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Episode 1: A House That Smelled of Herbs
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The first thing I remembered was a white ceiling that never changed.

No matter when I opened my eyes, it was there above me, blank and distant, cut by a thin line of light that moved slowly through the day. The air had always smelled sharp and clean in a way that stung the back of my nose, and somewhere nearby a machine had kept time for me when my own body would not.

I remembered wanting to move and finding out, again and again, that wanting was not enough.

My fingers had been weak. My legs had belonged to someone else. Even lifting my head had felt like trying to drag a stone out of deep water, and the worst part was never the pain. It was the waiting. Waiting for footsteps, for medicine, for a hand to turn me over, for somebody to say I would be all right even when I could hear in their voice that they were tired.

Then the ceiling vanished.

The light changed. The smell changed. Everything became heat and pressure and noise, and my first breath of this life tore into me so sharply that I screamed before I even understood I had a mouth small enough to scream with.

Someone laughed through tears.

A wet warmth wrapped around me, and a voice I did not know said, "There you are. There you are. You took your time, little rain."

That was the first time I heard my name.

Rain.

The word settled into me before meaning did. I could not hold thoughts the way I once had. They came apart easily in those first days, pieces of an old life knocking softly against a new one. White ceiling. Bitter medicine. Heavy limbs. Then softer things: rough cloth, skin, a heartbeat under my ear, the smell of milk and crushed leaves.

I lived in a house that smelled of drying herbs.

Even before I could turn over on my own, I knew the difference between the scents above my bed. Mint was cold. Chamomile was gentle. Dried feverleaf had a bitter edge that clung to the air. Bundles hung upside down from beams blackened by years of smoke, and whenever wind slipped through the shutters they swayed together like rows of sleeping birds.

My father moved among them without brushing a single leaf.

Royas Alveldt was not a man who wasted words. He had broad hands, soil packed in the creases of his knuckles half the year, and a way of stepping through the house that made even our worn floorboards feel quiet. When he picked me up, he always checked his palms first, rubbing them against a cloth as if dirt might hurt me more than a fall.

His hands were huge.

That mattered to me because they were always careful.

He did not bounce me high or laugh loudly into my face the way some villagers did. He held me like something warm he had been trusted with. One arm under my back, one palm cradling my head, and that was enough to make the old panic inside me loosen a little.

My mother was the opposite of quiet.

Seren laughed often, spoke with her whole face, and never seemed to stand still unless she was asleep. Even then I sometimes suspected she only looked asleep and would spring back up the moment someone knocked on the door. Her hair was usually half-tied and half-falling loose, and her apron was almost never free of stains from herbs, broth, or blood.

She smelled like fresh water, warm bread, and medicine.

When she held me, she talked.

Some of it was nonsense meant for babies, and some of it was news about the village, about the weather, about who had twisted an ankle in the fields or whose cow had decided to kick over a bucket. I understood almost none of the words at first, but I listened anyway, the way dry soil listens for rain.

There were days when my mind slipped backward so suddenly I would stop breathing for a beat.

A flash of bright cloth tied around my wrist. A taste like metal. The helpless rage of hearing adults discuss my body as if I were not inside it. I would jerk, or cry, or stare at the rafters until they blurred, and Seren would press me against her shoulder and hum until the tightness in my chest eased.

I do not know what she thought those silences were.

Baby fears, perhaps. Bad dreams. Whatever name she gave them, she never treated them lightly. She would stroke the back of my head, slow and steady, and say, "Easy. You're here. You're home."

That word reached me long before the village itself did.

Home was the warmth of the stove in winter and the cool boards under my palms in summer. Home was the scrape of Royas grinding herbs with a stone pestle before dawn. Home was Seren muttering to herself while sorting leaves into little cloth sacks. Home was the clink of glass bottles, the sigh of the kettle, the smell of rain soaked into wool cloaks hung by the door.

When I finally began to crawl, I learned the edges of the house the way another child might learn a story.

There was the low table scarred by knives and mortar bowls. The shelf of jars with wax seals in different colors. The chest where bandages were kept, folded so cleanly that even my tiny hands felt guilty when I tugged one loose. There was the back door that opened toward the herb patch, and beside it a pair of boots that always meant Father was home.

The world outside came to me in pieces.

Blue sky through the window. Chickens fussing in the yard. The creak of cart wheels on the road. Men's voices drifting past in the morning, women laughing in the evening, dogs barking when strangers came through. I built Haltia Village from sounds before I ever had the legs to run through it.

When I did learn to walk, I went all at once.

Not gracefully. Not bravely. One day I was wobbling between table and chair, furious with my own short legs, and the next I shoved both hands off Seren's knees and took three staggering steps straight into Royas's chest. He caught me without effort.

Seren clapped.

Royas looked down at me, one brow lifting, and said, "Stubborn."

That was, as far as I could tell, high praise from him.

I liked the yard first because it made breathing easy.

The soil stayed dark and damp where Seren watered her herbs, and small flat stones wound between growing beds. Feverleaf, nettlebloom, silvermint, night balm, sore-root. I learned their shapes before I learned all their names. Some leaves were fuzzy, some waxy, some so delicate they bruised if I pinched too hard.

Royas let me crouch beside him while he worked.

He would point with a thick finger and say a name. I would repeat it, sometimes badly, and he would say it again without laughing. If I reached for the wrong plant, he would nudge my wrist, turn my hand, and let me try once more. We spent whole mornings like that, sun warming the back of my neck while he weeded and I believed with all my heart that being trusted to touch roots was serious work.

It was.

The village ran on work people never noticed until it failed. Fences held because somebody mended them. Bread rose because somebody woke before dawn. Fever broke because somebody had gathered the right leaf two months earlier and dried it under shade instead of direct sun. I did not have words for any of that yet, but I could see the shape of it around me.

People came to our house often.

Sometimes they only wanted herbs or salve. Sometimes they wanted Father to look at a sick goat or a patch of blight on their beans. Sometimes they wanted Mother. When that happened, their knocking sounded different. Sharper. Too fast.

Seren was not the only one in Haltia who knew how to treat a cut or set a splint.

But she had once worked beyond the village, that much I picked up early. People said she had traveled with healers. They said she had seen cities. They said she had learned proper treatment, not just old country habits passed from hand to hand. When they said it, they lowered their voices a little, as if the world outside our valley still clung to her boots.

I loved those moments because they changed her.

Not into someone colder. Never that. But into someone focused enough that the room itself seemed to straighten around her. Her smile would not disappear, exactly. It would narrow, sharpen, and all the loose warmth in her would gather into her hands.

I saw my first real injury before I was old enough to read.

