
  
  [image: Book Cover with paper cutouts of trees on a green background, and the words What the Forest Keeps in the center.]




  
  [image: ]




  
  
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

This book is 100% human made. No generative AI has been used in the conceptualization, development, or drafting of this work. Likewise, no generative AI has been used in the conceptualization or creation of the cover art and illustrations. 

 

Copyright © 2026 by Rock and Flower Press

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review. 

 

First Edition 

Cover design by Angelee van Allman

Interior illustrations by R. Lindsay Carter

 

ISBN
Hardcover: 979-8-9897333-6-1 

Paperback: 979-8-9897333-5-4

Ebook: 979-8-9897333-7-8 


 

www.rlindsaycarter.com









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Keeper’s Daughter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Woodcutter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Lantern
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        The Solution
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Beginning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The First Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Rescuer
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The Thief
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Discussion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Fork in the Path
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The Elves
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        The Physician
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The Negotiation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The Backstory
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        The Moss Folk
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Wolpertingers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The Dream
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        The River
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        The Neckker
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The Witch’s Hut
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        The Wand
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        The Witch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        The Rabbit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        The Enlightening
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        The Magic Lesson
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        The Reunion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        The History
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        The City
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        The Reckoning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        The Keeper
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Books by R. Lindsay Carter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Connect
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  To Gemma

It's because of you this book exists.








  
  Prologue
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The woods are dark and deep, my friend

And travelers far and few

Take heed, unless you meet your end

Before you make it through.



