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    For the ones who sit at the edge of the circle,whose silence is mistaken for indifference.For the dreamers who cannot dreamand the hearts that dare to be seen anyway.This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The threads were always there. We just forgot how to feel them."—From the recovered journals of Lira, Weaver of Luminara
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Chapter 1: The Silent Circle
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The village of Luminara did not simply rest in the valley. It glowed there, softly and persistently, like a constellation that had grown tired of the sky and decided to settle among the trees.

Every evening, as the sun bled gold and violet behind the mountain peaks, the lanterns awoke. They swayed from silver-threaded poles along every path and bridge, their amber light pooling against stone worn smooth by generations of bare feet. The music started quietly at first—a single flute somewhere near the bakery, a hand drum answering from the fountain square—and then grew, layer by layer, until the whole village hummed with something that felt almost alive.

Elara had grown up inside that hum. She knew its rhythms the way she knew her own heartbeat: the way the flute would pause before a crescendo, the way children's laughter would rise and fall like waves against the old retaining walls, the way the elders' voices would drop low during the telling of especially old dreams.

But knowing something and feeling part of it were not the same thing.

Tonight, the Ritual of Dreams had already begun. Elara sat at the farthest edge of the circle, where the lantern light turned hesitant and the grass still held the day's chill. Around her, families had spread embroidered cushions across the square. Children curled against their parents' sides, eyelids already heavy. The elders wrapped themselves in shawls stitched with symbols from dreams so old that no one living remembered their original meanings.

And one by one, the villagers rose to speak.

A young woman near the fountain described flying through a sky full of doorways, each one opening onto a different season. An old man with a voice like cracked bark spoke of a conversation with a creature made entirely of echoes. A boy Elara's age described a forest where the trees grew upside down, their roots reaching toward the stars.

Each story landed like a stone dropped into still water. Ripples of recognition passed through the crowd—nods, soft exclamations, the occasional gasp when someone else had dreamed something similar the same night.

Elara watched the ripples. She had learned, over the years, how to watch without being seen watching.

"Elara. Elara!"

She looked up. Mira was gesturing from three cushions away, her dark curls escaping from their ribbon, her whole body practically vibrating with excitement.

"Did you hear what Theo just said? A singing tree. As in, the leaves actually formed words."

Theo ducked his head, embarrassed but pleased. "It wasn't that impressive."

"It was," Lira said quietly from beside him. Her voice was always soft, but her eyes never missed anything. "You described the melody perfectly."

Mira grabbed Elara's wrist across the gap between them. "You should go next. You haven't shared in weeks."

The invitation landed somewhere in Elara's chest—not like a gift, but like a stone she had to carry. She could feel the weight of the circle's attention shifting toward her, casual and warm, without the slightest idea of what they were asking.

"I don't have anything tonight," she said, and smiled in a way she had practiced until it looked real.

Mira's face fell for only a moment before she bounced back. "Tomorrow then. You always say that, but someday you'll have to tell us about one of your dreams."

Elara's smile held.

It always held.



Later, after the final story had faded into comfortable silence and the villagers had begun drifting home in twos and threes, Elara lingered. The lanterns were dimming now, their light withdrawing like tide from shore. Mira walked ahead with Theo and Lira, her arms spread wide as she reenacted something from her own dream—a silver bird, apparently, and storms made of glittering rain.

Theo laughed. Lira smiled. Their voices floated back to Elara, warm and effortless, and she followed at a distance that felt natural but was actually chosen.

She had become expert at chosen distances.

The cottage her family shared sat at the northern edge of the village, where the mountain shadow fell earliest. Elara slipped inside as quietly as she could, but her mother's voice drifted from the kitchen anyway.

"Tea?"

"I'm tired."

"Tea first. Sleepyflower. It helps."

Her mother appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. She was younger than the other mothers—or maybe just more tired, which looked the same. Her eyes flicked to Elara's face, searching for something Elara had learned to hide.

"I had Grandmother Serene bless a new batch," her mother said. "She added star-thistle this time. It's supposed to open the quiet pathways."

