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  For the women whose names were recorded only when someone accused them, and for all the lives history left between the lines.








  
  By hearth and threshold, ink and flame, 
may truth be stronger than fear or blame.
May what is hidden come gently to light,
and what is broken be mended right.
May mercy guide each word we keep,
and wisdom guard the truths held deep.
May this story find the hearts meant to receive it,
and carry its light farther than we can see.
Let it be so, and let it be kind.







  
  Reader Note


If this is your first book from me, welcome. I’m very glad you found it. 
Whispers Before the Fire begins in Andover, Massachusetts, in 1691, before the Salem witch trials changed the lives of families throughout Essex County.
This is historical fantasy. Mercy Lovejoy, her family, the cats, and the mystery at the heart of this story are fictional, but they live alongside a real historical world shaped by the beliefs, dangers, work, fears, and ordinary routines of the time. As this series moves forward, real events and fictional lives will continue to cross paths.
Mercy’s story is also the beginning of something much larger.
Generations later, the threads that begin here will lead to Whispering Falls, to new Keepers and familiars, to mysteries in the modern town, and eventually to other supernatural communities and families connected to this world.
I love stories that give us somewhere to stay for a while. Stories with women worth knowing, animals with opinions, old secrets, found family, mystery, history, and just enough magic to make the world feel a little wider than we thought it was.
That is what I hope to give you with this saga.
If Mercy makes you curious about what came before, what comes after, and how all of these lives eventually connect, then there is a very long journey waiting for us.
I hope you will come with me.
Hazel Whitmore
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Free Reader Gifts


If you enjoy magical mysteries, family secrets, small-town trouble, and cats who are never merely decorative, you can find more from Hazel Whitmore through the Cozy Case Club. 
HazelWhitmore.com
You'll get updates on new Whispering Falls stories, freebies, and a place in the reader circle helping this cozy little town grow.

 You can also begin exploring modern-day Whispering Falls with these free reader gifts: 
Falls & Familiars: Expanded Edition
 Free prequel to the Whispering Falls Cozy Magical Cat Mysteries
 https://dl.bookfunnel.com/4bg48z2ual
Meetings & Motives
 A Whispering Falls mystery featuring Greg Barnes and the events that helped uncover the truth beneath the Blackwood land
 https://dl.bookfunnel.com/r4hbsx18na
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Chapter One