Forests are, by and large, fickle creatures. Once a person enters one, their fate is determined seemingly on a whim. The forest can offer either sanctuary or doom. It can feed a person just as easily as poison them. And wild animals? They can mean life-sustaining nourishment or gruesome death, all left to chance. It would be wise never fully to trust a forest to have one’s best interests. 
This advice counts doubly so for the handful of enchanted forests in the world. Magic often equates to a form of cunning sentience. In other words, adding this element transforms these already capricious ecosystems into intelligent, fickle creatures.
Everlight Forest, located in the land of Tiutonia just south of the main city of Iristurm, was no exception to this rule. As a matter of fact, it was the pure definition of it. This particular magical forest sprawled for miles, covering flat surfaces, gentle hills, and a small mountain range to the far east. The trees were densely packed, allowing only the occasional stream and small river to cut through. It was said to be beautiful by those who dared to venture in, but those venturing back out were few and far between.
The people who did survive spoke of many dangers. A race of elves made the forest their permanent home, and woe befell any hapless human who crossed paths with them. Tales of walking trees, bloodthirsty horses, and faerie traps circled amongst the folk living nearby, but it was sometimes difficult to separate fact from fiction, since so few had ever lived to give first-hand accounts of the goings-on deep in Everlight.
The inhabitants of Iristurm knew the stories well. From the spires of the mages’ court, one could view the entirety of the Forest’s sprawl at a great distance. It would be the closest most people would ever get to the magical woodland, for even though Iristurm had its crime—as any grand city does—the citizens knew the streets were far safer than the wilds of Everlight.
And yet, some still dared to enter. Everlight Forest was a day’s walk from the city, close enough to be a temptation for those seeking more from their plebeian lives. Fortune sometimes favored the bold, and risks could be seen as an adequate price to pay for such rewards. 
There were denizens who made the Forest their home year-round as well, magic folk born with an innate gift, but the most important inhabitants to ever reside within Everlight’s boundaries were actually normal people, tasked with an extraordinary job.
And this calling all began with a lantern.
It was the reason for the Forest’s name. The lantern in question was not just any normal object one used to light their way in the dark, but rather an intrinsic part of the enchanted forest. It housed a flame that had stayed lit since its creation, a construction of the elves to protect the magic of the Forest.
Like any natural commodity, magic can be used up if not properly managed. Once depleted of magic, an enchanted forest ceases to be, and all the magical creatures that rely on the habitat must find a new, similar residence or risk extinction. The elves, with their long lifespans, had seen it happen before to other forests, which had resulted in their displacement. After finally settling again in this particular environment, they wished to preserve their new home for as long as possible. They created the flame as an avatar for the soul of the Forest, protecting the heart of the magic within the confines of the lantern. As long as the flame burned true, the magic was safe throughout the Forest. Hence, the name Everlight became the enchanted woods’ permanent moniker.
There was just one small problem with the elves’ creation, however. The lantern was susceptible to any magic user, elves included. Simply being around such a person for extended periods of time sapped the magical source and risked snuffing it out. The solution was simple: a non-magical person needed to tend to the lantern at all times and keep it safe. A human with no magical talent was the answer.
The Forest approved of this idea, and created a bubble of habitat near the western edge of the expanse that was suitable for such a human. Three acres of cleared land surrounded by a buffer of normal woods that was easily distinguishable from the enchanted part would be the territory for this person. Here, a house was built, then a barn. Everlight Forest granted certain magical qualities to the property in order to make its human’s life as easy as possible, and to ensure they never had to leave.
At the heart of the property, within the walls of the cottage, the lantern was placed, like an extraordinary egg within an ordinary nest. The human who was tasked with watching the flame was dubbed the Keeper, and the title soon became synonymous with austerity and respect across Tiutonia.
Knowledge of who the first Keeper was had been lost, but many, many Keepers had lived within the bubble and tended to the lantern. When an old Keeper’s time on this earthly plane grew near, he or she would work with the Forest to choose who would be next to take the role. Sometimes the title passed down to family members, but other times the mantle would be presented to a completely new person.
And so it had been for a thousand years.
Silvie Webber knew well about the role of the Keeper; after all, she was the current Keeper’s daughter. Her mother, Margrit Webber, had accepted the calling and moved to the forest farm with her new husband, Henry, only months before Silvie’s birth. All Silvie had ever known were those three acres of property, with its thick shell of normal forest surrounding her home. She had never ventured away from this land, not even into the encompassing enchanted woods.
Silvie’s childhood was a happy one. She loved helping her parents with the chores, especially tending to the animals, and she took time to explore the wooded buffer for treasures the Forest would leave her: mushrooms, beautiful gemstones, sometimes feathers from brightly colored birds she’d never had the pleasure of seeing in person. At night, her father would pick up an enchanted book from the cottage’s bookshelf and read a story, which changed daily and never repeated itself, unless Silvie wanted to hear it again.
It was not until Silvie turned thirteen that her idyllic life was marred. Her father, a charming man who cared deeply for her, had an accident while chopping wood. By the time her mother had gone out and found him, he’d succumbed to his wounds.
Silvie was thrust into a sadness so immense, it threatened to engulf her. Only the gentleness of the Forest saved her from fully plunging into a deep depression, but Silvie found it almost impossible to go back to being the happy child she once was, and kept a blanket of quiet melancholy about her from then on.
Mother and daughter now found the running of the farm nearly insurmountable by themselves. The Forest understood their plight and intervened once more. Where once they were an impenetrable island, now the occasional visitor came. A furniture maker was able to bring his ox and cart through the path to trade his wares for the gemstones Silvie had collected. A woodsman made the trip on a regular basis to supply the Webber women with wood. When their old cow died, a man showed up with a new calf within the month.
Life continued, but it was a monotonous existence. Silvie did not mind that; it was all she’d ever known. She was lonely, for the Forest had never provided a playmate for her, but she could manage that well enough.
The years passed with this monotony, and Silvie grew into womanhood. Her grief for her father eased with each passing year.
But it was not until the year she turned twenty-four that her life truly began.