A farmer from three houses down split his palm open on a broken hook while repairing a gate. He came in pale and embarrassed, apologizing to the floor more than to Mother, and there was blood on his sleeve and dripping from his fingers to our threshold. I remember the brightness of it. The amount. The way it made my stomach clench.

Seren did not flinch.

"Sit," she said, and somehow that single word settled him more than any comforting speech could have. Royas brought hot water. Mother cleaned the wound, checked the depth with quick, sure fingers, and wrapped it tight while the man hissed through his teeth. At the very end, she laid two fingers lightly over the bandage, whispered something I could not quite catch, and a faint golden warmth bloomed under her skin.

It was not a blinding miracle.

It did not close flesh before my eyes like in the old stories boys told when they wanted to impress each other. The glow was soft, barely there, but the farmer's shoulders dropped a little. The raw panic in his breathing eased. He could flex his fingers without his face draining white.

I stared so hard that Seren laughed when she looked up.

"What?" she asked.

I had no answer. I only knew that something invisible had passed through her hands into his pain and made it smaller.

After he left, I climbed onto a stool and touched the edge of the basin where the water had gone pink.

"It hurt?" I asked.

"It did," Seren said.

"You fixed it."

"I helped it settle." She wrung out the cloth and draped it over the basin edge. "That matters too."

I rolled her words around in my head long after I should have forgotten them.

I helped it settle. The sentence stayed with me because it did not sound grand. Not like saving a life. Not like conquering anything. But the man's face had changed when she touched him. He had come in tight with pain and left able to breathe.

That felt bigger than any story.

As my body grew, the fragments of my first life grew stranger.

Some days I would be playing with a wooden spoon on the kitchen floor and the smell of boiled herbs would suddenly sharpen into a memory of bitter tablets set in a paper cup. Other times I would wake in the middle of the night, disoriented and angry because I could move my own arms and that fact still surprised some bruised part of me. I never said any of it aloud.

What would I have said?

That I remembered weakness in a way no child should? That I feared stillness more than thunder? That sometimes, when Seren adjusted my blanket, gratitude hit me so quickly it almost hurt? I did not have the language, and even if I had, I think I would have kept it anyway.

Children are rarely given privacy, but they guard secrets with ferocious instinct.

Mine lived in little moments. The way I clung too tightly when fever took me one winter. The way I watched Mother's hands whenever she prepared medicine. The way I hated needing help and loved being cared for with equal force.

That winter nearly dragged the old ceiling back over me.

I was still small enough to fit beneath one of Mother's lighter blankets, and I remember heat pressing under my skin until even the inside of my mouth felt dry. My body ached in the soft, miserable way only fever can make it ache, all weakness and no clean pain to fight. Every time I drifted, I saw light above me and thought I had lost this life too.

Then cool cloth touched my forehead.

Seren changed it again and again through the night. Royas held me up when medicine had to be swallowed, patient even when I made a face and nearly spat it out. Dawn came gray and slow through the shutters, and when the worst of the fever broke, I found Royas asleep sitting upright beside my bed, one hand still resting on the blanket as if he had not trusted the illness not to steal me.

I lay there and watched his hand.

The knuckles were scarred. One nail had a crack down the side. His fingers twitched once in sleep, tightening slightly over the blanket, and I felt something warm and painful press against my ribs.

In my old life, I had known kindness from tired strangers.

It had mattered. More than I could say. But there was a loneliness woven through it because they had to leave the room sooner or later. Here, in this small herb-scented house at the edge of a village the wider world had never heard of, people stayed.

Spring returned all at once the year I turned four.

Snowmelt ran muddy along the paths, chickens strutted like they had personally defeated winter, and the village grew louder every day. Doors stayed open longer. The road dried enough for traders to pass through once in a while. Royas spent more time outside. Seren complained about the mud and smiled every time she did it.

That was the spring Nana was born.

I do not remember the beginning of that day clearly. I remember being sent to old Tessa's house next door, being given honey bread I did not want, and staring at the path until twilight spilled blue over the yard. Nobody would tell me much beyond "Your mother is busy" and "Everything's fine," which, even then, sounded to me like the sort of thing adults said when they wished to be left alone with their worry.

Royas came for me after dark.

He looked tired in a way I had never seen on him before, but when he crouched and held out his hand, there was a softness in his face that made my chest jump. "Come on," he said.

Our house smelled of sweat, herbs, and hot water.

Seren lay propped on the bed, pale and damp-haired and smiling anyway. In her arms was the smallest person I had ever seen. She had a red, scrunched face and a shocking amount of dark hair, and one tiny fist kept opening and closing like she was testing whether the world was worth holding onto.

"Nana," Seren said.

My sister's name entered the room like a new light.

I climbed carefully onto the stool by the bed, afraid a hard breath might break her. Seren shifted the blanket back a little and told me I could touch her hand if I was gentle. Nana's fingers closed around one of mine with surprising strength.

That was it.

Just a small grip from a person who could not yet focus her eyes, and something inside me folded around her so quickly I almost laughed from the shock of it. She was warm. Alive. Loud enough, apparently, to keep the whole house awake. Perfect.

"She likes you," Seren murmured.

I did not know if that was true. I did know that I would have stood on one leg in the rain for a week if it meant hearing her breathe.

Nana changed the rhythm of the house.

There was less sleep, more laundry, more muttering over broth gone cold. Royas learned to rock a cradle with one foot while sorting roots at the table. Seren could hold a conversation, measure tincture, and hush a crying baby all at once, which struck me as suspiciously close to magic even before I knew what real magic felt like.

I took my new duties seriously.

That mostly meant fetching cloths, carrying small things I could not drop, and reporting with great urgency whenever Nana's face wrinkled in the dangerous way that meant she might cry. Seren thanked me like I mattered. Royas adjusted my grip when I held a cup badly and let me try again. Nobody laughed when I wanted to help.

That does something to a child.

It teaches him that care is not reserved for the strong. It can be learned, piece by piece, through ordinary hands and patient correction. You do not need to be grand to be useful. You need to notice. You need to stay. You need to be willing.

The older I got, the more clearly I saw how close trouble lived to all of us.

A child skinned both knees tumbling down the hill and came running to our door with dirt in the wounds and snot on his lip. A woman burned her forearm lifting an iron pot too fast. An old man from the eastern edge of the village developed a cough that shook his ribs and left blood at the corner of his mouth. In summer, stings and rashes. In autumn, bad backs and sick animals. In winter, fevers.

Nothing dramatic. Everything important.

There was no grand healer in Haltia.

