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Chapter One: The Return of Mist


Narrator: Thaleia, the Burned Druid

The fire never stopped burning, not in her
mind or her bones. Even in the stillness of the woods, where ash
had long since cooled and moss crept over blackened stone, she
could feel a phantom heat licking up her spine, searing the edges
of her soul. Yet, she stood strong, a testament to her
resilience.

It had started the night they dragged her
from the Heartwood and branded her with the king’s seal, a
punishment for speaking the old truths, for refusing to lie in the
name of progress. That was the night they burned the Circle itself.
The great stone ring she had trained in since girlhood, where they
once gathered beneath the moon to chant the Seasons’ Turning, gone
in a pillar of fire. Her sisters scattered. Her mentor, Eira, was
taken by the flames with her arms still outstretched in prayer. The
fire they set that night wasn’t meant to kill Thaleia. Only to
silence. To mark. To humiliate.

But the fire has a memory, and it carried
hers.

They called her the Burned Druid. The name
was a curse and a warning. A name passed from mother to daughter as
a lesson in obedience, a tale told in hushed tones at the edge of
the hearthfire. But they never spoke her true name. Not
anymore.

It had been twelve winters since she was cast
out. Her skin bore the memory of it, blistered once, now rough and
silvery, a tapestry of pain woven into her flesh. She had once
healed kings with a touch. She whispered the old tongue into the
wounds of warriors, like the young soldier with his ribs shattered
and lungs filling with blood, barely breathing after the battle at
Karth Vale. She’d knelt beside him, pressed her hand to the break,
and called the roots from beneath the floor, binding his bones with
their slow, steady strength. His eyes had cleared. He’d lived.

And after? Afterward, they carried her
through the camps on their shoulders, garlands around her neck, and
praise in every breath. She had believed it meant something
permanent. That her place in the world was secured.

But now, in the hush of exile, the memory
turned bitter. Once kissed and kept clean by power, her hands
scrubbed soot from cracked pots. Her words, once sacred, are now
spoken only to trees. The contrast carved into her with every
passing day, a slow erosion that hollowed more than time ever
could.

And now, she stirred pots of bitter tea in a
hollowed tree, and her only companions were the shadows that
whispered in dreams and called roots to rise with her breath. Now,
she stirred pots of bitter tea in a hollowed tree, and her only
companions were the shadows that whispered in dreams.

And lately, the dreams had changed. They grew
sharper, more vivid, no longer soft wanderings but vivid, visceral
reels of blood, root, and sea. Sometimes, she woke with bruises she
couldn’t explain. Sometimes, she wasn’t sure she had truly woken at
all.

The mist had returned.

It was wrong. Thicker than it should’ve been
for this time of year, carrying no chill. Instead, it reeked
faintly of brine and rosemary. Where it touched the ivy, it left
behind a thin, frostlike film that shimmered under moonlight. Not
dew. Not ice. Something else. Something watching. Slipped between
the trees like an old friend unwelcome, curling beneath her doorway
at night, humming lullabies that only the dead remembered. She’d
woken yesterday with soil under her nails, and the word “Raithe”
scratched into her wooden table. Her breath caught before her mind
did. She stared for a long, thudding moment, waiting for the
letters to vanish and melt like frost under heat.

They didn’t. Her heart stammered. Hope
twisted against dread, a cruel knot tightening in her chest. She
reached out slowly, as if the wood might burn her, and traced the
letters. Her fingertips tingled as though touching something alive.
She whispered his name once, quietly, afraid the sound might
shatter her.

But deeper than the surprise, beneath even
the fragile flicker of hope, was fear. It loomed over her, casting
a shadow on her every thought. What might his return mean, and what
truths might he carry? What he had seen. What he had become. And
what, in the end, it might cost her to learn it. She had not
written it. Not consciously.

Raithe. Her husband’s name. The one who
vanished with the last rising of the island a thousand years ago,
or so the myths claimed. But myths had teeth. And now, so did she.
It’s not just a saying, not just a metaphor. Something inside her
had sharpened. Not fangs or claws, not visible ones, anyway, but a
gnawing edge of power, resentment, and something she didn’t yet
dare name. Her dreams left scorched symbols on her skin. Her voice
carried weight in places it shouldn’t. She was not merely broken.
She was becoming something the myths had always warned against.

This morning, the mist waited at the edge of
her garden. It did not enter. It pulsed. Calling her.

She stirred mugwort into her tea, her hand
steady despite the ache in her chest. It was time again. The island
was returning. And so was she, her determination unwavering.

But the land had long memories. And scars did
not forget the hands that carved them.

I wake before the sun out of habit, not need.
Sleep is treacherous, a trickster in silken form that leaves my
bones more restless than rested. My dreams don’t speak in words
anymore. They pulse. Murmur. Press.

I lit the fire with trembling fingers, not
from cold, the cottage is warm, always too warm, but from the
weight of knowing. Something is moving again. The air is too still.
The birds are too quiet. Even the soil smells expectant like it’s
holding its breath.

I move through my morning rites with the
precision of someone clinging to the routine like a shield. Each
gesture, each herb laid in place, holds back the tide of memory,
not with comfort, but with numbing repetition. I don’t believe the
rites protect me anymore, not really. But they offer a shape to the
morning, a scaffolding to keep the grief from collapsing inward.
It’s not about safety. It’s about control. The illusion of it, at
least. A sprig of yarrow over the door, not because it keeps
anything out, nothing ever stays out, but because it reminds me I
once believed in protection. A pot of tea brewed over juniper wood,
the smell sharp and clean. Mugwort for sight. Sage for memory.
Hyssop for forgiveness, I’ve yet to give.

