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Chapter 1 – The Willow’s Shadow
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Spring crept beneath the village like a green bruise, darkening the furrows of the fields until new shoots stitched their bitter sweetness through the soil. The frost withdrew in thin silver threads along the eaves, weeping itself into the ground. The river, which had slept all winter with its back broken under ice, shook itself free and murmured the names of stones. There was a smell of sap in the air, and of wet bark warming under a skittish sun.

The willow grove waited on the village’s eastern threshold, the tree-line drawn like a holdfast around a secret. The tallest among them—the one with a trunk like a cathedral’s pillar and a thousand green veils—wore the name that made the old men drink and the children hush: the Willow King. He was no king as men measure it, for he wore no crown but a chaplet of birds’ nests, and his court was a tangle of roots that pressed their tattoos into mud and bone alike. Yet when he stirred, the fields ripened. When he slept, the storms suffered themselves to pass. And when he hungered—ah, that was the season the villagers recognized without even a word. It fell over them like a shadow. They spoke softly of bread. They counted between thunderclaps. They braided ribbons that they would not wear.

Each spring the village made an offering, and they called her bride.

Village lore was a quilt of too many hands, amended and pieced over a hundred winters. Every hearth held a different telling of the first bargain, but always there was a famine so lean it gnawed the marrow from the days, and always an ancestor—some said a chieftain, others a woodcutter, others a widowed girl—had found a listening in the grove, a door in the air like a breath held too long. What was said in that listening had become a kind of prayer none dared to repeat. It was enough to know that the Jolens’ wheat grew high and the fish-baskets returned heavy, and that the raids that once licked at the borders like fire had ceased. It was enough to know the grove was a mouth with a hunger, and the village had learned how to feed it.

“Mind your steps,” Elder Saela told the little ones when they dared each other to throw stones past the last mossed milestone. “Those roots have long memories. If you step on one, it will feel you when you sleep.”

She had a face like an unraveled nettle and eyes the pale gray of rime on a morning window. There were rings on her fingers carved of old burl, and she kept the keys to the harvest granary at her belt. When she spoke, the children’s noise settled like dust. When she walked the lane, men took off their hats. When spring set its first hand upon the hills and every woman in the village felt that hand lie cold across her womb, Elder Saela’s step grew slow and deliberate. Each house thought, not me. By evening, each house had thought, it must be someone.

There were charms against fear. Women nailed sprigs of dried rosemary over the lintel, thready and bitter. Men sharpened their scythes to an edge so thin it could split a falling hair. On washing-days the riverbank hung with shirts and shawls that snapped in the wind, and among them the colored ribbons were laid out to dry—the ribbons they tied to their lamplight, to the handles of their market baskets, to the ends of the plaits of girls whose mothers feared the spring too keenly to let them wear their hair loose. The ribbons were treasures at the beginning of spring, for girls are always drawn to bright things. By the end of it, only the smallest children dared to twine them in games.

“We dress the river so it will not dress our daughters,” the washerwomen murmured. “We dress the wind so it will not undress our graves.”

On the day the cold finally retreated like a wolf dislodged from a carcass and the sky grew new with a frail, transparent blue, the village square plastered itself with market. The blacksmith’s wife sold brooches hammered in shapes of birds. The beekeeper’s boy hawked cakes damp with honey. Someone opened the last of the cider. Songs wandered among the stalls like good-natured cats. Yet under it all, the heel-drum of dread kept irregular time. Every time the breeze shifted and the willow’s silver leaves flashed, conversation stumbled on a stone and limped a little.

Elara stood near the well with her sleeves rolled to her elbows and her hands red from the cold water. She had the look of a girl who kept her thoughts tucked like bees in a hive, each in its own comb, humming in a low, industrious way. There was a crease between her eyebrows that she had not been born with. She had learned it. The village had taught it to her, as it taught to keep her back straight while carrying two pails and to listen more carefully to the wind than to men. She did not often look toward the grove because she had been taught not to look at what could look back.

The women at the well talked without talking. They spoke of sprouting onions and of a hen that pecked too hard at her own eggs. One woman told of a dream in which the geese flew north in a deafening flock; another of how her hair had tangled itself around a knot in the night. They did not say the Willow King’s name, not even the children’s game name, which was a whisper drawn out like a string until it snapped.

“Saela says the lottery will be at new moon,” said one. She pretended to set her shawl, which did not need setting.

Elara lowered the brimming bucket with care. “There’s still a week,” she said.

“A week,” echoed another woman, tasting the word as if it might fail to dissolve.

The men had their own way of not-speaking. At the edge of the square they tapped lines in the dirt with their bootheels, accounting for how much seed to buy, how much rope, how much salt for the curing shed. They made ghosts of their sums and frightened themselves with their shadows. Those with sons glanced at their boys and then firmly away, as if to undo the glance. Those with daughters touched their girls’ shoulders in passing and did not count the touch among their daily joys. It did not do, in spring, to count.

The children played a game they had been told not to. They stood in a ring and braided their little fingers into a chain and sang with the cruelty only the innocent can muster:

Ring the roots and ring the rain,
Ring the wind to stitch the grain,
Bride goes in and none return—
Green bough wakes and white bones burn.
They stamped their feet, and the dust rose, and one girl—small, hair like riverweed, eyes like the underside of a leaf—broke free of the circle and ran laughing toward the eastern lane. Her mother snatched her back with such sharpness that the little girl cried, and then the mother wept, and then the ring broke into silence as easily as string breaks around a sharp finger.

“Enough,” Elder Saela said, appearing from everywhere and nowhere, as she did. “We do not mock what keeps us alive.”

A hush fell so thick that even the crows made a respectful racket, as if to push sound back into the world. Saela took the little girl’s face in her knotted hands and peered into her eyes as if to see whether any shadows had followed her back from that one impulsive step toward the grove.

“You will save your songs for harvest,” she said mildly. “Now is not the season for praises.”

“But you won’t let the—” began one of the men, and then he faltered, as if a hand had closed around his throat. “You won’t let it be a child, Saela.”

“No,” said Saela, and the word was iron. “The grove honors a bride grown to woman’s threshold and with her own two feet to stand on. We are not wolves. We do not feed our infants to the trees.”

“What if,” murmured a seamstress, who had no children and so found it easier to say the unwise thing, “what if none go? If we bar our doors and run the night with lamps?”

Saela’s attention went to her. For a heartbeat, the seamstress was the only person in the square. It is a strange thing how fear will make a body visible, how the mere angle of a head can become dangerous if looked at with enough belief. “You want storms,” Saela said softly. “You want the river to eat the footbridge and the wolves to hunt by daylight? You want the autumn wheat to rot in the field so we must chew our belts for comfort? Our grandmothers tried doors. The grove does not come by doors, child. It comes by mouths. It comes by the holes we make in our prayers.”

Elara found herself watching Saela’s hands. They were steady, as if they had already touched every grief she could meet and had grown accustomed to the shape of it. Some part of Elara—the part that kept the honey from crystallizing in the jar by warming it between her palms, the part that knew the quieting of a foal by the cadence of her voice—measured her own hands against those and found them wanting. It made her throat close.

As dusk came toward them across the fields in a slow, indifferent wave, the square emptied of market and filled with a kind of waiting that did not require chairs. Lamps bloomed one by one. The scent of onion and broth wound through the lanes. Mothers wiped children’s faces with the hems of their aprons and could not, for once, bring themselves to scold when the child squirmed away.

On the eastern lane, a ribbon fluttered in a wind that did not touch anything else. It had been tied to a low branch at the last harvest for luck and forgotten. Now it shook as if
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