  
  Chapter one
The Keeper’s Daughter
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Light filtered through Silvie’s eyelids as she was rudely awakened by an insistent digging at her chest through the blankets. She pulled her head up and opened her eyes to be face to face with a rabbit, his small brown body perched upon her, his dark eyes penetrating into hers. 
She flopped her head back down with an escape of breath. “Good morning to you, too.”
He stretched forward to follow her face, his whiskers tickling her cheeks. “I’m hungry,” the rabbit replied, his voice soft and high-pitched, like a child’s.
A typical person would be flabbergasted to hear an animal talk, and indeed this had been the case once upon a time for Silvie. But she was now used to the speech from Thimble. He was just another example of how the Forest provided everything she and her mother needed.
Four years ago, the loneliness of her life had gotten to a point where Silvie actively wished for a companion. Her mother provided that need to a point, but she had gotten mercurial in her widowhood, and Silvie could no longer connect with Margrit on a level she craved. 
One day, Silvie had exited the cottage to find a tiny rabbit kit on her stoop, still blind and nearly hairless. She had carefully scooped up the minuscule rabbit and taken it into the cottage to warm it up. 
She named the kit Thimble, after a disparaging comment her mother had made upon seeing him: “He wouldn’t make more than a thimble-full of soup.” Margrit had also predicted he wouldn’t last the night, which had irritated Silvie to no end, even though she kept this to herself. It did no good for Silvie to air her feelings, as she’d learned over the years.
Thimble not only survived, but thrived under Silvie’s care. And the biggest surprise came on the day that he asked for more greens—with a human voice. Everlight Forest, as wise as it was, had apparently decided to gift the rabbit with speech, in order to tame Silvie’s intense loneliness. She was grateful; she now had a companion to talk to, no matter if her mother was being sociable or not.
Of course, having a talking rabbit did have some downfalls. He was quite the chatterbox, was prone to opinions, and could be downright bossy when he wanted something. Silvie sometimes wished her rabbit weren’t quite so loquacious, but all in all she would rather have Thimble talk too much than have no one to talk to at all, and she truly loved the little ball of fluff, opinionated moods or not.
This morning, Thimble was full of vim and vigor as he stared at Silvie, who had not moved to rouse from her bed. “It’s late,” he rebuked. “I’m hungry. My hay box is empty.”
Silvie sighed and raised her hand to pet the soft brown fur on his head. He, in turn, began to dig at her chest again with short, frantic strokes, a sure sign of his displeasure. It did not hurt, but it wasn’t exactly the most pleasant feeling either. She squirmed and let out a small chuckle at his antics. “Okay, okay, get off me, and I’ll get you hay!”
Thimble obliged immediately, hopping down from her bed and running about the space beside it while Silvie threw off her covers and planted her feet on the wooden floor.
The Keeper’s cottage had ample space for two people, but it only had one bedroom, reserved for Silvie’s mother, naturally. Silvie’s bed was instead tucked into an alcove off the back of the living area, and sectioned off from the space with a curtain her father had erected once she was old enough to stop sleeping with her parents. The alcove was a snug fit, only big enough to hold her bed and a dresser, with her paltry few belongings in the drawers or on a shelf above. With the curtain closed, it reminded Silvie of a cozy animal den. With Thimble sharing her space, she supposed it wasn’t that far off.
Silvie turned to her dresser now, intent on feeding Thimble, who still frantically ran circles at her feet. She ignored him as she approached the dresser, the top laden with an eccentric assortment of treasures she’d collected over the years: a blue serving bowl with a large chip in the rim that held an assortment of uniquely colored stones collected from the outskirts of the property, assorted ribbons from various worn-out garments hanging from a hook, and an old crock that held beautiful feathers like a bouquet of odd flowers. She stroked the soft edge of one as she opened the top drawer to remove hay for Thimble.
