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      Death hums beneath the dirt as I tear up a web of ground-ivy from the bed of lettuce. Purple blooms are set like gems against green leaves. Its roots are tangled around a mouse skull. I run my dirty fingers across the yellowed eye sockets. Flashes of scurrying through plants and sunlight trickle out before the fearful image of shadowy wings and pain end the wafer-thin memories. The squeaking, wordless voice of the mouse calls to the power in my blood, tugging at me to collect its bones scattered around the garden and make it whole again.

      A peck jabs my left hand by my wedding ring and I wince. The sunlight comes back into focus through the trees as I blink. Morhenna growls, canting her red-combed head to give me a beady stare. I’m not pulling the weeds fast enough for her liking. The old gods would find the black and white speckled chicken an imposing contender to their pantheon. She thinks she walks with the gods, far above us mortals. None of the chickens back home were this spiteful. I thought she would have softened toward me when I saved her from that fox last year, but no. It somehow made her hate me even more.

      I pull my hand away, tracing the primroses carved along the smooth heatherwood band. Untangling the roots from the mouse’s skull, I slip it into the pocket of my long blue skirt and gather the rest of the weeds. Percy’s voice echoes through my head with the names of different plants as I sort them in the basket. Dandelions for salads and tea. Lambsquarter for pain. Chickweeds go well with dandelions. I chew on some lambsquarter, hoping it’ll help my knees.

      Over the years, Percy’s taught me about every seed, sapling, and flower we’ve encountered since we got married—he even made a book with pictures to help me identify them. He gets this look in his eye that spills past the lenses of his glasses when he touches a leaf or coaxes seedlings to life. As a rootsower, he hears their songs in ways I can’t understand, just as he can’t understand the voices of bones.

      A raven caws from the woods beyond the garden wall. Thin claws dig into my shoulder through my tunic, and a wing brushes my ear. Siobhen, my shadow. The chicken purrs and tugs at a lock of black hair that’s escaped from my hair ribbon. I think she prefers me over Percy because when I stand, it’s the closest she gets to touching the sky—and is out of Morhenna’s reach.

      My right knee creaks when I rise from my crouch, the ache moving up my stiff calves. It’s only a matter of time before my hands start hurting, too.

      “A storm’s coming soon,” I whisper to the chicken. Percy tells me I sound old when I say that instead of like a thirty-year-old woman.

      Siobhen grips my shoulder as I go down the rows of the garden. The basket around my arm is laden with greens, potatoes, carrots, and herbs. The other two chickens, Fergus and Fiona, dart between the tomatoes and the rhubarb. Fergus ruffles his trailing tail feathers before stalking after a sídhe with four pearlescent wings. The sídhe’s small, lizard-like body ribbons through the air, tail scales shimmering. Morhenna pecks at the ivy flowers, but I still feel her gaze on me as I head toward the house.

      Among the chaos of vegetation, there’s an order to the garden’s layout—medicinal plants closest to the house. The middle plot is used for growing food. Herbs thrive near the chicken coop. My favorite is the area filled with an assortment of plants near the garden gate—the Random Plot—where Percy grows different plants he’s cross-pollinated and seeds he’s altered.

      I take in the house with its sagging roof and squat chimney, nestled in this garden paradise, and hold the contentment tightly. Flowering vines hug the stone walls encircling our garden. Bees drift between the crimson poppies and the flame flowers. A green butterfly lands on the axe by the stump where I chop wood. I can imagine growing old here, living without fear or always looking over my shoulder.

      The curtain in the open bedroom window ripples in the breeze, and a mop of brown hair bobs above the windowsill. Percy hunches over the writing desk inside, his eyeglasses teetering on the edge of his nose. His forehead’s a wrinkled canvas as he tries to squeeze out some thought he can’t piece together. A streak of dried ink darkens his earlobe where he’s been tugging at it.

      I set the basket on the sill, my frame taking up almost the whole window. Siobhen repositions herself on my shoulder. I make sure not to knock off the walnut shell halves that had been filled with syrup this morning for the sídhe. My parents said the sídhe bring good luck and might clean your house if you give them gifts, but I’ve never seen them clean anything. Usually, I find bits of food missing or a nest they’ve made in the ceiling beams of the healing room because they like the flowers, but it’s best not to anger them. A swarm of angry sídhe is an unlucky thing to encounter without a bit of iron to protect you.

      “Stuck?” I ask Percy. My gaze darts over the sketches of limbs and organs with his looping handwriting beside them scattered around him.

      Percy looks up, blinking away whatever swirls behind his brown eyes. His smile is a crooked crescent. “With Siobhen on your shoulder, you look like one of Arianrhod’s messengers,” he says and pushes back the sleeves of his cream-colored shirt.

      “The Goddess of Death’s messengers use ravens instead of chickens as their Eyes,” I tell him.

      “Who’s to say they didn’t have other birds when ravens were in short supply?” Percy rests his head in his hand. The metal knotwork pendant of a tree with roots threaded around a hand—the symbols of the gods Beathag and Kester—lays against his chest from a woven cord. “Did you stop your work so that you could stare at me?”

      I hold up a dandelion. “Gathered some carrots and potatoes for a pie tonight and pulled weeds. I thought I’d see what you were doing and if you needed anything.”

      Percy takes the flower and sticks it behind his ear. The yellow petals unfurl more as soft green light pulses from his fingertips. “One might think you have feelings for me, Morana.”

      I tap his nose, leaving a smear of dirt behind. “I should hope so since we are married.”

      The corners of his eyes crinkle as his grin broadens. “Glad to know that after ten years you haven’t grown bored of me. Maybe this will help me get unstuck.”