Elara accepted the cup. The tea was warm and bitter, and she drank it without tasting.

"Did you dream last night?" her mother asked, too casually.

"No."

"Nothing at all?"

"Nothing."

Her mother nodded slowly, the way she always did, and turned back toward the kitchen. But at the threshold, she paused.

"Your father carved moon symbols above your window. He thinks the old wood might have absorbed too much sorrow before you were born."

Elara looked down at the cup in her hands.

"Okay," she said.

She drank the rest of the tea alone.



Upstairs, the moon symbols were already there—freshly carved into the beam above her bed, the wood still pale and raw beneath the darker grain. Elara touched one with her fingertip. It was shaped like a crescent cradling a full circle, the old sign for dreams that return. Her father had carved the same symbol above every doorway in their home, year after year, hoping the repetition would eventually work.

She lay down and stared at the ceiling.

Moonlight spilled across the floorboards in long, cold rectangles. Outside, the village had fallen into the deep quiet that came after music. Somewhere distant, a night bird called once and then stopped.

Elara closed her eyes.

She did not pray to the stars. She did not whisper wishes to the moon symbols. She simply lay there, waiting, as she had waited every night for as long as she could remember.

Sleep came slowly, reluctantly, like a guest who had only shown up out of obligation.

And when it finally arrived—

Darkness.

No skies. No creatures. No conversations with echoes.

Just the flat, empty dark of a room with no windows and no doors.

Elara woke before dawn, as she always did, and lay perfectly still while the world assembled itself around her piece by piece. The creak of the cottage settling. Her father's breathing from the next room. The first tentative birdsong outside.

She pressed her palms against her eyelids until she saw stars—the pressure-stars, the ones anyone could make by pushing hard enough.

Those don't count, she told herself.

But sometimes she pretended they did.



Three days later, the Festival of Falling Stars arrived.

It was Luminara's most beloved celebration, held only when enough villagers reported the same dream on the same night. This time, nearly everyone had dreamed of silver rain—stars falling gently into the valley, turning the mountains into fields of glowing flowers by morning.

Everyone except Elara.

But that was not new.

The square had transformed overnight. Banners painted with falling stars hung between every lantern pole. Children threw handfuls of silver petals into the air. A group of musicians played the "Descent" cycle, the old songs about dreams that land softly and change the shape of waking life.

Mira grabbed Elara's hand and pulled her toward the dancing. "You have to see this. They're reenacting the whole thing."

Elara let herself be pulled. She stood at the edge of the dancing and watched her friends spin and laugh, their faces lit by lantern light and genuine wonder. They belonged here in a way she had never managed to fake.

"Poor thing."

The whisper came from behind her. Two older women stood near the herbalist's stall, their heads close together. They thought the music covered their voices.

"Still no dreams?"

"Her grandmother tried everything. Sleepyflower. Moon rituals. Even the echo-chamber, I heard."

"And nothing?"

"Nothing. Some people say the dreamless lose pieces of their souls over time."

"Hush. You'll scare her."

"She's fourteen. If it hasn't happened by now..."

They noticed Elara watching. Their faces flickered through embarrassment, pity, and a quick, forced smile before they turned away.

Elara walked.

She did not run. Running would have meant they had seen something true. She simply walked, calmly and steadily, until she reached the river beyond the village's eastern edge. There, where the water ran silver and swift beneath the moonlight, she sat down on the grass and hugged her knees to her chest.

The tears came anyway.

She had stopped fighting them years ago. They arrived when they arrived, and they left when they were done, and no amount of wishing made either process any different.

"I don't understand," she whispered to the water. "I'm not asking for much. Just one. One dream. Just to know what it feels like."

The river answered with silence.

Elara stayed there until her tears dried and the moon had shifted a hand's width across the sky. Then she heard footsteps.

Not hurried. Not hesitant. Just... present.

An old man stood at the edge of the trees, wrapped in a cloak stitched with faded constellations. His beard was silver and wild, and his staff hung with glass charms that chimed faintly even when the air was still.