First Frost


The first hard frost announced itself before daylight. I knew it before I opened the shutter, because Sable had spent the night stretched across my feet and now sat at the bedside glaring at the cold floor as if winter had been sent to inconvenience her alone. When I moved, she stood, arched her back, and stepped over my ankles. 
“Floor cold,” she said. She turned to the stair and flicked one ear. “Want fire.”
“I am going.” I pushed the blanket aside and sat up while Sable walked to the door. She looked back once, then disappeared down the stairs without waiting for me to prove useful. When I set my bare feet on the boards, the cold was sharp enough that I drew one back beneath the blanket before making myself stand.
Frost whitened the inner edge of the shutter. The room smelled of wool, old boards, and the last smoke from the fire below. I dressed by touch and by the little gray light that reached the room: linen smock, stays, wool petticoat, waistcoat, stockings, shoes, and coif. Cold had stiffened one lace, and I had to work it loose with my fingernail before I could finish.
No pan scraped downstairs. No split wood knocked against the hearth. My aunt Ruth usually rose before me, so the silence made me expect a dark kitchen. Instead, when I reached the last step, I found her kneeling before a small flame with the fire iron in her hand. Her stockings lay over the bench, waiting.
“You are late,” I said. I went to the woodpile and brought her two pieces small enough to catch quickly. “I thought the frost had carried you off.”
“It tried the back door first and found me unwilling.” Ruth fed one of the pieces into the flame, then held out her hands to the heat. “Rufus has been sitting on the north path since before I came down. I went for wood and he planted himself between me and the gate.”
At his name, a low cry came from outside. I turned to the shuttered window while Ruth rose and reached for her stockings.
“Did he come at you?” I asked. I set the second piece of wood by the hearth and lifted the porridge pot from the shelf.
“He sat. He stared. I decided the southern pile could serve us until daylight.” Ruth pulled on one stocking, then the other. “If you want to learn the cause of his offense, take breakfast first. You are no wiser hungry.”
Breakfast could wait while the porridge thickened. I set the pot where the heat would reach it without scorching, pulled my cloak around me, and followed Ruth into the yard. The air bit the inside of my nose. Frost covered the grass and fence rails, and every footstep darkened the white ground.
Rufus stood near the well. He was large even under summer fur, but the heavy orange coat around his neck made him seem broader in cold weather. Frost had caught along the ends of his ruff, and his amber eyes were fixed on the north side of the yard.
“What have you found?” I asked as I passed him. Ruth had gone ahead with the garden basket and was already cutting away a frost-blackened outer leaf from a head of cabbage.
Rufus turned his head toward me, then looked north again. “Work first. Ask later.”
I stopped beside him. “Later when?”
His ears moved toward the road. He offered nothing else.
Ruth looked up from the cabbage. “If he has given you a sermon, he may deliver the rest while you work.”
“Four words, and none of them useful.” I joined her and took the smaller knife.
“That makes him much like several men I have heard speak at greater length.” Ruth bent over the next cabbage and left the judgment there.
I carried one basket inside when it filled and found the porridge beginning to catch, a scorched crust clinging to the bottom of the pot. By the time I returned, Ruth had cut the last cabbage she wanted, and the torn outer leaves had left wet green streaks across the board. Rufus had moved from the well to the narrow path that led toward the north gate.
The gate had sagged since late summer. We had lifted it more than once to set the latch, each time promising to mend the lower fastening before weather made the job worse. Now frost silvered the top rail, and the lower iron strap sat crooked against the post.
Ruth saw where I was looking. “There is your morning’s other work, if the ground softens enough.”
“Elias said he would look at it when he next came.” I worked the knife under another damaged leaf and pulled it free.
“Elias says many useful things.” She bent to pick up the basket before I could reach it. “Some of them even happen.”
I took the other basket and followed her toward the house. Rufus stayed behind. When I glanced back, he was seated in the path with his body turned across it, facing the gate.
Once inside, a knock sounded against the door before Ruth had reached the table. Elias called from outside, and when I opened to him he stood with an armful of split wood against his chest and mud darkening the lower edge of one stocking.
“My mother sent me for the blue bowl,” he said. He stepped in only after Ruth waved him through. “I thought I would bring something in exchange before she remembered she has lent you half her kitchen.”
“She remembers every bowl she owns,” Ruth said. “She remembers two I am certain belong to me.”
Elias laughed and carried the wood to the hearth. He had been coming through Ruth’s kitchen for years, sometimes on an errand for his mother, sometimes because there was a fence rail to lift or a tool to return, and sometimes with no reason stated until Ruth found one for him. I had learned that he listened before offering help, which made his company easy.
He set the wood down in a loose stack. Ruth immediately moved the top piece so it would not roll.
“I had not finished,” he said. He watched her shift another piece and wisely made no attempt to take it back.
“Now you have.” Ruth pointed toward the shelf. “The bowl is wrapped there.”
Elias retrieved it, then looked through the open doorway toward Rufus. “Has he been sitting there all morning?”
“Most of it.” I wiped my hands on my apron and joined him at the door. “He warned Ruth away from the north path before daylight.”
Elias looked at me, then at the cat. He knew I paid attention to the cats beyond the habit most people allowed, but I had never told him why. “The gate?”
“Perhaps, though he has not been generous with reasons.”
Months had passed since the covenant named me Keeper, and hearing Rufus still startled me with wonder. My mother had taught me threshold work, but not this. Rufus, Sable, and Thimble had each entered the covenant by choice; none was bound to a task or to my will. Their voices made me responsible for listening without pretending they knew more than they did.
Ruth made a small noise behind us. “Nor with words Mercy can hear, from the look of her.”
Elias took the hint and did not ask more. “I will see whether the hinge has pulled loose.”
I went with him into the yard. Rufus watched us approach and rose before we reached the north path. The closer we came to the gate, the lower his body settled.
Elias stopped several paces short. “He means that.”
“He does.” I kept my voice low.
Rufus stepped across the path. His tail was down, his attention fixed on the gate. “Stay back. I watch the gate.”
I obeyed by one pace. Elias noticed and shifted away with me.
“What does he want?” he asked.
“He wants us back from the gate.” I looked over the sagging rail, the crooked hinge, the bare field beyond, and the road farther north. Nothing moved there.
Elias crouched where he stood, near enough to see the lower strap while keeping his hands from the gate. “The iron is pulling from the post. If the wood has split around it, lifting the gate may tear it farther.”
“Can you mend it?” I kept my place beside him, watching the loosened iron without going nearer.