      He stretches across the desk to kiss me. Warmth blooms in my chest. We live where our hearts beat, and this is where mine rests—in this walled garden with this man who can stir my soul with a smile.

      His fingers brush my jaw before he glances back at his work. “Thought that would work, but it was worth it regardless,” he says, pushing up his glasses. “I finished treating my patients for the day and wanted to work on this. These diagrams are from an ancient proposal for regrowing limbs and have me stumped. Very few fleshmenders have the skill to attempt such a thing.”

      “Are you thinking it’s still possible to attempt?” I ask. He’s been thinking about this problem for years. I’ve often woken up to the crinkle of papers left on the bed and him mumbling about bones and muscles in his sleep.

      “Knitting different layers of flesh together while rebuilding the delicate parts is the challenge. Fleshmenders can repair organs and sections of flesh, but recreating a whole organ or limb is more complicated and requires much more energy from the patient and the bloodgifted. If done incorrectly, it could harm the patient or create dead limbs,” he says, running a finger along the metacarpal bones of a sketched hand. “Still, I think it’s possible to determine the correct method of flesh restoration. But there’s the matter of experimenting…”

      I nod, grasping part of what he says. Bloodgifted can peer into the fabric of the world and grasp the chaotic threads to bring order to the elements. Percy strives to understand that order, even after he left the Acadamaidh. Even here on the fringes of Errigal, he’s always learning something new to improve his fleshmending abilities. As easily as he can make a withered plant healthy again, he can stitch skin back together and ease any pain. He’s a rarity, a doublegifted.

      While bloodgifted like rootsowers and fleshmenders can create order and bring about life, I wonder what purpose boneweavers serve by moving the dead. People call my magic an affront against life and that it’s dangerous. If that’s the case, why does it feel soothing when I use it?

      A sharp jab at my shin makes me turn to find Morhenna tugging at my skirt, growling. She has a soft spot for Percy and sees me as competition. I’m sure if she could smite me, she would. Morhenna hisses and tries to jump onto the windowsill from the stump. Startled, Siobhen darts through the open window onto the desk in a swirl of speckled feathers and fearful trills, her wing smacking my face.

      Percy catches her before she knocks over the ink bottle. “Morhenna is in fine form today,” he says, cradling Siobhen. Gray and black feathers drift across the desk and scattered papers.

      Morhenna’s claws dig into my hand as I shoo her away. “That’s one way of putting it. I think Cadhal knew her true nature when she gave her to us. A fine way to repay you for healing her broken leg,” I tell him.

      Percy hands Siobhen back to me through the window. The chicken stares in the direction of Morhenna’s squawks. “She’s a good egg layer. Nothing will compare to Grizel, though. I still miss that goat.”

      Tucking the chicken under my arm and grabbing the basket, I head for the well. Morhenna remains by the window. Percy speaks to her, and she puffs up her feathers. I swear her comb gets redder, as if she’s blushing.

      I set Siobhen down and pull up a bucket of cold water. Grabbing the soap bar on the stump beside it, I scrub the dirt from my hands. The smell of lavender and honey hits my nose as I wash the suds away. The scratches along my arm crisscross older, pale scars. I draw another bucket of water and start to clean the vegetables.

      A door slams in the house. “Healer Bracken! We need you!” someone shouts from inside.

      I look up from cleaning the potatoes. That sounds like Athol, the farmer who lives near the rapeseed fields. Percy’s the only healer here in Àitesìol, so he sees anyone who comes to our door, no matter the time.

      A prickle runs along my neck, like someone is standing too close. The sensation tugs at me, tasting like damp ash, like the mouse skull in my pocket. The faint pulse of death—of something dying.

      Leaving the vegetables and my basket, I dry my hands on my handkerchief before heading into the house. No doubt Percy’s already gone to see who it is. I grab my dark robe from the hook in the kitchen and throw them on. I gather bowls and fresh water from the kitchen that Percy will need. The prickle of death comes from the next room, and I resist the urge to touch the skull as I head for the healing room.
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      The smell of burning sage permeates the healing room as I cross the threshold, my blood thrumming. Percy’s already dressed in the red robe he wears when he works. The prickling gets stronger as the presence of death seeps from the large, limp figure Athol and his young daughter, Lileas, struggle to carry between them. Aodh, Athol’s twenty-three-year-old son.

      “Aodh collapsed in the field,” Athol gasps. The older man’s red hair is damp against his sweaty forehead. “Dinnae ken how long he was there, but he’s not wakin’ up.”

      “Lay him on the table,” Percy tells them.

      Grabbing Aodh’s legs from Lileas, Percy and Athol lay him on the large table. Aodh moans, a hollowness pressing on his pale face. Lileas flinches as the body thumps against the dark wood. The smell of sweat and wet earth breaks through the sage, and I shut the door.

      “Was Aodh ill before he went to work?” Percy asks, one hand going to Aodh’s neck to check his pulse, his other pushing back his eyelids.

      Athol hovers near the table, worry bending his whole frame. He isn’t a tall man, but now he looks much smaller. Lileas squeezes his hand, her other clenching the front of her brown skirt.

      “He was complain’ about stomach pains for a few days and threw up last night, but I thought it was ‘cause he was out drinkin’,” Athol says. “He seemed fine when he left. Lileas found him when he didnae come up fae the field.”

      Percy nods. I lay everything on the table by the wall and approach them. “Please hold his head still and tilt his chin back,” he says to me while removing Aodh’s tunic.

      Aodh’s clammy skin burns beneath my fingers, his breaths rattling. The yellow light of Percy’s magic flickers beneath his fingers while his palms hover over Aodh’s broad chest, moving up his neck. Aodh twists with a guttural cry when Percy touches his right side. Athol’s face is drawn as Lileas presses closer to him.