If someone was truly dying, they had to be carried to a larger town, and the road was long enough to make that sentence frightening. So people leaned on what they had. Herbs. Steady hands. Boiled water. Mother's training. Father's skill with roots and poultices. The stubborn refusal of villagers to lose one another if effort could help it.

I learned the names of pains before I learned letters.

Heat rash. Field cut. Rot belly. Bad chill. Bruised ribs. Sprain. Fever cough. Mother never invited me into the worst work, but I was always nearby enough to watch the beginning and the end. Someone knocked. Someone sat. Someone winced. Somebody listened. Somebody did not turn away.

That last part lodged deep in me.

One evening, not long after Nana learned to crawl with terrifying speed, Seren found me kneeling beside a beetle with one crushed leg. I had gathered a strip of cloth, a spoon, and three herbs I was not supposed to touch without asking. I had no plan.

Seren leaned against the doorway for a moment before speaking.

"What are you doing?"

I looked up, caught, and considered lying. The cloth in my hand made that impossible. "Helping."

She came over and crouched beside me. The beetle twitched weakly in the dust. Its shell was green-black and shone where the sun caught it. One leg dragged uselessly.

"Can you fix it?" I asked.

Seren tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then looked from the beetle to me. "Not always."

The answer hit with unreasonable force. I think because I had hoped, in some private childish way, that once you learned enough there would come a point where you could stop bad things from happening to anything small and breakable. She must have seen disappointment in my face, because she touched the top of my head and added, "Trying isn't nothing."

We moved the beetle into the grass.

I watched it struggle there for a long time. It did not die in front of me, which I took as a win. Even now I am not sure whether that counts as foolishness or mercy. At that age, the difference did not matter much.

Summer in Haltia smelled richer than any memory I had from before.

Warm dirt, river water, hay drying in lofts, leaves baking under the sun, the faint sweetness of apples before they ripened. Cicadas drilled into the afternoon until even silence seemed to vibrate afterward. The herb patch behind our house went wild if Royas let it, and he rarely let it for more than a day.

He had a habit of humming under his breath while he worked when he thought nobody was listening.

It was not much of a tune. More like a line he had forgotten how to finish. I once caught him doing it while Nana sat on his shoulders pulling at his hair and he looked so resigned about both inconveniences that I laughed hard enough to fall over in the dirt.

He stared at me for a beat and then, very solemnly, put Nana on my shoulders instead.

She nearly strangled me with affection.

Life might have gone on like that for years in my memory if trouble had the courtesy to keep to proper timing. It never does. It comes through the door when bread is cooling and somebody is halfway through a sentence.

The first time I truly understood that, I was five.

It had rained all afternoon, a thick summer rain that hammered the roof and turned the path outside our house into dark slick ribbons. Nana was asleep early for once, curled on her side with one fist under her cheek. Royas was trimming roots by lamplight. Seren had just pulled stew from the fire. The room was warm enough that the wet world outside felt unreal.

Then someone hit the door hard enough to rattle the latch.

Not knocked. Hit.

Royas was on his feet at once. Seren crossed the room before I even realized I had set my spoon down. When the door opened, cold damp air rushed in carrying the smell of mud, wet wool, and blood.

A man staggered in with two others half-carrying him.

I knew him. Garen, one of the hunters who ranged farther into the woods than most. He was big, usually laughing, and never quiet. He was quiet now because all his sound had gone into breathing. His trouser leg from thigh to knee was soaked black-red, and every step left a slick mark on the floor.

"Boar," one of the men said, too fast. "We got the tusk out but it won't stop. Seren, please."

Mother was already moving.

"Table," she said.

Nobody argued. They laid Garen down on the long worktable after sweeping jars and bowls aside in a crash of clutter. He made a sound then, low and raw enough that Nana woke in the next room and began to cry.

For one terrible second, all the sounds hit me at once.

Rain on the roof. Nana wailing. Garen breathing through clenched teeth. The old white ceiling flashing across the inside of my head for no reason I could stop. My hands went cold so quickly I could feel the air around them.

"Rain."

Mother's voice cut through everything.

I looked at her. She had already tied her apron tighter and rolled her sleeves. There was blood on her fingers, not her own. Her eyes were bright and steady. "Water. The big pot. Now."

Movement saved me.

I ran. I nearly slipped turning by the stove, caught myself on the wall, grabbed the pot with both hands, and dragged it across before Royas took the weight and set it where Mother wanted. He looked at me once, just once, and whatever he saw in my face made him say, "Cloths. Clean ones."

So I ran again.

The chest under the shelf stuck as usual. I yanked harder, heart banging against my ribs, and came up with armfuls of folded cloth that smelled of sun and soap. One fell. I snatched it before it hit the blood on the floor. My fingers were shaking.

Garen had gone gray by the time I got back.

Rainwater still dripped from his hair to the table, mixing with sweat. The wound in his thigh looked wrong in a way children's cuts never do. Too deep. Too wide. Flesh opened where flesh should not open, red so dark in the lamplight that it almost looked black at the center.

My stomach lurched.

Seren did not let the horror of it settle into the room. "Hold him," she told the men. "Royas, more light. Rain, stand by me and don't touch anything unless I ask."

I nodded too fast.

My feet carried me close enough to smell the blood fully now, copper-rich and thick under the clean bite of crushed herbs Mother snapped between her fingers. She cleaned the wound first, fast and merciless. Garen swore hard enough that one of the men holding him muttered an apology every few breaths, though it was unclear to whom.

"Look at me," Seren told Garen when his head rolled. "You stay with me. Breathe."

He tried. Gods, he tried.

She pressed hard to slow the bleeding, checked the torn flesh, and asked short questions that wanted short answers. Could he feel his foot. Had the tusk gone clean through. Had he fallen afterward. Did he lose consciousness. The room narrowed around those questions. Even the rain outside seemed to wait between them.

At some point Nana's crying stopped.

I only noticed because the silence from the back room felt strange. Royas must have gone to settle her while still keeping an eye on us. That was the kind of thing he did. If a house could be split into five needs at once, he would somehow find a way to stand where all five almost touched.

"Rain."

I jumped.

Mother did not look away from the wound. "The small green jar. Left shelf."

I knew the one. I grabbed it and nearly fumbled it into the basin, caught it against my chest, and thrust it toward her. She took it with a quick nod, smeared the salve along the cleaner edges of the gash, and the scent of bitterleaf and resin rose hot in the room.

Garen's breath hitched.

"There," Seren murmured, and her voice changed. Softer, not weaker. The way people lower their tone around frightened horses. "There. I know. Stay with me."

She wrapped the worst of the wound tight first, to give him something to push against, then loosened enough to work deeper where the torn muscle had to be aligned. I did not understand every movement. I did understand that nothing she did was random. Even fear had a place to stand if her hands were moving.