“Yes, but not with what I brought today.” He rose and brushed a bit of mud from his palm against his work clothes. “Leave it shut if you can. I will bring the right tools.”
Rufus remained across the path. I waited until Elias had turned away, then asked, “Is the broken hinge what troubles you?”
Rufus looked at the hinge. “Hinge broken. Wrong underneath.”
“That is not an answer.” I stayed where I was and waited for him to try again.
His ears turned toward me. “Broken and wrong.”
I felt the cold more sharply across my cheeks. “Wrong how?”
Rufus faced the gate again. “Thin under the gate.”
Sable used that word sometimes when she disliked a protected place. Rufus had used other words in other troubles, but he had never needed many. I turned to the post, then to the ground beneath the gate. Frost showed no fresh track except ours and the cats’.
Elias had gone halfway back to the house before he realized I was not beside him. He waited without calling. I walked to him and left Rufus where he stood.
“Do you want me to stay?” Elias asked once we were beyond Ruth’s hearing. His eyes went briefly toward the north gate.
“There is nothing you can mend until you have the tools.” I was grateful he had asked and did not press me to explain what I could not explain to him.
He nodded. “I will come tomorrow if I can.”
When he was gone, I checked our two house doors as I had meant to do since morning. The kitchen threshold felt sound beneath my palm. So did the rear doorway. The sensation was familiar now, a quiet firmness beneath wood and iron, sensed more through my hand than through sight.
Loose latch first. Mend it before making a working. The rule had already spared me from more than one foolish answer, and I meant to keep it now.
Sable followed me to the rear door. When I reached toward the frame a second time, she stepped between my hand and the wood.
“Leave it,” she said. Her green eyes stayed on my fingers.
I withdrew my hand. “This doorway?”
“Here is well.” She sniffed the lower post, then walked away toward the hearth.
Ruth was turning the last cabbage leaves into a pot for the hens and did not notice the exchange. I went back to work beside her. There was no reason to disturb a sound threshold because the gate beyond the garden had begun to trouble the cats.
Before supper I returned to the yard and found Rufus at the north path once more. He had placed himself across it again, and Sable stood several feet behind him. I stopped where I was.
The gate looked no worse than it had at noon. One side sagged. Frost gathered along the upper rail. Beyond it, the field lay dark under the last light, with bare trees marking the road.
“What has changed, Rufus?” I asked.
“Wrong closer.” He did not look at me.
Sable lowered her body until her belly nearly touched the grass. “I do not like what is past it.”
A fine crawling sensation gathered beneath the skin of my right hand before I moved any nearer. I held the hand against my apron and waited. The sensation faded when I turned toward the coop and returned when I faced north again.
That crawling warning had come with sick bodies and troubled thresholds before, and I had learned not to treat the feeling as an answer. Rufus might sense danger without knowing what made it. The gate gave me only what my eyes could see: cold iron, split wood, a gate hanging crooked, and a repair we had put off too long.
I stepped back toward the coop. The warning thinned.
Rufus waited until I had moved several yards away, then came to me. Sable followed, still keeping distance from the gate.
“Not tonight,” I said. Rufus walked beside my skirt toward the house.
Ruth had set supper on the table by the time we went in. She asked why I had taken so long, and I told her Rufus was guarding the north gate again.
Her hand paused over the bread for a moment. “The hinge?”
“Elias says it may tear farther if we lift it.” I sat and drew the bowl toward me. “Rufus thinks there is more.”
Ruth turned to the door, then back at me. “Do you?”
“I felt something when I faced it. Nothing when I turned away.”
She did not ask whether I had gone closer. She knew me well enough to see the answer in my face.
“We wait until tomorrow,” she said. She tore the bread in half and passed me a piece. “In daylight, with Elias there to mend the part we can see.”
I nodded and ate. Ruth did not forbid me the gate. I knew that was no invitation to behave foolishly.
Later, when the dishes were washed and the fire banked, I brought Things to Keep to the table. Its earlier pages already held names, mistakes, small protections, and matters I hoped never to repeat. I turned to a fresh place and wrote by the candle while Ruth darned a stocking across from me.
I kept the entry plain. First hard frost. North garden gate. Lower hinge pulling loose. Rufus warned Ruth from the path before dawn and blocked the gate twice. Sable would not approach it at dusk. Rufus called the place thin. A crawling warning in my right hand strengthened when I faced north and faded when I turned away. The house thresholds gave no similar sign.
I left the next line blank. I had no cause to put there.
Ruth tied off her thread and held out her hand for the record. “May I?”
I turned it toward her. She read what I had written, then returned the book without commenting on the cats or the gate.
“You left Elias out.” Ruth tapped one finger beside the entry where his name might have gone.
“He saw the broken hinge. He did not see the rest.”
“He saw Rufus stop you.” Ruth closed the record halfway, leaving her finger between the pages.
“That is not the same as knowing why.” I closed the cover. “If I put a person’s name beside every strange thing they happen to stand near, I may do them harm before I learn anything useful.”
Ruth considered me across the table. “Keep his name out until it belongs there.”
I put the record away, and we carried the last candle upstairs between us. There, Sable settled across my feet again. Thimble disappeared somewhere below after one last inspection of the scrap crock. Rufus stayed behind.
When I looked down from the stair, he was sitting beside the kitchen door with his face turned toward the north wall of the house. He remained there while I climbed back to bed, listening to a cold yard in which I could hear nothing at all.
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Chapter Two

The Girl in the Frost


Lydia came pounding on our door two mornings after the first frost, while the sky was still dark enough that I could see our candle reflected in the window. Ruth had only begun stirring the breakfast pot, and I was kneeling beside the hearth coaxing a damp piece of wood to catch when the first blow landed against the door. 
Rufus was on his feet before either of us reached it. His fur rose along his spine, though whether from the noise or something beyond it I could not tell. He followed me across the kitchen while Ruth set the spoon aside.
I opened the door to find Lydia standing on the step with her cloak thrown over a smock and her shoes pulled on without stockings. Her hair had been pinned beneath her cap in haste and had already escaped along one side. She looked past me into the house before she managed to speak.
“It is Abigail,” she said. Her hands were clenched in the wool of her cloak, pulling it tight beneath her chin. “We found her outside.”
Ruth came up behind me and opened the door wider. “Come in long enough to tell us whether she is hurt. Mercy cannot help the girl by guessing on the road.”
Lydia shook her head but allowed Ruth to draw her across the threshold. “She is so cold. Her father carried her in, and I wrapped her, but she talks as though she has not properly waked. He has
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