The drawer was empty.
“I could have sworn I had another day’s worth of hay, at least,” she mumbled as she closed the drawer again. She turned to the rabbit. “I’ll have to collect more from the barn. Where’s Mum?”
Thimble stomped his back legs at the news. “How can you allow me to starve like this?” he whined. When Silvie did not answer but merely gave him a look, he wilted. “Your mother got up early. She’s in a mood today.”
Silvie grimaced. “Oh dear. I wonder, what’s gone wrong this time?” 
Only a handful of years ago, Silvie never would have asked that question. Everything the Webbers could ever want had been provided by the Forest, because a happy Keeper meant a well-tended lantern. Prey animals would be easily snared in the normal part of the woods, and edible mushrooms grew aplenty. Predators never once stepped foot onto the property, so they never lost livestock to wolves or weasels. Crops thrived on the farmed section, and easily gave seeds for the following year. The family kept two cows, which gave milk no matter if they had calved or not, and a flock of chickens always laid eggs, even in the darkest of winter. The weather was never too extreme; no droughts marred the growing season, and while it did snow in the winter, it was light and beautiful and never a hardship. Such were the perks of living within a magical forest.
But small inconsistencies in the magic of the property had been cropping up in the last few years. In one instance, a cow failed to produce milk, but had a full udder the next day. One time the well dried up for a period of twelve hours. Another time, the enchanted book’s pages were blank. The magic always worked perfectly after twenty-four hours, but when one expected everything to go off without a hitch, a small problem could throw someone’s whole day out of whack.
Silvie pursed her lips. There was no point in delaying starting her day. She would simply have to suffer through whatever was wrong.
She changed out of her nightgown and into her simple everyday clothes: a linen chemise, a woolen skirt of dusty blue, and a lace-up shirt of a similar hue. She tied her dark, curly hair back with a thong, knowing full well by the end of the day her mass of curls would escape its confines. The pure gold strands she’d started to develop around the age of ten glinted amidst the locks, but she paid them no mind.
Silvie quickly made her bed and then parted the thick curtains, opening her alcove to the rest of the great room of the cottage. “Great room” was a bit of a misnomer; there wasn’t much to it, in all honesty. Two simple stuffed chairs and a ratty old sofa made up a seating arrangement in the center of the room, with the old wooden bookcase and its magical storybook against the wall next to a big picture window. Her mother’s bedroom door was to the right of Silvie, and the kitchen to her left. The front door resided across the way, close to the kitchen.
Silvie largely ignored the space, as it had remained unchanged since before she had memories. But there was one element in the room that Silvie always paused her attention upon before going about her day. In the corner nearest to her mother’s bedroom, hanging from a hook in the ceiling, lived the Forest’s lantern.
It was a normal sight for her to behold; after all, Silvie had grown up seeing it every single day of her life. And yet, it still fascinated Silvie. The lantern was composed of an iridescent green metal forged by the elves into a delicate filigree pattern over glass panels. Within, the flame burned steadily, just like it always did, its yellow flare flickering minutely as Silvie watched.
Her mother forbade Silvie to touch the lantern, for fear of her somehow breaking it. Silvie resented this insinuation, especially as she became an adult. Still, she listened to her mother and dared not approach, even when she was alone as she often was. There would be a time when she would be Keeper, and her mother could no longer dictate what Silvie could or could not do.
The sudden thought unsettled her. She tore her eyes away from the flame and strode into the kitchen.
Most mornings, Silvie and her mother made a rudimentary breakfast together before beginning chores. On the instances that Margrit rose earlier, there were usually leftover signs of her having already eaten—breadcrumbs on the counter or tea brewed with dregs remaining. Sometimes, Margrit even left a slice of buttered bread for Silvie. But today, the kitchen remained spotless, meaning Margrit had gone straight to work. This was not a good sign. 