Blood got on her wrist.

A few drops hit the front of my shirt. I stared at them, vivid and unreal, and an ugly memory rose so fast it almost blinded me: being unable to sit up in another life while adults in pale clothing said numbers to one another in calm voices. My breath shortened. The room tilted.

Then Seren snapped, "Rain."

I looked up again.

"Eyes here," she said.

Not sharply. Just firmly enough that I had somewhere to put myself. So I watched her hands. The sure way she pressed. The way she changed cloths before they were too soaked to be useful. The way she took pain into account without yielding to it. Watching became its own kind of rescue.

After the bandage was tied properly, she laid her palm over it.

That faint golden warmth came again.

I had seen it before, but never like this. It did not flood the room or fill the wound with impossible light. It gathered under her skin, moved through the heel of her hand, and sank into the torn flesh with a hush so subtle I might have thought I imagined it if Garen had not made a different sound then. Not pain this time. Relief. Small and ragged, but real.

The bleeding slowed.

Not to nothing. Not at once. But enough that everyone in the room noticed. Enough that shoulders loosened by an inch. Enough that one of the men at Garen's side whispered, "Thank the gods."

Seren did not look grateful for divine assistance.

She looked focused and tired and ready to keep working. "He lives if the fever doesn't take him and if he keeps that leg clean," she said. "You hear me, Garen? Clean. And no trying to be heroic in three days because your pride wakes up before your body does."

A laugh broke out of him by accident and turned into a groan.

The sound made something unclench in my chest.

Once the immediate danger passed, the room changed in stranger ways. People started breathing again. One of the hunters realized his own hand was scraped bloody and swore at it as if the injury had offended him by waiting for permission. Royas put fresh water on the fire. Seren's shoulders dropped all at once, not from weakness but from the release that comes after concentration lets go.

Then she saw me still standing there.

Blood on my shirt. Hands clenched so tight my nails had left crescents in my palms. Eyes fixed on the bandage as if looking away might undo it.

Her expression softened.

"Come here," she said.

I obeyed before I could think.

She crouched in front of me, blood and herb scent clinging to her, and brushed wet hair back from my forehead with the back of her wrist because her hands were not clean enough. "You did well."

I did not feel like I had done anything.

I had carried water. Cloth. A jar. My knees still wanted to shake. Somewhere under the fading fear, shame stirred because I had almost frozen. Because part of me had wanted to run. Because another part of me had been pulled straight back into that old helplessness so hard it made me angry.

"I didn't fix him," I said.

"No," Seren answered.

Not cruelly. Not even correcting me. Just telling the truth. Her eyes held mine, steady and bright in the lamplight. "But you stayed."

The words hit harder than praise should have.

I looked past her at Garen. He was alive. Pale and exhausted and hurting, but alive. One of the men with him had stopped looking like he might vomit from fear. Royas was handing over a cup of water. The room was still tense, still messy, still full of things that could go wrong. Yet a line had been held.

Because somebody knew what to do.

Because somebody did not turn away.

Garen could not be moved far that night, so they made him a bed near the stove.

Seren checked the bandage twice before midnight. Royas took the second watch so she could rest a little. The other hunters finally left with repeated instructions and the humbled faces of men who had brushed close enough to loss to smell it. Rain softened outside to a patient tapping.

I could not sleep.

I sat at the edge of my bed and listened to the house breathe around me. Nana, faintly, in the next room. Garen, rough and uneven by the stove. Father shifting a chair. A coal settling in the hearth. All of it real. All of it here.

After a while, I padded out in bare feet.

Royas looked up from the chair where he sat by the banked fire. He did not tell me to go back at once, which was how I knew he understood I would not. He only lifted a hand and I crossed the room, climbing into his lap the way I had not done in months.

His shirt smelled like rain and smoke.

We sat in silence for a long time. I watched the bandage on Garen's leg as if it might explain something to me if I stared long enough. At last I asked, very quietly, "Were you scared?"

Royas took his time before answering.

"Yes."

That surprised me less than if he had lied. "Mother wasn't."

His chest moved once under my cheek. A quiet almost-laugh. "She was."

I lifted my head to look at him.

Royas's gaze rested on the dim shape of the table, on the stacked bowls, on the floor where the last of the blood had been scrubbed away. "Being scared and stopping aren't the same thing," he said.

I turned that over in my mind until it fit.

In the morning, the house smelled strongly of boiled bandages and porridge. Garen was awake enough to complain, which Seren announced was excellent news because people close to death rarely found the energy to be annoying. He took the insult with gratitude. Even pale and half-limping, he grinned when he saw me.

"Heard you were your mother's assistant last night," he said.

Heat climbed up my neck.

"I brought cloths," I muttered.

"Then I owe you for cloths." Garen shifted, winced, and still managed to dip his head. "Thank you, boy."

It is one thing to see somebody survive.

It is another to have that person look at you afterward with yesterday's fear gone from his eyes. I stood there, unable to answer right away, and something that had been loose inside me since I was born into this life settled by a degree I could actually feel.

The day moved on because days always do.

Chickens still needed feeding. Nana still tried to steal things not meant for babies. The stew pot still had to be scraped clean. Yet I kept glancing toward Mother whenever she passed through the room. At her hands. At the stains on her apron. At the way villagers looked at her when they came to ask how Garen fared.

It was not admiration alone.

It was trust. Dependence. The kind that comes when pain shows up at your door and someone inside knows how to meet it without making you feel smaller. I had been on the receiving end of that in another life, held up by hands I barely knew. Here I was watching it from the other side.

The difference pierced me.

Later that afternoon, after Garen had been settled at his own house with stern instructions and more bandages than he thought necessary, I found Seren washing jars in the yard. Sleeves rolled, hair tied back properly for once, expression tired in the way that follows work done well.

I hovered until she looked over.

"What is it?"

I stepped closer and, because I was still small and did not know how to say large things without tripping over them, I grabbed the side of her skirt first. She put the jar down and turned fully toward me.

"When you put your hand on him," I said, "he stopped making that sound."

Seren's face changed.

Not dramatically. Just enough that I knew she understood exactly which sound I meant. The torn, trapped one pain drags out of people when their bodies are too loud for pride.

"Sometimes," she said.

"I want to do that."

The words came out before I could fuss with them.

I expected her to laugh gently, maybe kiss my forehead and say I was sweet. She did neither. She studied me with the kind of care she gave plants when checking for hidden blight under healthy leaves.

"Do what?" she asked.