      “His appendix has burst. He’s septic, but I’ll do what I can to remove it,” Percy tells Athol and Lileas. “His lungs are struggling to take in air.”

      Percy glances back at me, and I recognize the tension along his brow. I keep the worry from my face as I nod, confirming what he already knows. Death creeps over Aodh like a shroud, his pulse fast and fluttering beneath the skin that’s growing colder. An ashen taste hits the back of my tongue. It’s moments like these where fleshmenders and boneweavers can sense the same thing—death’s approach. While I’m drawn to it, Percy will try to keep it at bay.

      Percy slips his wedding ring into his pocket and grabs a bowl of water, a knife, rags, and jars of dried herbs on the shelves. He breaks off leaves from the different plants growing on the walls. He mixes ingredients in a bowl, grinding them up before uncorking one of the vials and pouring the dark liquid into the mixture. There’s a spark of green that drifts through the herbs and plants as he infuses a bit of magic to make the draught more potent.

      I lift Aodh’s head and ignore the ache burning through my knees. Aodh’s chest rises to try and grasp what breath he can. Athol is praying to Beathag and Arianrhod as he braces against Lileas. While I’ve seen death up close my whole life, known its bite and soothing ebb against me, watching someone see their loved one fading never gets easier. I whisper my own prayer to Arianrhod to stay her hand even though my power is hungry for the stories in the bones.

      “Aodh, if you can hear me, you need to swallow this,” Percy says.

      He tilts the contents of the bowl into Aodh’s mouth. Some liquid dribbles past the man’s lips as he sputters and struggles to swallow. Aodh groans and tries to push him away, but his arms drop back down to his sides like they’ve been cut. It’d be easier for Percy to use his bloodgift to sedate Aodh, but that’d be one more thing for him to concentrate on.

      “Hold him down and keep him as still as possible until the sedative takes hold,” Percy tells Athol and me, gesturing for me to stand across from him.

      A gray sheen seeps across Aodh’s tan skin, and the tug grows stronger. Aodh’s quick pulse thrums up my fingers as they rest against his stubbly jaw, intertwining with my heartbeat. Each strained breath clenches at my lungs. His pulse is mine, and I’ll share his breath until it ceases or if he continues to remain here with the living.

      “How close is he?” Percy whispers to me.

      “Close. There’s something else, isn’t there?” I mumble, wrestling with my bloodgift to keep it from spilling out.

      “It’s his lungs. There’s a bit of fluid and several cysts that are causing pockets of air, which is making it difficult for him to breathe. Those have been there longer, and I can’t deal with those until I remove the infection and get him stable. I can only help him breathe while I stop the toxins from killing his tissues and organs.”

      Athol holds his son down, stroking his brown hair. Aodh groans, and Percy grabs a knife and wipes the younger man’s skin with sharp-smelling alcohol. Percy presses a glowing yellow palm against Aodh’s side to dull the nerves before he makes a cut.

      “Talk to him, Athol, and focus on his face. It’ll help keep him calm,” Percy tells the father. I suspect he says this to keep Athol calm as well and not looking at the incision he’s about to make.

      “Hear that, Aodh? Healer Bracken’s goin’ to make you well again,” Athol murmurs and blinks away the sheen of tears in his eyes. “Just hold on a wee bit longer.”

      Percy cuts Aodh’s right side near his hip, and blood seeps onto the table. Yellow ribbons snake from Percy’s finger under Aodh’s skin, illuminating his veins. The glowing lines Percy grasps remind me of plant roots connecting him to Aodh. Pus and dark globs seep from the wound as Percy draws them out and separates them from Aodh’s blood. Beads of sweat catch in the creases of Percy’s forehead, fingers straining as he pulls out the infection into the bowl. Fluid follows, and the water turns pink.

      “What are you doing?” Lileas asks, her voice cracking behind me.

      My eyes dart to her as she sits by the window with carved animal figurines in the windowsill that I made years ago for the younger patients. She watches with an intensity I haven’t seen in a child before. Part of me breaks with her, and old buried pain is drawn to the surface.

      “I’m trying to draw the infection from his blood before I cut out the source,” Percy tells her.

      Aodh’s breathing grows stronger, and color returns to his lips. My breaths even out as our pulses unravel from each other one strand at a time. While my heart is relieved, my blood longs for the whisper of death to return. It leaves behind a hollow ache I can never get rid of. I keep my hands on Aodh’s arms, his skin growing warmer. Percy has to keep a hold on the man’s breathing and circulation while healing different areas. I don’t know how he can keep track of everything all at once.

      Body tensing, Aodh’s chest heaves, and a cough spews bloody globs of phlegm onto his father’s face. Red splatters Aodh’s chest. The quick breaths become ragged as he grows paler. He’s sinking, the thread connecting him here slipping away. Whispers seep from Aodh’s bones, and my bloodgift is eager to uncover the secrets in the marrow. I bite down harder on the inside of my cheek, trying to keep Aodh’s body from jerking around. Percy’s face tightens.

      “What’s happenin’?!” Athol cries, wiping his face and staring at his son’s crimson mouth.

      Percy releases the infection into the bowl and places his hand on Aodh’s chest. “Holes have opened in his lungs. He can’t breathe.” His words are hurried but steady, and he places his hand on Aodh’s chest. “Athol, step back, please.”

      The farmer backs away to where Lileas sits. The light from Percy’s hands grows brighter, glowing cracks moving across his exposed skin. A golden handprint spreads across Aodh’s chest, and I see the faint outline of his ribcage. I try and catch Percy’s gaze, but he’s too focused. He’s a skilled healer, but fleshmending also requires the energy of the bloodgifted and the patient’s to speed up the body’s natural healing process. I’ve seen him push himself to exhaustion before, and the more magic he uses, the more it will take from him.