"You have the look," he said, "of someone who has been asking the wrong question."

Elara wiped her face quickly. "I wasn't asking anything."

He smiled. It was not an unkind smile, but it was not entirely gentle either. It was the smile of someone who had seen too much to pretend the world was soft.

"You were asking the river why it couldn't give you what the village gives everyone else." He sat down on the grass beside her, moving with the careful grace of old joints that remembered what it was like to be young. "But the river doesn't give. It only reflects."

Elara stared at him. "Who are you?"

"Someone who passed through this valley forty years ago and never quite left." He tilted his head, studying her. "You're the dreamless girl."

The words should have stung. Instead, they landed strangely—like a key finding a lock she hadn't known existed.

"I've heard stories," he continued, "about a place deeper in the forest. A place where dreams are not given, but awakened. The old tales call it the Dreamweaver's territory."

Elara's breath caught. "That's just a children's story."

"Is it?" He shrugged. "Maybe. But children's stories are usually warnings dressed up as wonder."

"Have you been there?"

He was quiet for a long time. When he spoke again, his voice had lost some of its distance.

"I went looking for something once. I found it." He touched one of the glass charms on his staff. "But the forest changes people. Some who seek the Dreamweaver return lost. And some..."

He did not finish.

Elara waited.

Finally, he stood. "I'm not telling you to go. I'm telling you that the question isn't 'why can't I dream?' The question is 'what am I afraid of dreaming?'"

He walked back toward the trees without looking behind him. The glass charms chimed once, softly, and then he was gone.

Elara sat by the river for a long time after that.

The moon crossed the sky. The water ran silver and cold. And somewhere deep inside her chest, in a place she had almost forgotten existed, something small and dangerous began to bloom.

Hope.

She hated it immediately.

But she could not make it stop.
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Chapter 2: Threads of Longing
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Elara did not sleep that night.

She returned to her cottage while the moon still hung above the mountains, her feet moving automatically along paths she had walked a thousand times. But her mind stayed by the river, replaying the old traveler's words like a melody she could not forget.

The question isn't 'why can't I dream?' The question is 'what am I afraid of dreaming?'

She climbed the stairs to her room and sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the moon symbols her father had carved into the beam. In the darkness, they looked less like protection and more like questions she had no answer for.

What was she afraid of?

Not the dark. Not monsters. She had spent so many nights staring into nothing that darkness had become a companion rather than a threat.

Perhaps that was the problem.

Perhaps she was afraid of what might happen if the darkness suddenly gave way to light.



Morning came gray and damp, with fog curling between the cottages and muffling the usual sounds of the village waking. Elara dressed slowly, her limbs heavy with exhaustion, and made her way to the kitchen. Her mother had already left for the herbalist's shop. Her father sat at the table, tracing patterns in the condensation on his cup.

"You look tired," he said.

"I didn't sleep well."

He nodded, the way he always did, as if accepting an explanation that explained nothing. His hands were calloused from carving—not just moon symbols, but the intricate wooden toys he sold to traveling merchants. He had gentle hands for a man his size, and Elara had always found comfort in that.

"Do you want me to stay home today?" he asked. "We could walk to the high meadow. The edelweiss is blooming early."

It was an offering. She knew that. Her father was not a man of many words, but he noticed things—the way she sat a little apart from the other children at festivals, the way her smiles never reached her eyes, the way she sometimes flinched when someone asked about her dreams.

"I have things to do," she said.

His expression flickered, but he only nodded again. "Tomorrow, then."

"Tomorrow," she agreed, and they both knew she was lying.



The Hall of Echoes stood at the center of Luminara, a circular building of pale stone that looked older than the village itself. Its walls were carved with scenes from dreams so ancient that no one remembered who had dreamed them first—winged figures dancing between stars, forests growing inside clouds, rivers that flowed upward into the sky.

Elara had always found the building beautiful, but she had rarely entered it. The Hall held records of dreams, thousands of them, collected over generations. It was a place for people who had dreams to share, not for someone who had only empty darkness to offer.

But today, she pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped inside.

