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When Mara’s car dies on a remote mountain road, she follows the sound of running water to a hidden valley untouched by time. The river welcomes her. The cabin shelters her. And the silent otter who watches her every day... feels like something far more than a wild creature.

Grieving her grandmother and exhausted by a life that no longer fits, Mara lets the valley’s magic breathe life back into her. The river gifts her stones, warmth, and comfort. The otter brings offerings, listens as she speaks, and protects her with an intensity she struggles to understand.

But when the valley’s ancient leyline begins to fail, the truth can no longer hide beneath the water’s surface.

The otter is no animal at all—but Kellan, the river’s guardian, a shapeshifter bound to the valley’s heart. And the magic that is fading recognizes Mara as the only one who can help restore it... if she is willing to trust the connection growing between them.

Together, they must heal the river before its heartbeat fades forever.
And in doing so, Mara may discover a home—and a love—she never believed she’d find again.
A tender, atmospheric romance filled with quiet magic, emotional healing, and a love that flows like water: patient, powerful, and true.

CONTENT WARNINGS 

Content Notes:

Themes of grief, burnout, and emotional exhaustion

Near-drowning scene (non-graphic, rescue included)

Soft fantasy danger involving a weakened magical leyline

Gentle intimacy between consenting adults

Non-graphic shapeshifting

Overall tone: warm, healing, and romantic with low-stakes peril

Suitable for readers who enjoy soft magic, gentle guardians, and emotional fantasy romance.
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Chapter 1
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The engine died with a whimper, not a bang, the last protest of a car that had carried me faithfully for eight years until this misty forest road proved too much. I sat in the driver's seat, hands still gripping the wheel as if my determination alone could resurrect the dead metal beneath me. The late afternoon light filtered weakly through the pine branches overhead, turning everything the color of old memories. I pressed my forehead against the cool window and listened to the silence of the woods, broken only by the distant, persistent murmur of water. A river somewhere beyond the trees. I hadn't noticed it before.

"Come on," I whispered, turning the key once more. The engine clicked feebly, then nothing. I checked my phone, no service, as expected in these remote mountains. The screen showed 5:47 PM, and the mist was thickening with each passing minute. 

I should have felt panic, or at least concern, finding myself stranded as darkness approached. Instead, a strange calm settled over me, as if my body had finally reached the limits of what it could feel. Eighteen months of grief, six months of workplace anxiety, three weeks of driving with no destination, perhaps this breakdown was inevitable, for both the car and me.

The sound of the river called again, slightly louder this time. I gathered my small backpack, a water bottle, and my grandmother's silver pendant from where it hung on the rearview mirror. The stone in its center, a river stone, she'd always said, felt cool against my palm. I slipped the chain over my head, tucked the pendant beneath my shirt, and stepped out into the mist.

The air smelled of pine resin and wet earth, crisp against my skin after the stale confines of the car. I locked the doors out of habit, though who would find it here, miles from the last town I'd passed? Part of me knew I should stay with the vehicle; that's what all the wilderness safety guides recommended. But the thought of sitting alone in the growing darkness, jumping at every snap of a twig, felt unbearable.

The river's voice grew more insistent, a gentle percussion beneath the forest's quiet breathing. I turned toward it, squinting through the trees where the sound seemed strongest.

"This is probably a terrible idea," I murmured to myself, but my feet were already moving, drawn to the water as if it held answers I hadn't thought to ask for.

The forest should have been difficult to navigate, uneven ground, fallen branches, the disorientation of mist, but each step felt guided. Branches that should have caught my sleeves bent slightly away. Roots that might have tripped me seemed to flatten as I approached. The fading light shimmered ahead, never quite disappearing despite the deepening evening. 

I breathed in the scent of wild mint and sweetgrass, so familiar it made my chest ache. My grandmother's garden had smelled like this, herbs and flowers that didn't belong together but somehow thrived in her care. She'd taught me their names, their properties, the quiet magic of growing things. "The earth remembers," she used to say, her gray eyes, my eyes, crinkling at the corners. "It knows who tends it with love."

I'd always dismissed her stories as the quaint superstitions of an old woman. Now, walking a path that seemed to create itself before me, I wondered what else she might have been right about.

The trees thinned gradually, the ground sloping downward. The mist parted like a curtain drawn back by invisible hands, and I stepped into a perfect moment of clarity. A hidden valley spread before me, cradled by steep, forested hills. At its center, a river curved like a silver ribbon, catching the last of the daylight and throwing it back in fragments that danced across the water's surface. The current moved with purpose but without hurry, creating patterns that almost seemed deliberate.

On a gentle rise near the eastern bank sat a small wooden cabin, its windows dark but welcoming. Smoke whispered from the chimney, just a thread, barely visible against the darkening sky. Someone was here or had been recently.

I hesitated at the edge of the trees, suddenly aware of my intrusion. But the valley held no sense of warning, no feeling of trespassing. Instead, warmth bloomed in my chest, recognition without memory, homecoming without history.