      I sense a shift before another wet cough splatters the air. He slumps against the table, and the thread between us snaps. Percy’s gift swirls around the man’s heart to keep it beating and heal his lungs so he can breathe. Death crashes into me with cold waves. Aodh’s memories curl around my fingertips as they call to me from his bones. Sadness and loss come as Aodh’s body realizes it’s been separated from his spirit. It’s a keening wail in my ears, grasping at me to anchor itself.

      Fresh deaths are always the strongest—the loudest, the most painful. Memories are more vivid in their final moments. The body remembers what the soul leaves behind. Being this close to someone dead makes my blood rush faster as the pent-up power builds beneath my skin. I long to reach out and bring some semblance of life back to Aodh’s body, but I can’t bring his soul back.

      “Percy…” I say as he continues his compressions.

      The glow fades from Percy’s palm, and he steps back. A heavy exhale takes the tension from his shoulders, and they slump. Percy’s bloodgift flickers out, and his face is drawn, the bulk of his emotions gathering in his eyes. I come around the table and place a steadying hand on his back.

      Lileas sits like a statue, her eyes round like a deer’s. “Aodh? Aodh, wake up,” Athol says, shaking Aodh’s shoulder as he holds the limp hand. He wipes a smear of blood from his son’s face. “Please, son…Open your eyes.”

      Percy looks at Athol. “I’m so sorry, Athol.” His voice is a quivering leaf moments away from breaking off a branch.

      Lileas takes her father’s arm, lips wobbling. “He’s gone, Da,” she whispers.

      Athol crumples, head resting next to his son’s face as sobs shake his body. Percy turns away and cleans the blood from his hands with a damp rag. I look at Lileas, who is holding back tears, and wish there were words of comfort I could give her. But everything would sound hollow against the sorrow settling in her heart. When someone’s born, people offer gifts and excitement. In death, there is silence and empty words. Sometimes it’s better to say nothing at all than to say something trite.

      Athol lifts his head, tears staining his ruddy cheeks. “What happened? He was fine. Then he was coughin’ up blood,” he says in a ragged voice.

      Percy clears his throat, pushing up his glasses. “Cysts in his lungs burst. It felt like they had been there long before the infection happened. The stress and the infection most likely caused them to rupture and made holes in his lungs. His weakened state couldn’t handle the additional strain. If I can examine him further, I could give you a clearer cause of death tomorrow.”

      Athol doesn’t look away from his son. A heavy silence fills the healing room, the sunlight coming through the window unable to warm the somber air. Lileas’ eyes shimmer. I want to go to her and embrace her, but I’m afraid if I move, she’ll dissolve into sobs. Witnessing the grief of others feels like I’m intruding on something I shouldn’t. I try to focus on something else while Aodh’s death fills my head with flashes of his final moments, holding a baby, and a smiling woman with brown hair. The images tickle the back of my throat, trying to coax something out of my chest I don’t want to unbury.

      “Lileas, go get Caitrìona and the bairns. They need to know what’s happened,” Athol tells his daughter. His bleary eyes shift to Percy as the girl leaves to return home. The door slamming behind Lileas snaps me out of my trance. “Would you be…cuttin’ him up?”

      Percy nods. “No marks will be left on him when you take him home,” he replies.

      “Caitrìona’s decision,” he says before his words dissolve into sobs again.

      I place a hand on Percy’s shoulder, and he squeezes my fingers. “I’ll make some food and put out some water and whisky,” I whisper. That’s the only comfort I know how to offer people. I long to tell them the full story of their loved ones, but I can’t.

      Aodh’s death clings to me as I head to the kitchen. It seeps from his body like smoke from a smoldering fire. The whispers of the dead are known to us boneweavers alone. People are woven together with so many layers of memories soaked in emotions that linger long after death. Boneweavers can only reanimate the body, but it’s only an empty husk of memories written in the marrow. His soul’s beyond my reach in the talons of Arianrhod’s winged Eyes. Arianrhod taught the ancient boneweavers how to bring spirits back so they could help her resurrect the fallen gods, but, after some of her boneweavers and bloodgifted betrayed the remaining gods to side with the morrigans, all boneweavers have been hunted through the centuries until our abilities are only a fragment of what they once were.

      I hang up the dark robe and start a fire in the oven. In a clay pot on the table are oat and walnut biscuits I made yesterday. Cups clatter as I gather them from the shelf. I fill a pitcher of water and take the bottle of whisky from the cupboard. I pour myself a dram, the smooth heat trickling down my throat. Shifting to my right foot, I try to take as much weight off it as possible as the ache gnaws on my left knee. There’s still much to do. Death may be an end, but it leaves too many things to do in its wake.

      Looking out the window, I watch the chickens in the garden, the calm coated in the late afternoon sunshine a stark contrast to the sounds of Athol’s grief in the other room. My hand slides into my pocket, feeling the curve of the mouse skull. The allure to let Aodh’s voice in is almost too much, but I can’t answer it. If anyone found out that I’m a boneweaver, Percy and I would have to flee again. The thought of losing the garden, our home, and the life we’ve built here hurts worse than the ache in my bones. Every time we have to leave a place, it takes a part of me with it, and I don’t know how much more of myself I can lose.

      The smell of burning wood and the heady peatbrick in the oven tugs me away from the ashen scent hovering around me. The door creaks open in the healing room, and footsteps shuffle across the hard-packed floor. The crackling fire makes it hard to hear Percy’s low voice before keening cries rise from the healing room. I gather my shaky breath and steel myself to return to the room filled with grief and death.

