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To those we have lost,

whose laughter still lingers

in the quiet places between dreams.

For S.P.
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Chapter One — Hallowmere
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In the village of Hallowmere, pressed against the edge of a wild and endless forest, there lived a girl named Elen. She was not remarkable to look at — slim and pale, with hair like the ashes of an old fire and eyes that often wandered beyond the horizon. But the villagers whispered about her all the same, for she carried with her the sorrow of a wound that would not heal.

Her brother, Corren, had died when the river flooded one spring. He had been swept away before anyone could reach him. Elen had stood upon the bank, screaming his name until her throat bled, and though the years had turned, she still felt the moment replay in her chest each time the wind shifted.

The people of Hallowmere believed the forest beyond their fields was no ordinary wood. They called it The Between, for it was said to stretch into the border of dreams, where the waking world frayed and shadows took on lives of their own. Few dared to enter, and those who returned spoke in half-voices of creatures that had no name, of paths that bent like rivers, of whispers that tried to slip inside your thoughts.

Among the villagers, there was one who knew more of these things than the rest — an old witch named Maerrin. She lived in a crooked hut on the edge of town, surrounded by herbs that bloomed out of season, and a garden where scarecrows moved when no one was looking. Some feared her, some sought her charms in secret, but all agreed: Maerrin had walked deeper into The Between than anyone alive.

It was Maerrin who first noticed Elen lingering by the tree line, staring into the shifting shadows of the forest.

“You are thinking of going in,” the witch rasped one evening, catching Elen by the sleeve as she passed the hut. “Don’t deny it, child. The grief in your eyes is louder than your footsteps.”

Elen lowered her gaze, shame burning in her cheeks. “I dream of something there,” she admitted. “A tree. Its branches glow, and sweets hang from it as though they were fruit. When I wake, the taste of sugar is still on my tongue.”

Maerrin’s cloudy eyes narrowed. “Ah. The liquorice tree.”

Elen looked up sharply. “You know of it?”

“I know enough to fear it,” the witch muttered. “It stands not in this world, nor wholly in the other. Each sweet upon its branches is woven from dreams surrendered by those who came before. To taste one is to gain what you have lost... but at a cost.”

“What cost?” Elen asked.

Maerrin leaned close, her breath smelling of smoke and herbs. “A dream of your own. Perhaps one you hold dear, perhaps one you do not even remember until it is gone. Sweetness always asks for a price.”

Elen hesitated. Her heart longed for the laughter of her brother, for even one memory returned whole. And yet... the warning shivered through her like cold water.

Seeing her silence, Maerrin sighed and pressed something into her hand — a small amulet carved from bone, strung on a cord of black thread. “If you must go, wear this. It will keep away the hungriest shadows, though not all. And take him with you.”

From the rafters of the witch’s hut, a raven swooped down, landing on Elen’s shoulder. Its feathers gleamed like wet ink, and its eyes were sharp as flint.

“This is Corvus,” Maerrin said. “He will speak when he chooses, and mock you more than you deserve, but he knows the ways of the forest better than most. Listen to him — if you can bear it.”

The raven clicked its beak. “And if you cannot bear it, girl, then best stay home.”

Elen startled, nearly dropping the amulet. But despite the raven’s sharpness, she felt a flicker of courage. She bowed her head to Maerrin. “Thank you. I will find the tree.”

“Or the tree will find you,” Maerrin muttered. “Be wary of that.”

And so, with the raven upon her shoulder and the amulet warm against her skin, Elen stepped into the forest.
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Chapter Two — The Forest Between
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Elen stepped into the forest at dusk, when the day loosened its grip and the first moths began to write their crooked letters in the air. Corvus rode her shoulder like a small, imperious king, his claws gentle but certain.

“Keep to the trodden path,” he advised. “And when the path disappears—as it will—keep to the sound of your own breath. It’s the only sound here that won’t pretend to be something else.”

The trees were taller than she remembered from the edge of the fields, their trunks ribbed and twisted as though they’d grown by listening to old music. Bracken brushed her calves. The scent of damp earth and something sweet—anise, perhaps—rose with the evening.

Before long, the path did what Corvus promised. It frayed and wandered, then vanished entirely beneath a golden fall of leaves that hadn’t yet fallen anywhere else. Elen paused. The amulet Maerrin had given her lay warm against her skin, a small heat that steadied her.

“Left or right?” she asked.

“Forward,” said the raven. “Always forward.” He snapped his beak once, listening. “And quiet. The Between is waking.”

They walked until the forest began to change. Moss climbed the trees in shaggy cloaks. Stones leaned together as if in conversation. A haze of drifting light—like small, slow sparks—hung among the low branches. Elen reached toward a spark, and it darted away with a tinkling laugh.

“Sprites,” said Corvus, and his voice went dry. “Mind your pockets.”

“Why my pockets?”

“They collect names and buttons and promises. You won’t miss the buttons. Names are another matter.”

A dozen pinpricks of light settled on the path ahead and brightened. They were not sparks after all but tiny folk with hair like cobweb and eyes like sap. Each wore something stolen: a thimble for a hat; a ring for a belt; a scarlet thread for a scarf. One, bolder than the rest, darted forward and tugged at a fold of Elen’s skirt.

“Traveler,” it chirped, “trade?”

“Trade?” Elen echoed.

“For safe passage, for laughter, for a crumb of courage. We have fine wares.” It opened tiny hands to reveal a glittering handful of... nothing. Then, as Elen looked harder, the nothing resolved into small things: a memory of a lullaby; the feeling of jumping across a stream; the surety that tomorrow would be kinder than today.

Elen’s chest tightened. “I have little to give,” she said. “A flask of water, a crust of bread. I carry grief. No one bargains for that.”

“Don’t say grief,” hissed Corvus into her ear. “Call it another name.”

The bolder sprite cocked its head. “We do not eat grief,” it said matter-of-factly. “But we might line a nest with it. Soft, if a bit damp.”

“Passage,” said a second sprite, drifting nearer. “One name, half a name, a letter, a sound. Just a sliver. Or a button. A button would be fine.”

Elen thought of Maerrin’s warning and touched the amulet through her dress. “I cannot give a name,” she said. “But I’ll trade a button for a promise.”

The sprites brightened, all at once. “What promise?”

“That you tell me true whether I walk toward the liquorice tree.”

The bolder sprite twirled in the air, set the thimble on its head at a rakish angle, then fastened its gaze upon Elen. “A fair bargain.”

She tore a wooden button from her cuff and placed it in those tiny hands. It weighed more than it should have in her palm, as if the deal had already stretched thread and story taut between them.

The sprite tucked the button into its belt and pointed. “Toward the sweet wind. Can’t you smell it? Go where the scent grows thin, where you think you’ve lost it, then turn until it returns stronger. That is the way. But beware the Moss Wolves at the Hollow Gate—they are old and they remember debts.”

“Thank you,” said Elen.

“You’re welcome,” said the sprite, and darted away with its fellows, a bright scatter that stitched closed the place where they’d hung.

“Not bad,” said Corvus. “You kept your name.”

“I would not know how to give it.”

“You’d be surprised how quickly a lonely traveller offers it,” said the raven, softer now. “When the forest asks with a kind voice.”

They walked toward the sweet wind. It did as the sprite said: it thickened, thinned
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