"Make it stop." My throat tightened and I forced the rest out anyway. "Not everything. I know maybe not everything. But when somebody hurts. I want..." I looked down, embarrassed by how childish and huge it sounded at the same time. "I want hands that help."

For a moment, the only sound was water dripping from the rim of the jar onto the packed earth.

Then Seren dried her hands on her apron and crouched so we were eye level. There was tiredness in her face, yes, but also pride so bright it made my chest ache. She laid a palm against my cheek, warm from the wash water.

"Then start by paying attention," she said. "People think healing begins with magic because magic is what they notice. It doesn't. It begins with seeing what hurts, and not pretending you don't."

I nodded.

The gesture felt too small for what I was trying to hold, but it was all I had. Seren smiled then, softer than the one she gave villagers, and tapped two fingers lightly over my heart.

"You already do that," she said.

I carried those words around for the rest of the day as if they had weight.

At supper, Royas asked why I was so quiet and Nana answered for me with a triumphant shriek while flinging mashed carrot at the floor. The spell of solemnity broke instantly. Seren laughed until she had to wipe her eyes. Royas muttered something about raising wild things under his own roof and then picked Nana up anyway when she reached for him.

I watched them across the table.

The lamplight was warm. Steam curled from the stew. My shirt from the night before had been washed and hung outside, clean now, though I could still remember where the blood had landed. Nothing about the room was grand. The table was old. The spoons did not match. Wind slipped through the shutters unless Royas wedged cloth in the right place.

I loved it so fiercely it almost embarrassed me.

Maybe that is why the wish felt so simple once it took shape. Not simple to achieve. Not small. Just clean. I had spent one life waiting for help, measuring time by whether someone would come through a door. In this one, I wanted to be the person who opened it.

That night I fell asleep to the scent of herbs hanging overhead and the murmur of my parents in the next room.

I dreamed, briefly, of a white ceiling and did not stay there. The dream dissolved under the smell of mint and smoke and summer rain drying off the eaves. When morning came, I woke before anyone else and lay still for a moment, listening to the house.

My house.

Our house.

The place where wounds were washed, fevers watched, roots dried, babies soothed, and frightened people were told to sit down because somebody here would try to help them. I stared up at the dark beams laced with hanging herbs and felt the first clear pull of purpose in my chest.

I could not do much yet.

My hands were still small. My knowledge was made of scraps. The world beyond Haltia was no more than a rumor carried in muddy boots and trader stories. But a beginning does not ask whether you are grand enough for it. It only asks whether you will take the next step when it appears.

Outside, a cart rolled past toward the fields.

Inside, Nana started babbling to herself in the next room. Royas coughed once before rising. Seren yawned, then laughed softly at something only she and the morning knew. I sat up, pushed the blanket aside, and breathed in the familiar green smell all around me.

It smelled like earth after rain.

It smelled like hands that stayed.

It smelled like the kind of life I wanted to earn.

***
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Episode 2: Morning in Haltia

[image: ]


Morning in Haltia Village always arrived with layers.

First came the birds, picking at the edge of sleep with thin calls from the roof and the fence posts. Then came the hens in the yard, offended by everything, and after that the soft scrape of my father's boots over the floorboards as he crossed from the back room to the stove before the sky had even finished changing color.

I used to wake startled, every sound dragging me up as if something terrible had happened.

That faded little by little, replaced by a different kind of alertness. I still woke early, but now I lay still first, smiling into my blanket while I sorted the sounds of home one by one and let them tell me where everyone was.

Father was already up.

Mother was not, or pretended not to be. Nana had turned in her sleep and was muttering to herself through a dream from the little bed beside mine, one foot bare and poking out from the blanket. Outside, a breeze moved through the hanging herb bundles overhead and brushed a cool green scent across my face.

I pushed the blanket off and sat up.

The floor was cold, which made me hiss between my teeth and grin at the same time. I liked that feeling more than I should have, maybe because cold under my own feet still carried a tiny thrill of victory from a life where even standing had once been a negotiation.

I was seven that summer, which was old enough to be useful and young enough for Mother to remind me not to carry knives while running.

She said that last part so often that it had become less a warning and more a greeting. Father never repeated it. He only looked at the knife in my hand and then at me, and somehow that was worse.

By the time I padded into the main room, he had already opened the shutters.

Gray dawn spread over the yard and the herb beds beyond it, every leaf silvered with dew. Mist still clung low over the road that cut through the village, softening the fences and chimneys into blurred shapes, and for a moment the whole world outside looked as if somebody had breathed over glass.

Father stood at the table, cutting stale bread into thick pieces.

He had tied back his hair with a strip of cloth and rolled his sleeves to the elbow. The first line of light from the window caught on the old scar over one wrist when he reached for the honey jar.

"You're up," he said.

That was not a question.

"I smelled bread," I answered, which was not exactly true and not exactly false.

His mouth moved at one corner, almost a smile. He slid a piece of bread toward me and jerked his chin at the wash basin. "Hands."

I washed them properly because Father checked.

He never hovered, but there were some things in our house that drew quiet lines through the day. Clean hands before food. Lids tight on medicine jars. Knives wiped and returned to their places. A bucket filled again before the last cup was drawn from it. The kind of habits people called small only until they needed them.

Mother came in while I was finishing the first piece of bread.

Her hair was only half braided, which meant she had woken late or Nana had climbed on her before she could start properly. She stole the cup from Father's hand, drank from it, and made a face.

"Why is this cold?"

"Because you overslept," Father said.

"I closed my eyes for half a blink."

"You snored through two roosters and a dog."

Mother sniffed and leaned over to kiss the top of my head anyway. "Your father lies without shame in front of children."

"Morning," I said into my bread.

"Morning, my sweet healer."

She had started calling me that after I spent an entire week following her around with a strip of cloth over my shoulder and a spoon tucked into my belt like a weapon. I liked the name too much to act embarrassed by it anymore, though I tried when Father was looking.

Nana woke all at once instead of gradually.

One moment the room held only the sounds of dishes and morning talk, and the next she burst into it barefoot and furious because she had apparently opened her eyes before breakfast existed in her hand. She was three, round-cheeked, and absolutely certain that any inconvenience in the world had been crafted personally to insult her.

"Rice," she demanded.

"We have bread," Mother said.

Nana considered this a betrayal. "Rice."

Father lifted her into his lap before she could gather enough breath for a proper tantrum.

She folded both arms, glared at the table, and accepted a slice of bread a heartbeat later. Peace returned as quickly as it had left.

That was another rule of the house.

Disasters happened. Then they passed. One of the reasons I loved mornings was that they reminded me of this before the rest of the day got the chance to test it.

After breakfast, Father checked the sky through the open door and said, "Come with me."