      When I bring out the drinks and biscuits, Caitrìona, Aodh’s wife, is standing by the table with her three children and Lileas. She holds her baby boy, Tadg, who Percy helped deliver last autumn. Tadg pulls at her windswept brown braid while the other two sons clinging to her skirts, crying. Athol kneels on the floor with his head in his hands. Caitrìona’s eyes are moist, her lips trembling. She remains rooted like a tree as she takes in the sight of her husband on the table.

      Percy speaks quietly to her as I set the drinks on the cabinet by the door, his composure steady and sympathetic. As a fleshmender, loss feels like something’s been severed. For me, it wraps around like a comforting shawl, even though my heart knows the pain of grief. It’s a boneweaver’s nature to see death not as a loss but as a gain. We’re privy to something so intimate, feeling something’s final moments.

      “You want to examine him more?” Caitrìona asks Percy, cracks of her sorrow breaking through. Her free hand reaches out to touch Aodh’s cooling cheek.

      “Yes. I’d like to take some samples from his body to study with your permission,” Percy replies.

      “Will we be able to come for him tomorrow?”

      Percy nods. “Of course.”

      With the plate of biscuits in my hands, I go over to Caitrìona’s boys, Bran and Calum. I can see Aodh’s features on their round faces and in reddish-brown hair. I try not to grimace as I crouch down. I offer them biscuits, and I wipe the snot from their noses with the corner of my skirt. Lileas crouches beside her father, her face red and streaked with tears. Her mother died before Percy and I arrived in the village. I was a few years younger than her when I first lost someone close to me. My stomach knots as I try not to think about the room that smelled of sickness and Da’s coughing that still rattles in my ears years later.

      “I’m so sorry,” I tell her and hold out a biscuit to her. Aodh’s death clutches my arm, begging me to look back at him.

      Lileas swipes at her eyes and takes the biscuit. My hand brushes Aodh’s hair as I grip the table to stand. A fragment of a memory jolts through me, a baby held in roughened hands. Tears sting my eyes. Percy looks at me, his brow wrinkled with a question I don’t want to answer.

      “Do what you will, Healer Bracken.” Caitrìona’s whisper is so quiet I almost don’t hear it.

      Leaving the plate by the whisky and water, I return to the comfortable warmth of the kitchen. The bones in my knees scrape against each other when I move, tight pain biting into my legs. I clean the rest of the vegetables and form the dough for the pie crust. There’s food to be made, both for Percy and me and for Aodh’s family. Their family and the village will make sure they have food, but I want to do what I can to ease the physical effects of sorrow. “Grief takes, so we need to feed the grieving,” an old woman back home used to say.

      I reach up and crumble dried sage and thyme hanging in the window onto the vegetables in the bowl, mixing everything into the gravy I made this morning. Athol’s sobs mix with the sounds of children crying. As hard as I try to focus on preparing the food, the power in me keeps wanting to return to Aodh. My throat tightens as I cut up the potatoes and carrots, along with leek and mushrooms from the root cellar. Another voice seeps from the crevices of my mind, older and familiar. Its callused hands lead me through heather fields and nights by a fire, comforting and sad all at once.

      The knife nicks my finger and beads of red well up. The crackling of the flames from the oven fills the kitchen. A heavy exhale leaves me as I lick away the blood, pain needling under my skin in time with my breaths. Hoarse voices scratch the walls, saturated with weariness. Percy will let Aodh’s family stay as long as they need to, but I know he wants to start examining Aodh’s body as soon as possible. For the work that will come next, his family can’t be here.

      No one can know what we’re going to do.

      

      The smell of butter, herbs, and baking dough cuts through the sage smoke in the air. I clear away the plate, cups, the empty pitcher, and the half-finished bottle of whisky now that Aodh’s family has left. Percy draws the curtains closed and locks the door. I return to find him bringing over knives and a few jars, rolling up the sleeves of his red robe. Flames dance on the candlewicks and fill the space with a flickering dimness. Percy opens a journal and begins sketching an outline of Aodh’s body. Whether it’s a bone, an organ, or the intricate layers of a marigold, he manages to capture every detail.

      I stand by Aodh lying on the table. Shadows fill in the hollows of his face, and the color is gone from his skin. The smell of ash changes to a mixture of damp leaves and earth, a scent that settles deep in my nose and reminds me a graveyard and freshly dug soil. It’s an oddly relaxing smell. Every time we do this, I fear someone finding out. I’ve never seen a Failinis patrol near the village since we’ve lived here, but I’ve heard they sometimes use spies in towns. Wood, metal, and curtains are the only things keeping someone from discovering the truth.

      “Ready?” Percy asks, looking up from his finished drawing.

      Nodding, I place a hand on Aodh’s cool forehead. I’ve tried keeping my bloodgift hidden for so long, but eventually, the whispers of the bones become too much to ignore. The prickling sensation travels along my arm to my fingers. I fall forward into the whispering waters. Purple light glows beneath my skin around my bones.

      The glow seeps into Aodh’s body, traveling along his skeleton as we inhale. His chest rises with empty breaths, limbs twitching, and eyes opening as purple magic swims in his unseeing pupils. A sharp pain in my lungs and side makes me stiffen before it fades. Death hums through the body and floods my veins, vibrating like bees. I sigh as a part of me that’s been hidden for so long returns.

      I’m pulled from the bothy to yellow fields of rapeseed flowers bending in the wind. The petals brush my fingertips as the sun beats against the back of my neck. The day stretches into dusk, and my shadow tries to crawl home. This place is beautiful, but I wish I could provide my family with more. I hear my name being called, and I turn⁠—

      Percy’s knife makes the cut on Aodh’s side larger, the iron smell of blood pulling me back to the present moment. He pushes aside the skin and blood, the yellow light of his bloodgift running through his veins. Percy sticks his hand into the wound and pulls out a dark piece of flesh. Washing it off in the bowl of water, he sets it on the table. It wiggles as he flicks it with a finger, straightening the small organ out.

