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The Night Between Names

The forest woke before the girl did.

Roots shifted beneath a skin of moss. Leaves turned their pale undersides toward the eastern dark, waiting for a wind that had yet to arrive. Small creatures paused inside burrows and hollows. Across a wide clearing, drops of rainwater slid from branch to branch, each one carrying a faint blue light.

At the centre of the clearing stood an elder tree.

Its trunk rose wider than a house, grey at the base and silver where moonlight touched the bark. One side had opened through age. The hollow within held dry leaves, a shallow bed of roots, and the body of a young woman dressed in dark blue cloth.

She lay curled on her side with one hand beneath her cheek.

Her breathing came slowly.

Three breaths. A pause. Two more.

Above the canopy, the moon moved through thin cloud. Its colour had begun to change. White faded into violet, violet deepened toward indigo, and the forest answered with a low tone that travelled beneath the soil.

The girl’s hair stirred.

No wind entered the hollow. Still, a few strands lifted from her shoulder. Silver-blue light passed through them, faint at first, then bright enough to reveal the curve of her face.

A hummingbird hovered at the entrance.

Its wings beat in a soft blur. Green and violet flashed along its throat. It watched the sleeping girl for several moments, darted toward her, then settled upon a root near her hand.

The root pulsed.

Four notes moved through the wood.

A fifth followed after a long breath.

The girl opened her eyes.

She saw bark, shadow, and a tiny bird.

For one peaceful instant, those things were enough.

Then thought arrived.

Where am I?

She sat up too quickly and struck her shoulder against the hollow wall. Pain ran down her arm. The hummingbird shot into the clearing, hovered there, and returned to the root once her breathing softened.

The girl pressed a hand to her shoulder. Her fingers came away wet with dew. She looked at them, puzzled by the familiarity of their shape. Her hands belonged to her. The certainty ended there.

She searched for a memory.

A room. A voice. A face. The taste of food. The weight of a name.

Nothing came.

Fear rose from her stomach and tightened beneath her ribs. She climbed from the hollow on unsteady legs. The ground felt cold through thin shoes. Her dress reached her ankles and carried a pattern of tiny silver threads around the sleeves. The cloth seemed old, yet it held no mud, no tears, no sign of a journey.

She turned in a slow circle.

Trees surrounded the clearing. Their trunks stood close together beyond the elder, pale shapes beneath the leaves. A narrow path began near a cluster of white flowers and curved into the eastern woods. Another opened toward a slope where mist gathered between stones. Behind her, the forest grew dense enough to form a wall.

The hummingbird flew toward the eastern path.

It paused beside the first tree and looked back.

“Do you know me?” the girl asked.

Her voice startled her. It sounded low, slightly rough, as though sleep had lasted many days.

The bird tilted its head.

A word moved somewhere beneath the ground.

Too soft to hear. Close enough to feel.

The girl placed her palm against the elder tree.

Warmth entered her skin.

Images opened without warning: a fountain beneath silver leaves, a woman with dark braided hair holding a green lantern, roots closing gently over white cloth, two red-haired sisters singing beside a brook, a boy raising a wooden flute toward unseen listeners.

The visions vanished.

She fell back from the tree and landed hard on the moss.

The hummingbird circled once above her.

“What was that?”

The forest gave no answer she could understand.

Yet every leaf around the clearing had turned toward her.

The girl rose again. A tremor remained in her knees. She reached for the elder tree, stopped before touching it, and looked toward the eastern path.

Behind the mist, the first grey light of morning gathered.

She possessed no name, no destination, and no memory of entering the wood.

The forest seemed to possess all three.

She followed the bird.
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The Forest That Knew Her

The path remained visible for twelve steps.

After that, it divided around a patch of ferns and disappeared beneath fallen leaves. The girl stopped, searched the ground, and found three possible directions. Each looked equally old. Each carried the faint blue light that lingered beneath the trees.

The hummingbird chose the narrowest route.

“Convenient,” she murmured. “You have wings.”

The bird flashed between two branches.

She followed through wet ferns. Their curled tips brushed her hands and left bright drops on her skin. The air smelled of cedar, rain, and something sweet that reminded her of crushed berries. She recognised the scents without recalling where she had learned them.

That small certainty unsettled her more than ignorance.