The air was cool and still, thick with the smell of old paper and candle wax. Shelves towered to the ceiling, loaded with scrolls and bound journals and loose pages held together by twine. Dust motes floated in the narrow beams of light that fell from the high windows.

Elara did not know where to begin.

She wandered the aisles, reading labels that meant nothing to her: The Winter Dreams of Seren Year 47, Collected Visions of the Flowering, Echoes from the Mountain Sleepers. Hundreds of dreams, all catalogued and preserved, as if the village was trying to build a library of wonders large enough to protect them from forgetting.

And somewhere, she hoped, buried in all these pages, there might be something about the Dreamweaver.

She found it in the oldest section of the Hall, where the scrolls were kept in glass cases and the air smelled of preservative herbs. A single volume bound in faded blue leather, its title stamped in silver letters that had mostly worn away:

The Weaver of Sleeping Light: An Account of the Forest Beyond Dreams

Elara's hands trembled as she lifted the book from its case. The leather was dry and cracked beneath her fingers, and the pages inside were so thin she feared she might tear them just by breathing.

She carried it to a reading table near the window and began to read.



The book was not what she expected.

She had imagined instructions—a map, perhaps, or a list of rituals. Instead, the pages were filled with fragmented poetry and half-finished sentences, as if the author had been writing through a fever dream.

The Dreamweaver does not give dreams to the empty.

It awakens what was always sleeping.

But first, the seeker must cross the forest where memory grows like thorns.

And some who enter are never remembered again.

Elara read the same passage three times, her heart beating faster with each repetition. Never remembered again. Not never return—but never remembered. As if the forest could erase a person so completely that even their absence left no trace.

She should have been frightened.

Instead, she felt something she had not expected: recognition.

She had been living with a kind of erasure her whole life. Not the dramatic kind—not vanishing from the world entirely. But the smaller, quieter kind. The kind that happened when people looked at you and saw only what you lacked. The kind that made conversations drift around you rather than through you. The kind that left you standing in the middle of a crowd, surrounded by people who loved you, and still feeling like a ghost.

If the forest could make that feeling permanent—

If it could make her truly invisible—

Would anyone even notice the difference?

She closed the book and pressed her palms against her eyes until she saw stars.



The map was hidden inside the back cover of the volume, folded so many times that its creases had become soft as fabric. Elara unfolded it carefully on the reading table, smoothing the brittle paper with her fingertips.

It showed the valley of Luminara at its center, surrounded by mountains and forest. A single path wound from the village's northern gate into the trees, then disappeared into a region marked only with symbols she did not recognize. Beyond that, the paper was blank except for a single line of text written in faded ink:

Beyond these woods, the heart is laid bare.

Only those willing to face themselves may continue.

Elara traced the path with her finger. It did not look long on the map—perhaps a day's walk, maybe two. But she had heard stories her whole life about the forest's strangeness, about trails that shifted overnight, about travelers who walked for weeks and emerged exactly where they started.

She folded the map again and slipped it into her pocket.

Then she sat in the Hall of Echoes for a long time, watching the dust motes drift through the sunlight, and tried to convince herself that she was not going to do what she was clearly going to do.



The decision came to her two days later, not as a thunderclap but as a quiet certainty.

She was sitting in the village square during another evening Ritual of Dreams, listening to a young mother describe a vision of her deceased grandmother. The woman's voice cracked with emotion, and the circle leaned toward her as one body, drawn by the intimacy of shared grief and wonder.

Elara watched them lean.

And she realized, with a clarity that felt almost like violence, that she would never be part of that leaning.

Not because she was incapable of dreams—not anymore. The old traveler's words had planted something in her that she could not uproot. She was beginning to suspect that her dreamlessness was not an absence but a door, and she had been standing in front of it her whole life without knowing how to knock.

The problem was that the door was not in Luminara.

The door was in the forest.

She stood up so abruptly that Mira, sitting beside her, startled.

"Are you okay?" Mira asked.

"Fine," Elara said. "Just tired."

She walked away from the circle without looking back.



That night, she packed.