      The quill’s nib scratches the page as Percy sketches it. “His appendix must have been inflamed for days before it burst,” he says, more to himself than to me. “He would’ve been in incredible pain and vomiting. Why didn’t he come here when the pain first started? Things wouldn’t have progressed this far if he had come in…And the cysts in his lungs…”

      I didn’t know what the pain was. I couldn’t stop working. My family needs the money. Aodh’s roughened voice echoes as more of his memories press against my skull. His churning emotions make it hard to keep myself separate from what are his and what are mine. My fingers itch to write everything down. To rouse the dead means hearing and recording their stories; that’s the cost of using my power.

      I feel Aodh’s bones part as Percy opens his chest, exposing ribs and wings of muscle. A dog barks in the distance, and my eyes dart to the door. My hands shake as I pull away.

      “Are you alright, Mor?” Percy asks, his bloodstained hands resting on the table.

      “I forgot how intense the voices of the recently dead are,” I say, each breath forcing the lump in my throat back down. My hand rests near the mouse skull in my pocket. Its memories would be manageable to sink into, only images and simple emotions. But I’ve taken a risk using my power.

      He dips the quill in the inkwell and scribbles something down. “I can handle things here. It’ll probably take a couple hours, but I’ll let you know when I finish so you can put Aodh to rest before bed. There should be an extra ink bottle on the desk if you need it.”

      “I’ll fix a plate for you and leave it on the stove. Try not to stay up too late,” I say, shifting to take the pressure off my left knee. “Do you want any tea?”

      “I’ll have some when I’m done.”

      Percy turns back to his work, the knot of concentration forming between his brows. He’s separating his emotions as he works, focusing only on the problems of the flesh he pulls back and cuts through. I envy his ability to contain his heart when he needs to. Mine bleeds at the slightest prick, trying desperately to shield itself in mossy walls and Percy’s smile.
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      Ink dries on the page as the last sentence falls into place, and the whisper quiets. I flex my stiff fingers and set the quill down. Several hours have passed since I bathed and started writing. Aodh’s story needed to be written, and I couldn’t stop until it was recorded.

      The candle is a melted pile of wax and struggles to keep the night at bay. In the garden, an owl hoots. A small death tugs at me. A mouse being carried off into the woods. The rodent skull sits in one of the desk’s cubbies next to a jar of seeds and a wooden figurine of a badger I carved.

      Water splashes from the kitchen in the next room and there’s movement in the dim kitchen. I left the tub filled for Percy once he finished his work on Aodh’s body, but I must have missed him going in to bathe. I shuffle out of the bedroom in my long night shift, knees stiff. Percy sits in the wooden bathing tub, his back to me. The embers in the oven glow in the ashes. His shoulders slump, and his spine looks like it’s trying to escape through his skin. Percy’s glasses and clothes are on the table.

      I glance at Aodh in the healing room through the ajar door. My power was released a while ago, and his voice has settled like silt at the bottom of a creek. The thread connecting us is slack but still there.

      I rest my hand on Percy’s shoulder. “Are you alright?” I ask, standing behind him. “Can I get you anything?”

      He shakes his head and glances up, cheeks glistening. “I should’ve paid more attention to the cysts in his lungs,” he says. “But I was so focused on his infection and appendix that I didn’t think about the tears in his lungs.”

      In the years I’ve watched Percy treat people, he’s rarely lost anyone. He knows he can’t save everyone, but he still struggles when he comes to the limits of his bloodgift. For all the abilities fleshmenders have, even they can’t stop death—no one can. Percy is usually steady and confident, so seeing him broken always hits me hard. Grief swallows any words of comfort I have for him and leaves only bones.

      I grab the bar of soap on the lip of the tub and crouch next to him. The musky scent of calendula flowers wafts up as I leave sudsy circles with flecks of orange petals across his back. “What else did you find when you examined him?” I ask.

      Percy splashes water on his face. “The cysts were abnormal—cancerous. Some had been there a long time, and others had formed recently. Cancerous cells are difficult to eradicate unless you rewrite the whole cellular structure—which is almost impossible. And his appendix, I still don’t know what caused the infection that made it burst.”

      I often wonder if he wishes he’d stayed at the Acadamaidh to continue his studies with all the resources he could ever want instead of intertwining his life with mine—a life looking over his shoulder and unable to lay down permanent roots. Percy’s told me many times that he wouldn’t have chosen any other life, but I sometimes hear the longing in his voice when he talks about the past.

      “What was his story like?” Percy asks as I grab the wet rag to wipe the suds away.

      “We always saw Aodh as a cheerful and personable man, but he was a lot calmer beneath the surface and tended to bury his sadness so that his family wouldn’t worry. His story is more melancholic,” I reply while fragments of Aodh’s life flit through my mind. They settle on my tongue and leave behind an emotional aftertaste. “He wanted to tend to his fields and make sure his family had enough to eat. When he was a child, he swore he saw a cat-sìth in the woods that attacked him and left those scars on the back of his leg.”

      “That explains why he didn’t like cats,” Percy mumbles.

      “They weren’t his favorite.” I think about how he was wary of the cats in the village as I dunk the rag back in the cooling water. “I’m going to heat some more water,” I tell him.

      I grip the tub and stand, pain running through my tight knees and up my hips. A sharp inhale hits my teeth as I grimace. I’ll probably have to use my walking stick when I go to the shop tomorrow.

      Percy frowns and turns around. “Are your knees bothering you again?”