“No food for you, either,” Thimble said. “We shall both starve to death.”
Silvie rolled her eyes at his dramatics. “You could have gone outside while I slept.”
He stood on his back feet, brandishing his furry front feet at her. “How can I? No thumbs, see?”
“You could have gone out when Mum did.”
He scoffed and settled back onto all fours. “And risk her gimlet eye? I told you, she’s ready to lambast someone today. I’d much rather have it be you than me.”
“Thank you for that,” Silvie replied with another look skyward. Still, his words sent a trickle of worry through Silvie. It was true that Margrit tended toward tirades when things did not go well these days. It was best to get it over with and see what might be wrong. Silvie rushed outside, barely stopping to put on her boots.
All seemed well on the farm this morning. The chickens ran about the yard, pecking for bugs and seeds. The vegetable garden appeared healthy, with neat rows of beets, carrots, peas, and corn, with minimal weeds growing between. Silvie did notice one of the pickets had fallen off the back fence, but otherwise the property looked much as it always did.
Silvie ventured to the barn next. Inside, her mother milked Posey, the older of the two cows. Margrit’s back was toward the double doors through which Silvie entered. Silvie could see the frenetic energy Margrit placed on the milking, an almost violent tugging motion that surely spoke of a deep displeasure on Margrit’s part. Silvie felt sorry for Posey.
Her mother seemed to know she was no longer alone, despite Silvie’s quiet entry. “It’s about time you were up,” she called without turning around. Posey moved her large head toward Silvie, letting out a loud moo as if to back up Margrit’s words.
Silvie had gotten up at the same time she always did, but she was wise not to point this out. Instead, she settled on an apology. “Sorry, Mum. What can I do to help?”
Margrit paused her milking and turned to look at her daughter. Her under eyes appeared bruised in the low light of the barn, her countenance more haggard than usual. When Silvie’s father was alive, he had often told Silvie that Margrit was one of the most beautiful women in Iristurm, with her bronze hair like living gold, and her hazel eyes lighting up the room. Silvie had no true standard for beauty, having only seen a handful of other people in her lifetime, but she agreed that Margrit’s features were much more striking compared to her own, with her mostly dark hair and brown eyes.
The last eleven years had not been kind to Margrit, however. Her hair had dulled with increasing gray, and the sparkle had left her eyes. She was only forty-seven years old, but Silvie thought her mother looked well beyond those years.
Silvie braced for a bigger tongue-lashing, but Margrit’s fierce demeanor wilted at Silvie’s apology. “The hay’s gone missing,” she said with a small head shake. “I’ll need you to cut from the field for today.” Her commands given, she turned back to Posey’s udders, dismissing Silvie.
It was just as well that Margrit did not see the exasperated countenance on Silvie’s face at the order. It was not directed at Margrit, per se, but simply an expression of annoyance. Typically, the hay did not need to be harvested by hand except for a small amount once a year, which seemingly multiplied while stored in the barn for animal consumption. That particular magic must have temporarily backfired today. It would explain why the hay in her drawer had gone missing. 
It could not have happened on a worse day, in Silvie’s opinion. She’d slept poorly, a strange ache in her chest keeping her up for hours. Peculiar dreams plagued the sleep she had received. It was no wonder she’d slept through her mother getting up before her.
And when it came to chores she rarely had to do, using the scythe was one of her least favorites. Silvie feared the sharp blade, wary of making a wrong move and harming herself. The action of cutting the hay from the field also used muscles she was unused to, which left her sore the next day.
Still, she did as her mother bade her. Silvie always obeyed.