The tea scalds my tongue. I welcome the pain,
not because I enjoy it, but because it’s honest. Sharp. Immediate.
It’s easier to face than the slow ache of regret or the hollow
throb of missing things that won’t return. Pain makes sense. It
needs no translation, no apology. It reminds me I’m still here,
still holding, still burning, still me.

Outside, the garden thrives. It shouldn’t.
The land here was salted by hate and old Magic, the kind born of
betrayal and bloodshed during the last Sundering, when kin turned
against kin and the sacred groves were set alight. That legacy
poisoned the soil, left spells half-spoken to rot beneath the
roots, and warped the seasons. It is the kind that curses
generations and cracks foundations. Yet the herbs bloom. The
vegetables ripen. The moss curls in patterns that whisper in the
dusk.

The land remembers me. And for now, it lets
me live. It didn’t show that mercy to Carwyn, the hedge-seer who
tried to cleanse the blight with fire and salt. The ground buckled
beneath him. His Grove withered in a single breath. I watched it
happen from afar, the soil spitting him like spoiled meat. The land
rejected him, but it still cradles me, not with warmth, but wary
tolerance like a wounded beast deciding to trust again. I don’t
know what it waits for. Forgiveness, maybe. Or penance. Or a
reckoning I haven’t yet earned. Whatever it is, the roots shift
when I pass. Listening. Judging.

I speak to the trees sometimes, not aloud,
not anymore. I hum. My voice has grown quiet over the years, afraid
of its echo. But the birch trees still bend toward me. The ancient
oak at the glade’s edge drops a single acorn on days I weep as if
to say, “You are not the last of your kind.”

I do not believe it.

Not after what happened to Merin, my sister
in the Groves, who once danced with the wind and read omens in the
spider’s web. She believed, too. Until the forest turned from her.
Until the roots she trusted swallowed her name. Belief is
dangerous. It offers hope, and hope is the first betrayal. So when
the oak reaches out, I pull away. I hum, but I do not sing.

Midday, I walk the perimeter. It is not a
boundary, not really. More of a ritual path. The same Circle I’ve
traced since I was cast out. Burned, broken, barely more than ash
in a woman’s shape. I gather what the forest offers: nettle,
bloodroot, crow’s feather, a shard of bone scraped clean by time.
Offerings or warnings. Sometimes it’s hard to tell.

Back at the cottage, I write. Not because I
want to but because I must. The dreams demand it. I don’t write in
Common anymore. The words feel too young. I write in the Old
Tongue. The one that tastes like earth and starlight and something
just shy of grief. The script curls across the pages like ivy.
Sometimes, I wake up to find more written than I remember. And the
ink never dries.

Once, a phrase appeared I knew I had never
thought of, let alone penned: “Her bones are the key, her silence
the lock.” I burned the page. The next morning, it had rewritten
itself in the soot on the walls.

Another time, a sigil I didn’t recognize
appeared at the bottom of the page. Four lines intersected like a
compass, with a hollow eye at the center. When I blinked, it was
gone from the parchment but etched in frost inside my
windowpane.

Once, a phrase appeared I knew I had never
thought of, let alone penned: “Her bones are the key, her silence
the lock.” I burned the page. The next morning, it had rewritten
itself in the soot on the walls.

Today, one line glows.

“He returns where mist and marrow meet.”

I do not know what it means. Not yet. But my
hand trembles as I trace it, as though the letters are burned into
the world’s fibers.

Night falls fast here. It always has. The
mist gathers early. It clings to the edges of my garden like it’s
shy or watching. Maybe both. A shiver crawls up my spine, sudden
and sharp. The fine hairs on my arms rise, gooseflesh blooming in
its wake. My stomach twists, not violently, but with a creeping
nausea that doesn’t belong. I wrap my shawl tighter, though the air
isn’t cold. Something is wrong in the way only the body knows
before the mind catches up.

I light the hearth, even though I hate fire.
I cannot forget what it did to me. But tonight, I need its
light.

I sip my second cup of tea slowly. This one
is laced with valerian and a poppy’s red milk drop. Not enough to
sleep, gods no, just enough to hush the edges of thought.

And then I sit. And I wait.

Because the mist has returned. And I know,
deep in the marrow I once begged to die, that something is coming
for me.

That night, the dream became clearer.

He stood barefoot at the edge of the island’s
cliffs, hair damp with sea spray, the moonlight silvering his
shoulders.

Raithe. Not as he had been, but older.
Wearier. As though time had passed for him, wherever he’d been
lost. His mouth moved, but no sound reached me.

The sea roared around us. Behind him, the
great tree pulsed with faint light, the Heartwood, the sacred
center of the island, long thought dead. It glowed again, as in the
ancient rites and when we last touched it together.

I tried to run to him, but my feet would not
move, my legs were like roots, and my body was stone.

He reached for me.

Then everything burned.

The heat came first, dry, sharp, and sudden,
searing her lungs before her brain caught up. The scent of salt
gave way to char, thick and clinging. The air crackled, full of
voices that weren’t voices, shrieking in a language her bones
remembered but her ears could not understand. Her skin blistered in
the dream, the pain intimate and all-consuming. The sound was
thunder without lightning, a crack of the world folding inward. The
sea boiled. The sky fractured. She couldn’t scream. The flames
swallowed the sound before it left her throat.

The sea turned to flame. The cliffs melted
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