She knew the difference between oak and birch. She knew how to test the direction of wind by lifting damp fingers. She knew that moss favoured one side of stone, though the stones in this forest appeared to ignore the rule. Knowledge filled her mind in careful shelves. Memory had left every label blank.

The bird vanished ahead.

“Wait.”

Her voice carried farther than expected. A second voice repeated it from the left.

Wait.

The girl turned.

No one stood there.

Another whisper came from behind.

Wake.

She moved faster.

The forest opened and closed around her. At times, branches drew back before her shoulders touched them. Roots shifted beneath leaves, creating shallow steps down a slope. When she chose the wrong turn, white flowers folded their petals and the path darkened. When she corrected herself, they opened again.

The guidance felt gentle. It also felt deliberate.

She reached a stream shortly after dawn.

Water moved over dark stones in clear ribbons. She knelt and drank from her cupped hands. The first mouthful tasted of cold metal. The second carried a faint sweetness. By the third, her thirst had eased enough for her to notice her reflection.

A young woman looked up from the water.

Her face seemed familiar only because it moved when she moved. Large grey-blue eyes. Skin pale from cold. A narrow scar near the left brow, almost hidden beneath loose hair. She lifted one hand and touched the scar.

The reflected fingers followed.

Her hair fell past her shoulders, darker near the roots and silver toward the ends. Several strands still held a dim blue radiance.

She pulled them closer.

The light faded beneath her fingers.

“What are you?” she whispered.

The reflection offered no judgement.

A branch cracked across the stream.

The girl stood.

A figure watched from between two trees.

He wore a grey-green cloak fastened at one shoulder, leather boots darkened by rain, and a narrow bow across his back. His hair reached his jaw and carried the brown-gold colour of leaves at the end of summer. Pointed ears emerged through it.

The girl recognised what he was before she found any memory of elves.

His right hand rested near a knife at his belt. His left held a small lantern whose flame burned violet in daylight.

They studied each other.

The hummingbird landed on a branch between them.

The elf spoke first.

“Step away from the water.”

His voice held restraint rather than threat.

The girl obeyed. “Why?”

“The stream remembers faces.”

“I have only one.”

His eyes moved toward the faint glow in her hair. “That remains to be seen.”

He crossed the stream over a fallen trunk, light-footed and balanced. Up close, he appeared younger than his guarded expression suggested. A thin cut marked his lower lip. One sleeve had been mended with thread a shade too bright for the cloth.

He stopped several paces away.

“What village?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Your family?”

“I don’t know.”

“Your name?”

The question entered her like cold water.

She opened her mouth. Nothing rose.

The elf’s fingers tightened near the knife.

“I woke inside a tree,” she said. “There was a bird. Then the path moved.”

He looked at the hummingbird.

The bird began cleaning one wing.

“That bird belongs to no one,” he said.

“It seems to disagree.”

His mouth almost formed a smile. Caution interrupted it.

“Show me your hands.”

She raised them.

He examined her palms from a distance. “No travelling stains. No bow callus. No weaving cuts.”

“I hit my shoulder against a tree.”

“That proves little.”

“It proves the tree was solid.”

The smile appeared this time, brief and unwilling.

He lowered his hand from the knife.

“My name is Lindiel.”

The name stirred something in her. Twilight. A song moving between day and night. She saw a figure standing beneath violet branches, though the image faded before she could recognise the face.

She stared at him.

“You have heard it,” Lindiel said.

“Perhaps.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere I cannot reach.”

His expression changed. The answer had touched a private fear.

He raised the violet lantern and studied her through its light. The flame leaned toward her. Silver patterns appeared beneath her skin, thin as veins in a leaf. They travelled from her wrists toward her heart.

Lindiel inhaled sharply.

The girl looked down. “What does that mean?”

“Come away from the stream.”

“You already said that.”

“This time I mean quickly.”

Water rose behind her.

The stream curved upward in a clear sheet. Faces appeared within it, dozens at first, then hundreds. Elves, humans, children, elders. Their mouths moved in silence. Several turned toward the girl with sudden recognition.

A woman with silver hair pressed both hands against the inner surface of the water.

The girl knew her.

The certainty carried no name.

She took one step toward the stream.

Lindiel caught her wrist.

“Look at me.”

The faces crowded closer.

The silver-haired woman’s lips shaped a word.

Lirielle.

The girl’s heart stumbled.