Scythe in hand, she left the barn and trudged to the hay field, a small patch of land toward the southwest corner of the farm, lush with tall grasses and clovers. Silvie surveyed it as she leaned on the end of the scythe. At her feet, Thimble viewed the meadow with hungry eyes.
“It would be easier to let the animals eat from here today,” he observed.
“Yes, it would,” Silvia agreed with a breathy exhale. “But Mum wouldn’t like that. Things must be done properly, you know.” 
Thimble grunted, already chewing on a piece of long grass at the edge of the field, the stem disappearing into his mouth at a rapid pace. “Not sure what your basis of comparison is for how to do something ‘properly’ when you always do things how the old battle-axe tells you to,” he declared as he swallowed the last of the grass. Before waiting for a response, he selected another stalk.
“Thimble!” Silvie hissed. She looked around, making sure Margrit had not snuck up on them and overheard his remark. “You know it’s talk like that that gets you in trouble. Mum would have you in a stew pot quicker than anything if she heard you.”
“You wouldn’t allow it,” he said casually.
That was true, but if push came to shove, Silvie wasn’t sure if she could stop her mother. She kept this to herself. “Well,” she said instead, “at least I only have to cut as much to feed the animals for today, and to seed the barn.”
“Best get on with it, then,” Thimble said through another mouthful. “I’ll work on this patch.”
Silvie walked to the other corner and began swinging. As soon as she had an armful cut, she brought it to the barn, placing the fresh vegetation in the trough for the cows. She spent the next hour filling the trough until she was satisfied it was enough, and then she cut one more swathe, leaving it to dry in the sun. Normal hay-making took days, but with the Forest’s magic, the hay would be ready to store in the barn by the end of the day.
As she placed the scythe back on its hook in the barn, Margrit came over. “All finished? I left the milk in the kitchen for you to churn. After that, the bread will need to be started.”
Silvie suppressed a groan. “My arms feel like jelly right now, Mum.”
Margrit fixed her with a stare. “And I’ve got a vegetable garden to weed, traps to check, a broken fence in the cow pen, and a house to clean, Miss Laze-About. And yet you don’t see me complaining, now do you?”
Silvie shook her head, her eyes downcast. “Sorry, Mum.”
“And tell that rabbit of yours to stay out of the garden. I found some pellets yesterday in the carrots.”
Silvie brightened. “Oh, I put those there. Rabbit pellets are a great fertilizer and—”
Her mother cut her off. “Silvie, since when do the vegetables need extra help growing?”
“Oh, well, I …” Silvie stopped talking. It was true that the magic kept the vegetable garden in peak shape, other than some light weeding now and then. She shook her head. “It was just a thought. I was only trying to help.”
Margrit gave her a tired smile. “I appreciate that. You can help by doing your chores. The rabbit berries are unseemly. You should toss them out into the woods like usual.” Margrit eyed her thoughtfully. “You’re in line to be the next Keeper, Silvie. You’ll need to think about what it takes to do that when I’m gone.”
Silvie nodded, still keeping her eyes trained downward. “I know, Mum. I can do it, I promise.”
Her mother patted her arm. “That’s my good girl. Off with you, to the kitchen.”
Silvie collected Thimble, who was still gorging on the meadow grass, and even grabbed a handful of the freshly cut vegetation to place in his hay box for later. Once in the kitchen, she set to work churning the butter, a mindless task if ever there was one. It at least allowed her to daydream without her mother chiding her for being lazy.
As soon as the butter was finished, she poured the buttermilk into an empty ewer for later, and set about making bread. This chore was not mindless, and Silvie needed to be careful about keeping her mind on the task. On occasion, when she’d wandered through her imagination too much, she’d not put enough thought into the process and the bread had turned out practically inedible.
This time, she was satisfied she’d combined the ingredients correctly. She was just placing the dough into the bowl and covering it with a towel to allow it to rise when she heard a man’s shout from outside, “Ho, the house!”
Her heart leapt with anticipation. Clyde had arrived for a visit.