      “They started hurting earlier. The left one, mostly. Might be a storm on the way,” I reply as I grab the pitcher. “I took some lambsquarter in the afternoon, but it’s not been helping.”

      He straightens. “Let me look.”

      I pull a stool next to the tub. Gathering up the hem of my shift, I dip my legs in the water. Percy pushes back the fabric, wrinkled palms warm against my skin. He massages the swollen area around my knees and presses out the ache with each circular movement, reminding me of when my Ma used to knead my sore joints when I was a child.

      My arthritis has been with me since I was five. I felt like an old woman shuffling around when the pain got bad, struggling to keep up with my siblings or walking the hills with the cows. I was tired more frequently and would sometimes get fevers out of the blue. My grandma had the same thing, and her fingers became so bent that they could barely hold a spoon. My fingers aren’t bent yet, but I’ve noticed slight bumps along my knuckles.

      Percy’s salves and fleshmending are the only treatments that provide long-lasting relief. He keeps trying to figure out how to heal the inflammation for good; there’s a notebook with sketches of my joints and muscles. He says it’s more difficult than healing a wound since the inflammation is caused by my body attacking itself.

      “Have you been feeling pain in your hands or anywhere else?” Percy’s breath brushes my knee as he kneads the muscles.

      “There’s some stiffness in my fingers,” I say. It’s been three weeks since he last soothed the arthritis pains. “It grew worse standing in the healing room.”

      His eyes are half-lidded beneath his long lashes. I know the look. He’s writing down the information in his head to think through later. Yellow light spreads through his hands and seeps into my knees. Percy unravels the tight knots, the soothing heat of his magic rushing through my muscles and bones. I sigh, and he kisses the mole on my left knee before taking my hands and caressing my knuckles. The cut on my finger vanishes.

      “I’ll make another salve,” Percy says. “I could try something for the inflammation⁠—”

      I cup his face. “Rest, Percy. You’ve done enough for today.” He does so much to heal my aches that I feel like a burden sometimes. There are moments I have to remind him to stop trying to fix everything.

      Percy’s lower lip wobbles, and he sinks into my lap, tears hitting my thighs. I wrap my arm around him and stroke his damp hair. His shoulders heave with quiet sobs. We cling to each other while the world continues to turn.
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight warms my face, tall grasses swaying around me. The smell of damp earth and the sweet scent of flowers from the meadow carries along the breeze. The surface of the pond ripples with broken shards of light. My arms are sore from chopping wood and clearing the garden back at my cottage. The story of the rabbit I raised an hour ago scratches at my mind, eager to be written. The ground cushions my aching hips. Maybe when I’m done writing, I’ll nap here, although I worry if I’ll be able to get up afterward.

      I turn the page of the journal resting on my knee, charcoal smears staining my fingers and leaving faint black fingerprints next to my words. I didn’t set out to raise the rabbit. Its death had been fresh after being torn apart by a fox. I didn’t dislike the power warming in my veins, the familiar cool ashen smell, and the hum of a story flowing through me. It’s a comfort I want to reject, but it’s a part of me I can’t deny.

      A chirp and the flap of wings comes from my left as a sparrow lands on my muscular arm. Tiny claws dig into my arm, and it hops toward my wrist, tilting its black, white, and chestnut-colored head. It’s one of the birds I’ve taken to feeding at the cottage. The bird chirps, and I stop writing, smiling. I’m reminded of when Da used to go down to the moorlands, whistle tunes that carried across the hills, and hold out his arms for all the nearby birds to land on. While I’m no beastcharmer like Da was, he taught me how to be quiet and patient to win the trust of the birds. And that a bit of seed and bread mixture doesn’t hurt.

      I reach into my trouser pocket for a handful of seeds, and several other birds dart from the nearby trees. They perch on my shoulders and knees, filling my ears with high-pitched notes.

      “I see you’ve brought friends,” I tell the first sparrow as the others take turns pecking at the food in my open palm.

      Something nudges against me, a rush of warm power that makes my skin prickle. I haven’t been around people in a while, but it feels like the presence of another bloodgifted. A figure moves from the trees, and there’s a glint of sunlight against something. I stiffen, trying to remain still. A man steps out of the woods across the pond, glasses on his face and wearing green robes.

      Someone’s found me.

      I jump up, grabbing the axe lying next to me. The sparrows scatter and go for the seeds falling from my hand. My sore body protests, but I push through the pain. I hear shouting behind me as I tear through the trees. I have to run. People don’t venture into these woods often. That bloodgifted could be a Failinis. And if they’ve found me, all I can do is pray to the gods that I can escape.

      My lungs burn as I clutch the journal close, the axe held tightly in my hand. I stumble through the brush, branches tearing at my clothes. I’ve left my walking stick behind, the one I carved for myself when I left home five years ago. This is the longest I’ve stayed in one place without being found or chased away, and the thought of leaving cleaves to my chest like a fresh wound.
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        * * *

      

      Wind sweeps over the barrow, rippling the grasses and the blue forget-me-nots covering the hill. Butterflies and the occasional sídhe land on the flowers. The people of Àitesìol cluster around Caitrìona. Aodh’s widow is dressed in a brown and white tartan tonnagand, wrapped in her grief. The metal triskele pin holding her dark hair in place glints under the weak sunlight poking through gray clouds. Small Bran lets go of the blades of grass in his hands, his older brother Calum fighting tears while Lileas holds her baby cousin Tadg. Percy and I stand on the edges of the crowd, holding bouquets from our garden to lay on the grave.

      I glance over the grief-painted faces and the bright petals contrasting with the somber tones. People weep while the priest in green robes says words over Aodh’s grave to help guide him to the Forests of Cadal. The cairn stones are placed on the grave by his family. Athol’s face is tear-stained. Countless other stones dot the hill, overtaken by tall grass, nettles, and moss.