My feet carried me forward, drawn to the cabin like a leaf caught in a gentle current. As I approached, details emerged from the gathering darkness, a porch with two mismatched chairs, steps worn smooth by years of footsteps, bundles of herbs hanging from the eaves to dry in the open air. A clay mug sat upside down on the porch railing, as if someone had just finished their tea and left it to drain.

The cabin wasn't abandoned, not really. It felt... paused. As if its inhabitant had stepped away momentarily and would return at any moment to light the lamps and stoke the fire.

I climbed the three steps to the porch; the wood creaking softly beneath my weight. My hand hovered over the door, uncertain. Before I could knock, something caught my eye, a stone placed carefully beside the doorway, nestled in a small depression in the wood as if it had its own dedicated space.

The stone was smooth and flat, river-polished to a soft gray with veins of blue running through it like frozen water. I picked it up, expecting the cool touch of rock that had sat in shadow all day. Instead, it radiated gentle warmth against my palm, as if it had been held recently or left in sunlight. But there was no sun now, only the deepening blue of evening.

I turned the stone over in my hand, searching for an explanation for its unexpected heat. No markings, no sign of why it had been placed so deliberately by the door. It felt like a gift, though I couldn't have explained why. I slipped it into my pocket; the weight comforting against my hip.

"Hello?" I called, tapping lightly on the door. My voice sounded small against the vastness of the valley. "Is anyone home?"

Only silence answered, that quality of silence that confirms emptiness. I tried the handle, half expecting it to be locked. It turned smoothly; the door swinging inward without a sound.

"I'm just looking for help," I said to the darkness beyond, as if the cabin itself might judge my intrusion. "My car broke down. I can leave if you want."

No response came except the soft whisper of the river behind me. Taking a deep breath, I stepped inside.

The interior was simple but complete, a main room with a small kitchen area, a woodstove against one wall, a table and chairs, a sofa draped with handmade quilts in faded blues and greens. Shelves lined the walls, filled with books, jars of preserved fruits, and bundles of dried herbs tied with twine. A corridor led to what I assumed were sleeping quarters. Everything was neat, orderly, but not sterile. This was a home, not a museum.

I moved through the space carefully, touching nothing at first. The scent of cedar and dried lavender hung in the air, underlaid with wood smoke and something sweet I couldn't identify. A carved wooden bowl sat on the table, filled with dried flower petals and seed pods. The arrangement looked deliberate, almost ceremonial.

My fingers brushed the edge of a quilt draped over the sofa, indigo fabric worn to impossible softness. The texture unlocked something in me, a memory of my grandmother's hands guiding mine over a similar blanket. "This one is for dreaming," she'd said, though I'd never understood what she meant.

The exhaustion I'd been outrunning for weeks crashed over me suddenly, a wave I couldn't fight. I sank onto the sofa, the quilt somehow already around my shoulders though I didn't remember pulling it there. The warmth and the scent and the quiet pressed against the barriers I'd built, and before I could stop them, tears slid down my face, silent, steady, like the river outside.

I cried for my grandmother, for the emptiness of her house after she was gone. I cried for the job I'd abandoned when the corporate demands had crushed everything I loved about environmental science. I cried for the plants dying on my apartment windowsill, neglected during my aimless weeks on the road. I cried until the hollow space inside me felt washed clean, scoured by salt water and left damp but empty.

When the tears finally stopped, I lay on the sofa; the quilt tucked around me, the stone from outside somehow in my hand again, its warmth unchanged. Beyond the windows, night had fallen completely. I should have been afraid, a strange house, an unknown location, the vulnerability of my emotional release, but I felt held, as if the cabin itself had drawn the sorrow from me and replaced it with quiet.

I sat up, wiping my face with the sleeve of my sweater. My backpack lay on the floor where I'd dropped it. I rummaged through it, finding a granola bar and my water bottle. Not much of a dinner, but I was too tired to care. 

As I nibbled the tasteless bar, a sound from outside caught my attention, a splash, then another, too deliberate for fish jumping. I moved to the window, peering out at the darkness. The river shimmered in the starlight, its surface disturbed by ripples spreading outward from the bank.

Movement caught my eye, a sleek, round shape sitting at the edge of the reeds. At first, I thought it was a rock, but then it shifted, and I realized I was looking at an animal. An otter, larger than any I'd seen in nature documentaries, its wet fur glistening in the dim light. It sat perfectly still, watching the cabin, watching me.

Our eyes met through the glass. Its gaze held a focus, an awareness that froze me in place. Not the blank stare of a wild creature, but something alert and considering. Intelligence gleamed in those dark eyes, an assessment that felt almost human.

I raised my hand in an absurd greeting, as if the animal might understand the gesture. For a moment, it remained motionless. Then, with a fluid grace that looked almost choreographed, it slipped sideways into the water, barely disturbing the surface. Only ripples remained, spreading in perfect











d2d_images/cover.jpg
GUIDED

CASSIA WREN

Leyline Guardians #3





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