The words lit me from the inside.

He did not always take me beyond the herb patch by the house. Some days there was too much to do indoors, and some days he needed to walk farther than my legs could manage without turning useful work into a lesson with frequent complaints. On the days he called me anyway, I tried to keep my face steady and failed every time.

Mother saw it and laughed while tying Nana's hair back.

"Don't look so proud," she said. "You'll trip over your own feet and make your father regret the invitation."

"I never regret useful hands," Father said.

That was even better than a smile.

I snatched my small satchel from its peg by the door, then remembered Mother's rule and walked back to the table instead of running. She noticed. Of course she noticed. Her eyes warmed in a way that made me straighten my back without knowing why.

Outside, the village was waking in earnest.

Haltia was not large enough to lose yourself in, but to me it felt complete. A line of homes built more for weather than beauty, fenced gardens, a mill by the stream, chicken coops leaning at different angles, smoke rising from chimneys in pale ribbons, and fields rolling outward until the woods began. If you stood by the east fence and looked long enough, you could see the road bend away toward Rynoa in one direction and toward smaller farmsteads in the other.

Every house had its own morning voice.

Marta the baker slammed shutters like she was insulting them into opening. Old Tessa coughed twice before stepping outside to sweep, always twice, no matter the season. The twins from the Miller house shouted before sunrise and were shouted at in return before the dew dried. I did not need to see any of them to know who was awake.

We passed the well first.

Two women were already hauling water, gossip moving between them faster than the buckets. One of them, Leda, spotted me and pointed with her free hand.

"There's Royas's shadow," she called. "Taking the boy proper foraging today?"

Father adjusted the strap on his shoulder basket. "Proper enough."

Leda clicked her tongue. "Teach him to tell feverleaf from sour nettle before he starts trying to impress girls with medicine."

"I don't need to impress girls," I said before I could stop myself.

Both women laughed so hard one nearly lost the handle of her bucket.

My ears went hot. Father kept walking as if he had heard nothing, which was his form of mercy. By the time I caught up, he had the smallest hint of amusement in his eyes.

We took the narrow path behind the mill toward the low woods beyond the western field.

Mist still held there in white strands between trunks and underbrush. The ground smelled dark and alive, rich with wet soil and old leaves. Every few steps the scent changed as we moved past different plants, sharp here, sweet there, damp and earthy the moment after.

Father set the pace just above easy.

Not enough to leave me behind, enough to remind me that the path was not a place for dawdling. He had the basket over one shoulder and a short hooked knife at his belt, but most of the time he gathered with his hands.

"You remember what we're looking for?" he asked.

"Morning balm, silvermint, and sore-root if the ground's loose enough."

"And what do you leave alone."

"Anything you don't know. Anything that smells sweet when it shouldn't. Mushrooms with red under the cap. Night bells if bees are still on them."

His grunt told me I had passed.

We found the first patch of silvermint in a damp place where the slope cupped yesterday's rain. I crouched beside Father and worked carefully, pinching stems where he had shown me rather than tearing whole roots free like a fool. The leaves left a cool sting on my fingertips that climbed right into my nose.

I loved that part of gathering.

Not just finding the plants, but earning them. Seeing what looked like an ordinary tangle of green to anyone else and picking out the one shape that mattered. A line of leaf veins. The powder on the underside. The way morning balm curled slightly inward until full sun touched it.

Father rarely praised while we worked.

He corrected. He demonstrated. He sometimes asked a question that turned out not to be a question at all but a nudge toward the answer he wanted me to notice for myself. That morning, after watching me harvest a cluster of balm without bruising it, he said, "Good."

I stood a little taller for the next half hour.

As the sun lifted, the mist thinned and the woods showed more of themselves. Birds flitted branch to branch overhead. Somewhere deeper in, something larger moved through brush and then moved away. Not a deer. Too heavy for that. Father heard it too.

He touched two fingers to the air, the sign for quiet.

We stayed still and listened. The rustling faded. Only then did he go back to cutting roots. I copied him, though my heart had started beating faster than the moment required.

Once we had enough in the basket to justify the walk, Father straightened and looked west through the trees.

On clear days, from a rise farther on, you could catch the road beyond the hill where it headed toward Rynoa. Traders used it when weather allowed. So did messengers, soldiers on rare occasions, traveling craftsmen, pilgrims, and every trouble that decided a village with no walls looked easy to bother.

We climbed the rise together.

The road gleamed pale under the morning sun, winding between fields and patches of woods. Tiny shapes moved on it in the distance, too far to see clearly. The world beyond Haltia always looked harmless from up there, gentle as a ribbon laid over green cloth.

"It doesn't look dangerous," I said.

Father shifted the basket against his back. "Neither does a deep stream."

I looked up at him.

He was not scaring me for sport. He never did. When he spoke about roads or weather or strangers, he did it the same way he spoke about knives. Respect the thing for what it is, not for what you wish it might be.

"Monsters?" I asked.

"Sometimes."

"Bandits?"

"Sometimes."

"What else."

He studied the road a moment before answering. "Distance."

That sat with me longer than the other two.

Monsters could be pictured. Bandits too. Distance was harder. It had no claws, no mask, no snarling face. Yet I knew what he meant. If someone got hurt far from home, they had to stay hurt for every step back. If fever struck on the road, there was no familiar bed waiting close. If a child started bleeding in a cart a full day from town, there was only whoever happened to be nearby and whatever they happened to know.

That was the sort of danger our house answered in its own small way.

We headed back when the sun climbed high enough to warm the back of my neck. The village looked different on the return, louder and brighter, its edges sharpened now that the mist had gone. Smoke no longer drifted lazily; it rose straight up in the still air. Someone was hammering by the far sheds. Children were shouting by the stream.

Near the first fence, we met Orin, the cooper, limping toward our house with his hand clamped over his forearm.

Blood soaked through the cloth wrapped there, not gushing but persistent. His face had that set, irritated look adults wore when they wanted to pretend injury was an inconvenience instead of pain.

Father stopped him with a glance. "What happened."

"Barrel stave slipped," Orin muttered. "Nicked me."

"Nicked," Father repeated.

Orin drew the cloth back just enough to reveal a cut long enough to make my stomach tighten. Clean-edged, deep in one place, and badly wrapped. Father held out his free hand. Orin surrendered the cloth like a man turning over a weapon.

"We're going to the house," Father said.

Orin made the mistake of looking as if he meant to argue. He only held the expression for a heartbeat before giving in. Father did not raise his voice often, but when he decided a thing was happening, most people discovered it already had.

Mother took one look at Orin's arm and sent me to boil water.