      Beneath our feet, hundreds of dead voices call to me. Older bones lie buried beyond in the fields, unmarked and forgotten. I know that Aodh’s limbs have been bound in iron to prevent him from moving should a boneweaver raise him, the heavy stones placed to keep the dead in the ground. It’s strange to think that many graveyards have become prisons for the dead instead of resting places.

      I came to the barrow when we first settled in the village three years ago. Two women were visiting a grave, and I overheard them talking about a patrol of Failinis in one of the larger towns that watched graveyards because boneweavers were drawn to them. I’ve avoided the barrow since then unless there’s a funeral. Being here is soothing and fills me with worry at the same time. I try to make myself smaller anytime someone makes eye contact with me. I always have this niggling fear that people can tell something isn’t right about me. It doesn’t help that being taller than most of the men here already makes me an oddity.

      My gaze drifts to where our bothy lies on the outskirts near the forests. The crescent-shaped cluster of squatty houses that makes up Àitesìol forms a stone-and-wood smile against the golden fields of rapeseed, wheat, and barley around the barrow. Our walkway is lined with yellow forsythia bushes and pink azaleas Percy planted years ago. Beyond that, I’m aware of the tug in the direction where the winding Abhainn Airgead glitters through the trees—to the old willow tree. Days of loss open the wound still trying to heal.

      A flash of white at the tree line behind our house catches my eye. A herd of red deer moves near the garden wall, and standing amongst them is a white hart. Its antlers are like a halo over its head. Many believe they’re messengers of Kester and Arianrhod, some attributing them as harbingers of death and doom. Many older people back home used to say it was ill luck to come across them.

      “Are you alright?” Percy asks, taking my hand. I blink, and the deer are gone.

      If anyone should be asking that question, it should be me. Bloodshot veins spider in the corners of Percy’s eyes. His sleep lately has been fitful and filled with muttering. He still carries the heavy weight of Aodh’s death on himself even though no one blames him for what happened.

      “It’s nothing,” I reply. The purple ribbon in my hair tickles my neck as the wind blows against me.

      Athol and a few men set the stone slab with a triquetra etched into it across the freshly turned earth. Arianrhod’s Eye sits beneath the threefold symbol to show her messengers where Aodh’s soul waits to be taken to the Forests of Cadal. I want to leave Aodh’s story with his family, but it’s too risky. For now, his words will remain tucked away on the shelf in the bedroom, known only to me.

      When the priest finishes blessing the grave, Aodh’s family toss their flowers onto the slab. Other villagers follow suit. Percy and I release our bouquets of marigolds and rue as we approach the mound. Even though this is Arianrhod’s day, Beathag is honored by the flowers to symbolize death and life being separated by a single breath that binds us to our houses of flesh and bone.

      Percy leaves my side to speak with Athol and the rest of Aodh’s family. I’m left feeling slightly exposed without him beside me. My eyes drift to Caitrìona, her tears watering the fallen flowers. Her children cling to her while people offer condolences, and my throat tightens. Aodh’s memories of her were like drinking honeywine, his love for her evident even though he regretted not showing it enough.

      For a moment, I see a hazy image of Ma standing in Caitrìona’s place while she holds my hand and my young siblings at a graveside. I remember her face clearly, the sunlight sparkling in her tears while my brothers cried. Their sadness confused me because even though Da wasn’t with us, I felt him under the ground and his presence around me. That was the first time I really understood that my bloodgift made me different, caught between the dead and the living.

      A long, drawn-out note of Wylie’s fiddle cuts through the muttering conversations. The villagers quiet as Ualan begins playing his bagpipe. Osgar, the carpenter, stands in front of them and clears his throat, rubbing his thick red mustache.

      
        
        “When the sun sinks away,

        And the last of the summer flowers fade,

        Arianrhod welcomes all souls to her side

        Into Cadal’s everlasting shade.

        Over the hills and glens we wander

        To reach the deserv’ed rest.

        Sorrow burdens our hearts

        But we will be reunited

        Beneath eternal boughs.”

      

      

      Percy returns to my side, and I rest my head against his. Osgar’s deep voice rises as other mourners join in. The dead seem to harmonize with us as the dirge hums in my throat. Death binds us, scars us, and frees us. It may be the end of things, but it has a way of bringing people together.

      
      Steam rises from the cups of chamomile and peppermint tea. I drizzle forsythia syrup into the pale liquid. Purple clematis vines and ivy climb walls to the rafters in the kitchen. Percy decided the space needed another plant on the inside, which I don’t mind, so long as there are no leaves on the floor I have to clean up. Growing plants is how he copes with heavy things. There have been several instances where our home has had plants bursting from the walls that it was hard to tell if we were inside a house or in a garden. The iron disk hangs from the ceiling to keep the sídhe from nesting in the kitchen, spinning in the slight draft that sweeps in.

      Putting the stopper back on the syrup bottle, I look out the window, the glass smudged and with a few cobwebs in the corners. Percy crouches over the bed of carrots and tomatoes in the garden where he’s been for the past two hours. His fingers glow green, and the leaves grow larger. Morhenna is nestled beside Percy on his moss-colored tunic folded on the ground. If a chicken could look content, Morhenna would practically be smiling as he strokes her feathers. The other three chickens move through the garden, heads bobbing as they look for things to eat. The setting sun melts into shades of pink and orange while dark clouds gather beyond the treeline.

      Liquid bubbles behind me, and I give the hairst bree on the stove a stir. Chunks of leeks and potatoes bob over the peas, onions, and carrots in the soup. The smell of the baking bread in the oven is a warm embrace around the kitchen that helps ease
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