Not much—a wool cloak, a flint striker, dried meat and bread wrapped in cloth, the small compass her father had used for trading trips before his knees grew weak. She added the map, folded carefully into her inner pocket, and Lira's moonstone charm, which she had been wearing every day since the Festival of Falling Stars without quite admitting why.

She did not pack a letter.

She had tried to write one, twice. The first version was too honest—I don't know if I'm coming back—and the second was too false—I'll only be gone a few days—and the third never made it past Dear Mother and Father before her hand started shaking.

In the end, she left nothing.

No explanation. No apology. No promise.

Just an absence, as quiet and hollow as all the dreamless nights she had endured.

Let them wonder, she thought, and then immediately hated herself for thinking it.



She left before dawn, when the village was still soft with sleep and the lanterns had burned down to pale orange ghosts. The northern gate stood unguarded—Luminara had never needed guards, protected as it was by mountains and forest and the unspoken belief that nothing dangerous would ever find them.

Elara slipped through the gate and into the trees.

The path was clear at first, wide enough for two people to walk side by side. The forest here was gentle—familiar even, the kind of woods where children gathered mushrooms and couples walked on summer evenings. Birds called to each other through the canopy, and the morning light filtered down in golden shafts that made everything look holy.

She walked for an hour. Then two.

The path began to narrow. The trees grew closer together, their branches intertwining overhead until the sky became a distant memory. The air cooled and thickened with the smell of damp earth and something else—something sweet and slightly rotten, like fruit left too long in the sun.

Elara stopped.

She had been walking automatically, her mind half-lost in memories of the village she had left behind. Now she looked around and realized she did not recognize anything.

The trees were wrong.

Not different species—the same oaks and pines and silver birches she had known her whole life. But they stood at angles that felt intentional, as if they had arranged themselves to block her view. The spaces between them were too narrow to pass through, forcing her to stay on the path. And the path itself seemed to be curving in ways that did not match her memory of the map.

She took out the compass.

The needle spun slowly, aimlessly, pointing nowhere.

Of course.

Elara put the compass away and kept walking. Not because she was brave. Because turning back would mean admitting that she had been foolish to leave, and she was not ready to admit that yet.



The forest grew darker.

Not the darkness of night, but the darkness of deep shadow—the kind that exists beneath old trees that have forgotten what sunlight feels like. The air grew heavy and still, and the bird calls faded into silence.

Elara became aware of sounds she could not identify.

A rustle to her left, too regular for wind. A crack to her right, too sharp for falling branches. A whisper somewhere ahead, too quiet for words but too deliberate for imagination.

She walked faster.

The path forked unexpectedly, splitting into three narrower trails that disappeared into the undergrowth. Elara stopped, her heart hammering. The map showed no fork. The map showed a single path, straight and true, leading to the edge of the blank space where the forest became something else entirely.

"Lost?"

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. Elara spun around, but there was no one there. Just trees and shadow and the growing certainty that she had made a terrible mistake.

"Who's there?" she called.

No answer.

But something moved in the corner of her eye—a flicker of pale light, there and gone. She turned toward it, and the light appeared again, farther down the leftmost path.

A trick, she thought. The forest playing games.

But her feet were already moving.

The light led her through tangles of thorn and across streams she did not remember crossing before. It flickered and danced, always just ahead, always just out of reach. And Elara followed it because the alternative was standing still, and standing still felt like surrender.

Finally, the light stopped.

It hovered above a clearing, small and circular, where the trees pulled back to reveal a patch of sky. Stars were visible—impossible, given that it was still morning, but Elara had stopped trusting what was possible.

At the center of the clearing stood a mirror.

Not a standing mirror, not a hand mirror. A mirror that seemed to grow from the earth itself, its frame made of twisted silver branches, its surface dark and still as deep water.

Elara stepped toward it.

Her reflection stared back at her—but it was wrong. The reflection's eyes were hollow. Its mouth was pressed into a thin, tired line. Its shoulders curved inward as if bracing for a blow that never came.

This is what they see, Elara thought.