“Look at me,” Lindiel repeated.

She turned toward him.

His eyes were amber near the pupils and green around the edges. Rainwater rested on one eyelash. He looked frightened, though his grip remained steady.

“Breathe with me,” he said.

Two breaths. Three.

The water collapsed into the stream.

The girl swayed. Lindiel held her until her legs steadied, then released her arm with care.

“What did you see?”

“A woman.”

“Did she speak?”

“A name.”

“Yours?”

The girl looked at the stream. The water had returned to ordinary movement, innocent and bright.

“I don’t know.”

Lindiel stood silent for a moment. The hummingbird flew from the branch and settled on his lantern.

He sighed.

“The village lies half a day east. We can reach the outer lanterns before twilight.”

“Which village?”

“Elariel.”

The name entered her with warmth and grief.

She pressed a hand to her chest.

Lindiel saw the movement.

“You know it.”

“My body knows something.”

“That is how memory often begins.”

He turned toward the trees.

The girl remained beside the stream. “What happens when we arrive?”

“The elders will listen. Saelwen will ask questions. Maeriel will pretend she has none, then ask the ones that matter.”

“Will they know who I am?”

Lindiel looked back at her.

“Perhaps.”

The answer brought little comfort.

He added, “They may also help you decide who you wish to become.”

The hummingbird lifted from the lantern and flew east.

Lindiel followed.

The girl walked beside him, carrying a name from the water that felt both intimate and wrong.

Behind them, the stream repeated a word against the stones.

Lirielle.

Lirielle.

Lirielle.

The forest answered with another sound.

Kia.

A breath later, it vanished.
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Breeze Before Dawn

Lindiel moved through the forest with the ease of someone walking across a familiar room. He stepped over roots without looking, ducked beneath branches before they entered his path, and paused whenever the birds changed their rhythm.

The girl copied him for the first hour.

During the second, hunger made imitation harder.

Her foot caught beneath a vine. She stumbled forward and grabbed Lindiel’s cloak, pulling them both into a patch of wet fern. He landed on one knee. She sat heavily beside him.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Then Lindiel looked at the mud along his sleeve.

“My dignity travelled ahead without me.”

The girl laughed.

The sound came easily. It surprised them both.

“I’m sorry.”

“You should be. That fern had a peaceful life.”

He offered his hand and pulled her upright. His own smile lasted longer this time.

They ate beneath a cedar whose lower branches formed a roof. Lindiel carried bread, two yellow apples, and a strip of dried root with a sharp pepper taste. The girl finished her share quickly, then tried to hide her interest in the remaining apple.

Lindiel handed it to her.

“You may repay me when you remember whether you are wealthy.”

“What if I remember poverty?”

“Then I will accept a song.”

“I may have forgotten those as well.”

“The forest seems confident.”

She bit into the apple. Juice ran across her thumb. The ordinary sweetness settled her more than the breathing exercise beside the stream.

“What is Elariel like?” she asked.

Lindiel leaned against the trunk. “Silver leaves. Singing looms. Lanterns with opinions.”

“Lanterns have opinions?”

“Strong ones.”

“About what?”

“Mostly the people responsible for cleaning them.”

She waited.

Lindiel’s face softened. “It is a good village. Small enough to notice an empty chair. Large enough to make room for a stranger.”

The words awakened an image: a blue lantern beneath rain, a table with two cups, laughter near a bridge.

The girl closed her eyes.

“Again?” he asked.

“Only a fragment.”

“Speak it.”

“A room. Someone had made tea. There were two cups.”

“Who was there?”

“I saw hands. Dark hair.”

Lindiel lowered his gaze toward the apple in her hand.

“You know that memory.”

“I know someone who may carry it.”

“Maeriel?”

He nodded.

The girl studied his face. “You think I’m Lirielle.”

“I think the stream called you by her name.”

“That is different.”

“Yes.”

His agreement came quickly enough to ease her.

“Who was she?”

Lindiel pulled a loose thread from his cloak and rolled it between his fingers. “A traveller. A weaver. A woman who returned from death and spent years learning that return carries its own departures.”

“That sounds like a story polished by many mouths.”

“It has been.”

“What was she really like?”

Lindiel smiled toward the ground. “She left wet boots beside the hearth. She sang beautifully and forgot the final lines of common work songs. She once told a child that trees were
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