No panic, no fussing. Just the quick shift in her posture that meant the room had become a place of work. Nana was underfoot until Mother told her to sit by the wall and count spoons, which turned out to be a task of grave importance. I handled the water. Father cleaned the table. Orin pretended he was inconveniencing everybody less than he actually was.

I stood close enough to watch, not so close that Mother had to move around me.

She unwound the cloth and clicked her tongue. "You could have packed sawdust in this and done nearly as well."

Orin winced. "Thought pressure mattered more than pride."

"It does, but next time ask the pressure to be cleaner."

Even he laughed at that, though it came out tight.

Mother cleaned the wound slowly where Father would have gone fast. That was one of the first differences I noticed between them. Father believed in solving the worst of a problem before it had time to root. Mother did too, but she carried the person through the solving rather than dragging them after it.

"Rain," she said without looking up.

I already had the bandages ready.

She took them from me and gave a tiny nod. It was such a small thing that nobody else in the room would have noticed, but I did. The nod meant I had learned something. It meant she expected me to be useful, not decorative.

When she finished, Orin flexed his fingers carefully.

The pain had not vanished. I could tell from the way his mouth pressed flat before he tried moving again. Still, he no longer looked ready to chew through a door. He thanked Mother, thanked Father, and then ruffled my hair with his uninjured hand on the way out.

"You're always here when blood shows up," he said.

"I like watching," I blurted.

Orin barked a laugh. Mother raised one brow at me over the basin, but there was no real scolding in it. After he left, she tipped her head toward the bloody cloth.

"What do you like watching."

How should a seven-year-old answer that.

Not the blood. Not the grimacing. Not the part where grown men went pale and tried to joke because pain made them feel foolish. What I liked was the change. The room before help and the room after. The way fear lost ground when somebody knew what to do.

"You make it less bad," I said.

Mother's expression softened.

She did not answer right away, just wrung out the cloth and hung it to rinse in a bucket of clear water. Father took the used bandages to boil. Nana announced proudly that there were six spoons, then looked outraged when nobody gasped at her skill.

By midday, the sun was hot enough to push everyone who could manage it into shade.

Haltia grew lazy in summer afternoons, but work did not stop. It only changed shape. The farmers in the north field came in for water and salt. Marta's bread cooled on racks with the shutters thrown wide. The mill wheel turned slower as if even the stream resented the heat.

Mother took me with her on rounds after we ate.

Not every day. Only when the visits were short and the houses familiar. She carried a satchel that smelled of dried herbs, vinegar, wax, and linen, and I carried the smaller one I had begun to think of as mine even though half the things inside still belonged to her.

We crossed the village from west to east, and each stop showed me a different kind of need.

At old Bren's house, it was coughing. Not dramatic, not deadly that day, but deep enough to leave him sweating through his shirt by the time the fit passed. Mother listened to his chest with one ear bent close while I waited by the window and watched dust drift in sunbeams thick as flour.

At Ilse's house, it was a child with a rash from nettle and tears from the unfairness of nettles existing at all. Mother made a cool paste while I distracted the girl by asking whether she wanted to keep the wooden spoon I had carved badly enough to make it ugly. She forgot to cry long enough for Mother to spread the salve.

At the eastern field, it was a bent back.

A man named Perren had worked the hoe too long after a spring strain and could hardly straighten without making a face sharp enough to slice bread. Mother pressed here, asked questions there, told him to stop pretending stubbornness and health were cousins, and set a heated cloth where the muscles had locked.

People listened to her in different ways.

Some argued first because pain makes pride loud. Some apologized for taking her time. Some looked at her as though the room itself would stop turning if she walked back out the door too soon. I watched all of them.

On the path between houses, I asked, "Do you always know what's wrong."

Mother snorted. "If I did, I'd be richer."

"You look like you do."

"I look like I don't have time to hesitate in front of people." She adjusted the strap on her satchel. "That's different."

The answer pleased me more than if she had claimed certainty.

It made healing seem less like being chosen by the sky and more like a craft with room for honest hands. A person could learn. A person could fail, improve, ask, listen, try again. That mattered to me, though I would not have been able to say why back then.

Near the center of the village, we ran into a cart from the road.

Not a grand caravan, only a peddler's wagon with patched canvas and one patient mule, but it had drawn a little knot of children around it already. The peddler himself sat on the driver's bench fanning his face with his cap while his apprentice unloaded small boxes of needles, spools, lamp wicks, and cheap ribbon bright enough to catch the eye from across the lane.

What caught mine was the guard walking stiffly beside the wagon.

He was not much of a guard by city standards, I would later learn. Just a broad-shouldered man with a spear and old leather armor. At seven, he looked like a hero from the songs until I noticed the dark patch under one knee and the way he favored that leg.

Mother noticed too.

She veered toward him before the peddler could start his sales pitch. "You need that looked at?"

The guard began the usual dance of pretending otherwise.

Mother waited.

He lasted less than a breath. "Scraped bad on the south bend. Thought I'd see if the village had a salve worth paying for."

"The village has me," Mother said. "That'll be more expensive."

He laughed, and just like that the tension dropped.

They sat him on an upturned crate in Marta's shade while Mother unfastened the leather strap at his knee. I hovered where I would not be kicked if he jerked. The wound underneath was ugly with road dirt, gravel pressed into the skin around it, and the beginnings of angry swelling.

"Boar?" I asked before I remembered children were supposed to be less interested in injuries.

The guard looked down at me. "Fell off the cart. Less glorious, isn't it."

"It doesn't have to be glorious to hurt," Mother said.

He gave her a look that said he liked that answer.

While she cleaned the scrape, the peddler talked because some men seemed allergic to silence. He spoke of Rynoa's summer market, of wool prices, of a bridge two days north that needed repairs, and of a sheep village farther west that had lost three goats to something in the dark. He said it casually, but the little crowd around the wagon leaned in anyway.

"What something," one of the older boys asked.

The peddler spread both hands. "Tracks gone by morning. Could be wolves. Could be worse."

The road opened wider in my mind then.

Not in shape. In consequence. News traveled on carts the way dust did, clinging to whatever came through. A broken bridge somewhere I had never seen still mattered because it changed where traders passed. Missing goats in a place I could not point to still mattered because monsters did not care much for maps.

When the guard rose with a fresh bandage and a jar of salve, he tested his leg and nodded to Mother.

"How much."

She told him.

He paid without complaint, then looked at me again. "You learning the trade."

"I want to."

He grinned. "Good. Roads are full of fools. You'll never go hungry."