And then the reflection spoke.

This is what you hide.

Elara stumbled backward. The reflection did not move with her. It stayed where it was, watching, its hollow eyes fixed on her face.

You are afraid, it said, that no one will ever truly see you.

The words landed like arrows.

You are afraid that if you never dream, people will only pity you instead of loving you.

Elara wanted to look away. She wanted to cover her ears, close her eyes, run back down the path and pretend this had never happened.

But she had been hiding for fourteen years.

And she was so, so tired.

"Yes," she whispered.

The mirror flickered.

"I'm afraid of all of that," she said, louder now. "I'm afraid that I'll always be standing outside the circle. I'm afraid that even the people who love me will eventually get tired of pretending I belong."

Her voice cracked on the last word.

"And I'm afraid," she continued, the words pouring out now like water from a broken dam, "that maybe I started believing them. Maybe I started believing that I don't deserve to dream. That there's something wrong with me that can't be fixed."

The mirror shivered.

The reflection's hollow eyes filled with tears—Elara's tears, she realized, running down her own face.

Speak the truth, the mirror whispered, and the path shall open.

Elara took a shaking breath.

"I'm afraid," she said, "of being invisible."

The mirror shattered.

Not into dangerous shards, but into thousands of glowing fragments that rose into the air like fireflies released from a jar. They swirled around her once, twice, and then streamed into the trees, illuminating a path that had not been there before.

Elara stood alone in the clearing, trembling, her face wet with tears she had not cried in years.

She did not feel better.

She did not feel stronger.

She felt scraped raw, hollowed out, like someone had reached inside her and pulled out everything she had been hiding.

But the path was open.

And for the first time in her life, Elara walked toward something instead of away from it.
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Chapter 3: The Weight of Whispers
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The path that opened before Elara was not made of dirt or stone.

It was made of light—faint and silver, hovering just above the forest floor like moonlight frozen in place. Each step she took sent ripples through the glow, as if she were walking on the surface of a still pond. The trees on either side had changed too. Their bark was no longer rough and brown, but smooth and pale, like birch trees that had been stripped of their outer skin. Strange symbols pulsed faintly along their trunks, glowing and fading in rhythm with her heartbeat.

Elara walked until her legs ached and her throat burned with thirst. The silver path showed no sign of ending. Behind her, the place where the mirror had shattered was already lost to shadows. Ahead, the forest stretched into an endless corridor of pale trees and pulsing light.

She had never felt so alone.

Not the loneliness of standing at the edge of a crowd, surrounded by people who loved her incompletely. That loneliness had edges she understood—the sharpness of exclusion, the dull ache of being forgotten. This was different. This was the loneliness of being the only person in a world that did not know she existed.

The forest changes people, the old traveler had said.

She was beginning to understand what he meant.



The first sign that something was wrong came when the symbols on the trees began to change.

They had been soft before—curving lines and gentle spirals that reminded her of the embroidery on her grandmother's shawls. Now they grew jagged. Sharp angles replaced smooth curves. The light they emitted flickered from silver to a sickly green, and the rhythm of their pulsing became irregular, like a heart struggling to find its beat.

Elara slowed.

The silver path beneath her feet had dimmed as well. Where it had glowed brightly enough to light her way, now it barely shimmered, forcing her to rely on the green light from the trees. And that light cast strange shadows—shadows that moved independently of the trees that made them.

She told herself it was the wind.

She told herself the forest was playing tricks on her exhausted mind.

She told herself she was not afraid.

All three statements were lies.



The whispers started softly.

At first, Elara thought she was imagining them—the way you imagine sounds in a quiet room, your brain straining to fill the silence. But they grew louder as she walked, resolving from indistinct murmurs into words she could almost understand.

...different...

...never quite right...

...tries so hard to fit in...

She stopped walking.

The words were familiar. Not because she had heard them before, but because she had heard versions of them before. The pitying whispers of the older villagers. The careful silences of friends who did not know what to say. The way conversations sometimes shifted when she entered a room, as if people were lowering their voices out of kindness.

...dreamless
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