  
  Chapter two
The Woodcutter
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After her father’s untimely death, neither Silvie nor her mother was inclined to ever pick up an axe again. Firewood was a necessary commodity, though, for both the oven and heating the cottage during the colder months. It had not taken long before their reserves ran dangerously low. 
But once again, Everlight had provided for them.  Around the outskirts of the Forest there resided small communities of people, hamlets filled with villagers who relied on the good graces of the magical woods in order to earn their living. Entry into Everlight was never guaranteed, even for those willing to brave the dangers, and the Forest would purposefully bar the way with dense clumps of bushes if someone was deemed unworthy. But Everlight also often recruited these same villagers to help the Keeper with tasks they needed assistance with, allowing certain individuals safer travels than the average adventure-seeker.
One such recruit was an older woodcutter named Steve. He lived in the hamlet closest to the Keeper’s property, and for ten years he brought wood for the widow and her daughter on a regular basis.
A year ago, Steve decided to retire, but his apprentice took over, a strapping man slightly older than Silvie named Clyde. Clyde was tall, muscular, and polite, and he doted on the women of the Keeper’s property. For the last several months, he’d been showing up with increased frequency.
Everlight Forest knew to maintain the Keeper’s contentment, and Silvie suspected that the provisions it supplied them did not end with food and shelter. Eventually, Silvie would need a husband. Since she was not able to go out and meet one in the normal way—off the property—she and her mother suspected the Forest was bringing a prospect straight to her.
The notion was slightly alarming to Silvie, but not necessarily unwelcome. Clyde was very nice to look at.
Through the kitchen window, she watched him emerge from the path, the bushes that normally kept them entirely isolated parting to allow him entry. He pulled a small cart behind him, filled with chopped wood.
Silvie snagged a towel and began wiping her face to clear it of flour, her heart rate skittering higher as Clyde approached the house.
“Missed a spot,” Thimble commented.
Frowning, she rubbed her face more vigorously. Thimble seemed to lose interest in helping her, so she deemed her face clean enough. She brushed her skirts down one last time, creating a small plume of flour in the air. She lamented that her hair was so messy, but at least she did not have to wear the old bonnet her mother used to force on her any time they had a visitor. That was a politeness that had fallen by the wayside as soon as Clyde had caught her unawares one day during a visit. Silvie tucked the stray strands behind her ears before flouncing out the front door, leaving Thimble inside.
When he approached, Clyde beamed widely through his short, reddish beard. “Miss Silvie, nice to see you.”
She returned the smile, her face heating at his attention. She could only make eye contact with him for a very brief second before glancing down at her hands. “Hello, Clyde.”
Margrit came from around the house where she had been tending to the garden, a large smear of dirt across her chin and the hoe still in her hands. She tried her best to look cheerful, Silvie noticed, something she never bothered to do around Silvie anymore. “Ah, Clyde, I thought I heard you. Welcome,” she greeted him, resting the hoe against the side of the house and wiping her hands on her stained skirt.
Clyde tipped his chin at Margrit. “Good morning, Keeper. I’ve brought another load of wood for you. The Forest has been very generous lately. I also thought I’d see if you need anything done about here.”
Margrit gave him a genuine smile at his statement. “Your timing is impeccable. I would appreciate some help mending one of our fences, if you have time. Silvie can stack the wood while we do that.” 
Another strenuous chore for Silvie. Her poor arms were going to be mush tomorrow. On the outside, she kept her face neutral.
Clyde only grinned and kicked a small rock in the path. “I would be happy to assist you in that, Keeper. But first, would you allow me a stroll with your daughter?”
A sudden tightness in Silvie’s chest momentarily stole her breath.
Margrit did not notice, and bobbed her head serenely. “Certainly. Silvie is looking well today, is she not?” She frowned toward the end of her question as she truly looked at her daughter, who tried to hide her sudden nerves behind a half-formed smile. Margrit made a motion with her hand against her cheek, indicating that Silvie still had a smudge of flour on her face.
Silvie blushed harder and wiped at the cheek her mother had indicated. So much for Thimble’s help.
Clyde took no notice of this exchange, but took Margrit’s blessing, turned, and offered his arm to Silvie. She took it with a small amount of hesitation. She had gone on walks with Clyde in the past, but he’d never offered his arm before.
“I shall have her back shortly,” he called over his shoulder as he steered her toward the path that led into the forest buffer.
They walked in silence as they entered the woods, and soon lost sight of the house and farm. Gentle birdsong acted as background music, while the crunch of their feet on the forest detritus kept a beat.
The path took them deeper, and a small chill ran over Silvie in the shadows of the woods.
“Are you alright?” Clyde asked her as she hunched in on herself slightly.
“Just a little cold,” she replied, not looking at him. Her chest felt funny, as if it had become a jar filled with fireflies, their wings tickling her insides and their light zinging her as they blinked on and off.
Clyde stopped walking and turned to her, his hands coming to rest on her arms, running them up and down briskly as if to generate heat. “Would you like to turn back?”
Silvie dared look up into his face then, her unease of being alone with him being overcome by the fear of rejection. “Oh, no,” she replied instantly. “I’m enjoying myself, truly.”
