instantly soothing. Next came valerian root, which she peeled with a hooked knife and sliced into thin, curling ribbons before placing them in a linen pouch labeled Dreams. She took extra care with the fire flower petals, whose red hue had to remain vibrant if the potion was to retain its energizing effect.

As she worked, she hummed quietly, checking off each bundle in her herb journal with a charcoal nub. The lavender stems were last, their oil staining her fingertips and leaving a sharp, clean scent.

Every motion was deliberate, honed by years of muscle memory and trust in the tools at her bench. Wilted ends were gone. Brown leaves banished. New bundles hung. The motions were second nature, like breathing or judging a customer’s real intent by how they hesitated at the jar labeled Confidence.

She lit the lanterns with a flick and mumbled, Let there be glow. The jars sat exactly where she left them, waiting patiently.

And yet, the unease lingered.

The calendula had wilted too soon. A noise upstairs had come and gone without explanation. The draft from the root cellar had carried the scent of deep water, the well.

She cast a glance toward the cellar door, now closed and silent. Then, she returned to her bench, where the last fire flower petals lay drying on silk paper. The day’s orders were done. The shelves were neat. The shop, by all accounts, was whole.

But deep beneath the stone and soil, something had stirred, and part of her knew that her routines
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