Mother flicked water at him from the cloth and told him to limp properly until the swelling went down. The children laughed. The wagon stayed another hour, and by the time it rolled on, Haltia had new needles, two lengths of ribbon, one cracked lamp chimney, three exaggerated stories, and an extra layer of worry hidden under the talk.

That was village life too.

Not fear all at once. Fear in teaspoons. A rumor here, a cough there, a bad harvest in another district, a wagon wheel coming loose at the wrong bend, a hunter returning late enough for wives to wait on their porches pretending not to watch the road. People did not survive by pretending such things never happened. They survived by turning worry into action before it had time to swell.

In the afternoon heat, I sat on the back step while Mother sorted what she had used from what needed replenishing.

She laid out the jars with the care of a woman who had learned the price of sloppiness the hard way. I copied her movements with the empty cloth packets, folding each one flat after she emptied the last dried leaves into labeled jars. Nana sat on the dirt nearby making a stew of pebbles, petals, and one unfortunate snail.

"Do people in Rynoa have more healers?" I asked.

Mother tied off a packet of willow bark. "Yes."

"Then why do they still get hurt."

She laughed softly, not at me. "Because more healers doesn't mean fewer accidents. It just means fewer funerals."

The sentence stuck to me.

I had heard the word funeral before. Haltia was too small for children not to know what it meant. Still, Mother said it without dramatics, the way Father spoke of storm damage or lame sheep. Not cruelly. Plainly. Some truths were easier to carry that way.

"Did you work in Rynoa," I asked.

"A while."

"Was it bigger than this."

"Much."

"Was it scary."

Mother stopped tying the packet and glanced toward the road, though there was nothing on it now but dust. "Sometimes."

"Did you like it."

She considered. "Some of it."

That answer was pure Seren. Honest enough to trust, incomplete enough to make me itch with curiosity. I opened my mouth to keep going and she tapped the end of a spoon against my forehead lightly.

"Not every story at once," she said. "Leave your mother something to tell when you're older."

Nana chose that moment to shriek because the snail had escaped the pebble stew.

Father returned from the lower field carrying a coil of rope and a bundle of cut stakes. Sweat darkened the front of his shirt, and his face had the flat patience of a man who had spent too long dealing with things made of wood that refused to stay where put. He washed at the pump, drank half a cup without sitting down, and then looked over the spread of jars on the back step.

"Used a lot," he said.

"Busy day," Mother answered.

He nodded once, taking it in.

That was another thing I noticed as I grew. My parents spoke often without saying much. Not because they lacked words, but because long years in the same small house had taught them how to hear the rest. A full day could fit into one exchange if both of them already knew where the weak fences were.

The village bell rang once from the square.

It was not truly a square, only a widening of the road near the well where notices got pinned to a board too warped to hold them straight. Still, everyone called it the square. The bell meant the headman wanted attention, which meant somebody's fence dispute had grown public or some new notice had come in from the road.

People drifted that way from habit.

Father went because he always did when practical matters were involved. Mother went because practical matters often turned into medical ones by the time people were done talking. Nana went because leaving her behind would have required more effort than bringing her. I went because I was seven and the whole village moving in one direction felt like permission from the sky.

The notice was from Rynoa.

A messenger had ridden through earlier and left written word with the headman's eldest son, who was one of the few villagers with neat enough letters to be trusted around official paper. The message itself was simple enough once he sounded it out for those who could not read well.

Two merchant carts had been attacked on the southern road.

Not near us, not yesterday, and not by anything confirmed. But there would be fewer patrols in some stretches for a while because men were being pulled toward a flooding river east of the city. Travelers were advised not to move alone where the woods pressed close to the road.

A murmur went through the crowd.

No panic. Nobody screamed or crossed themselves dramatically. They just absorbed it, each according to their life. The farmers frowned because markets mattered. The older men scratched their jaws and started discussing whether bandits were bold enough this season. Marta muttered about flour deliveries. Mothers glanced toward children on instinct alone.

I looked at Father.

He was not surprised. Wary, maybe, but not surprised. Mother folded her arms and listened without interrupting. Between them, I began to understand that adults did not become calm by fearing less than children. They became calm by learning what fear could and could not change.

On the walk home, I kicked at a pebble and said, "Would you go if someone was hurt on the road."

Mother answered first. "If they got brought here, yes."

"No, I mean far. Past the woods."

She looked at Father. He looked at the road. "Depends."

"On what."

"How far. Who's with us. What happened. Whether going helps more than waiting."

I frowned. It seemed unfair for the answer to be so full of conditions.

Mother hooked a finger through the strap of my satchel and tugged me a step closer so an ox cart could roll by. "Helping doesn't mean running blindly at every cry you hear," she said. "Not if you want to keep helping the next day too."

That landed harder than the message at the square.

The world in my head had always split neatly when I was small. Hurt and not hurt. Safe and dangerous. Here and there. Yet every month I lived in Haltia rubbed those edges a little. People could mean well and still make things worse. Courage could look a lot like foolishness from the right angle. A healer needed kindness, yes, but also judgment.

I was not sure how to grow one of those.

Evening gathered gold over the village.

The heat bled off the road and left behind the smell of dust, hay, and cookfires. Men came in from the fields with dirt on their shins. Someone started a fiddle near the mill, badly at first and then better once the tune found its feet. Hens flapped indignantly up to their roosts as if the day had personally offended them.

Father set me to stripping bitterleaf from stems while he repaired a broken gate latch.

Mother kneaded dough with Nana standing on a stool beside her, receiving pieces to roll and ruin. I worked near the door for light, fingers staining green as the pile beside my knee grew. It was good work for thinking.

The more I learned of Haltia, the more the village seemed to rest on invisible webs.

Bread met fields. Fields met weather. Weather met roads. Roads met markets. Markets met strangers. Strangers met sickness, accidents, and stories from places whose names I had only heard from passing mouths. Somewhere inside all of that were the hands that kept people going when something snapped.

I wanted those hands.

Not someday in the careless way children want to become everything they admire in a single week. The wish sat deeper than that. It had roots. Every time I saw Mother tie a clean bandage, every time Father sorted what could heal from what could poison, every time a worried knock turned into a grateful departure, the wish put down one more.

After supper, old Bren's daughter came by with eggs and thanks for the tea Mother's mixture had eased.

She stayed a while at the table because village visits never ended as quickly as their stated purpose. Talk moved from Bren's cough to the peddler's news, then to weather, then to whether Leda's son would finally ask Marta's niece to the harvest dance without tripping over his own tongue. I listened while pretending to focus on whittling a stick into something useful and failing at both.

"Your boy listens hard," Bren's daughter said at one point.

Mother glanced over. "He has his father's habit of storing things away."

Father, from
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