“Good.” Clyde offered her another smile. His front teeth were slightly crooked, in a charming way. “I actually had something I wanted to discuss with you, Silvie.”
“Oh?”
His hands came to a stop, still resting on her arms. The touch on her bare skin was heady. He had never touched her like this before. “I’ve had a couple of discussions with your mother. I understand you are not to leave the Forest, hm?”
“That is correct.” Margrit warned her she might lose her birthright as the next Keeper if she were to ever leave Everlight Forest.
“How old are you?”
“Twenty-four. Why?”
He nodded, as if the answer pleased him. “I am twenty-eight, and I have made up my mind that I am of an age to consider marriage.”
Silvie’s pulse raced at that last word. She made the same monosyllabic noise as before, the only word her brain would apparently allow her in the moment. “Oh?”
“Have you been baking bread?” Clyde asked.
The question derailed her. “What?”
He reached up and tenderly swiped his thumb over her cheek. “Just a stray bit of flour. There.” He gazed at her. “Such an industrious thing you are, Silvie. Baking bread, tending to the animals, always busy, aren’t you?”
She looked down, overcome by shyness. “I have to be. There’s much to do, and only the two of us to do it.”
“It is a fine trait to have. The exact quality I am looking for in a wife.”
She looked up again, seeking his eyes for any pretense of teasing. There was none.
He chuckled at her expression. “This place could use a man full-time, as well. Ten years is a long time for two women to be alone.”
“Eleven.”
He shrugged. “Your mother has already given her blessing. Silvie, what do you say?”
She was speechless. Her neck ached from the pounding pulse that ran through it, and she was sure she would pass out from the excitement. She said the only thing that came to her mind: “What is your home like?”
Now it was Clyde’s turn to be dumbfounded. “What?”
She took a steadying breath, trying to even out her heart rate. She had no clue where the question had come from, but she had always been curious by nature. Most of her outside knowledge was gleaned from the stories in her enchanted book, which had given her more adult themes as she aged. It was incredibly rare that she got to ask another person any questions, though. It may have seemed trivial to anybody else, but she needed to continue along this train of thought. She realized she knew nothing of the woodcutter, and now it was of importance to learn something of him before she gave an answer.  “Where you live now. What is it like? Are you from a village?”
Clyde huffed out a laugh and ran a hand through his dark blond locks. “Yes, it’s a small village, an hour’s walk from Everlight’s border and its entry. Mohndorf is the name. There’s about thirty of us all together. Have you heard of it?”
She shook her head, breaking eye contact with him. “Is it lovely there?”
He paused, looking out into the surrounding wood. “I suppose so. It’s up on a bit of a hill, and there are fields of red poppies all around the village in the meadows. You can see Iristurm off in the far distance, and you can almost count the mages’ spires, which glisten in the sun. It’s a beautiful sight to behold.”
Silvie stared into the distance, imagining in her mind all that Clyde described. Her curiosity was not yet sated. “Have you been to the city?”
“No. My parents never took me, and when they died of the grippe, I was taken in by Steve and his wife and made his apprentice. Steve never had business there either.”
“I’m sorry about your parents.” Hearing that he had no one to miss him in the village helped center Silvie.
Clyde seemed to catch on to Silvie’s curiosity. “I know you don’t know much about me, but these are matters that can be rectified easily enough. Silvie, I would be honored to be chosen by you. Will you have me?”
She could no longer delay answering him. She looked up into his face, his earnest blue eyes searching hers. She had found him handsome from the moment she first saw him a year ago. He was of sound body—very sound—and he was also a hard worker, like she was, and her mother. And he had chosen her out of everyone he knew. What more could she wish for?
“Yes,” she answered, and watched as his face blossomed into true happiness with that one word.
He took her by her arms again, and leaned forward. Silvie had seen her parents kiss on occasion when she was a child, and recognized the body language. Her internal fireflies raced about her chest jar. She did not lean in, however, but waited in place.
Their lips met, and she felt a rush through her body at the sensation. So this is what love feels like, she thought. He stepped closer, bringing his body flush with hers, still locked in the kiss. He opened his mouth slightly, and Silvie echoed the movement, trying to understand how the act of affection worked.
The feel of his lips was nice, but his breath brought a whiff of sour stomach and pipe smoke. Silvie tried to hold her breath to allow the kiss to shine through her distaste, for maximum enjoyment.
The kiss was thrilling, but when Clyde’s hand roamed from her arm toward her front, the pleasant sensation turned to alarm. Without thinking, she pushed his hand away and broke the embrace.
She was instantly appalled when she saw the scowl on Clyde’s face. “I’m sorry, I just—”
His expression smoothed over. “There’s time for that later,” he said with a plastered-on grin. “Come on, let’s head back. Your mother may be wondering where we are.”
Silvie simpered, relieved. “Yes. Thank you.”
He held out his hand, and she took it. Together, they began walking back.
“It will be a number of months before we can be married,” Clyde said conversationally. “I’d like to add on to the cottage and make a room for us. I wouldn’t dream of usurping your mother from her room. Besides, we’ll need more space if we are to start a family.”
Silvie listened, but his words seemed to jumble together in her mind the more he talked of future plans.
As if encouraged by her silence, Clyde continued talking, “And then we shall see if a priest will be allowed through the path to marry us. That will probably be the last step. There’s much to do in the
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