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Preface: The Valley That Breathes
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The first time the ground moved, Elspeth Hartley thought it was thunder.

She stood in the upper field, boots sunk deep in soil that should have been dry this late in the season. The sky above was clear—no storm, no gathering cloud—yet something low and distant rolled beneath her feet, a sound felt more than heard.

She stilled.

Waited.

Nothing followed.

Only the wind, dragging through the flattened wheat in long, uneven strokes.

The crop had failed weeks ago. What remained stood brittle and pale, stalks bent at unnatural angles, as though something beneath them had shifted and never quite settled again.

Elspeth pressed her heel into the earth.

It gave too easily.

Rot, she had thought at first. Too much rain, too little sun. The kind of failing that could be named, measured, worked against.

But this—

This was different.

She crouched, pushing her hand into the soil. It was warm beneath the surface, damp in a way that clung rather than soaked, and as her fingers pressed deeper, she felt it again.

Not movement.

Not exactly.

A tension.

Like breath held too long.

Elspeth drew her hand back sharply.

The field lay still.

The valley stretched out below her, quiet and wrong in ways she could not yet name.

The river had changed first.

It no longer followed its banks cleanly, but pushed against them in slow, restless surges, as though testing the edges of something it had forgotten how to respect. The water had darkened too—not with mud, but with something deeper, something that swallowed the light rather than reflecting it.

Then the storms had come.

Not rain, but wind. Sudden, violent gusts that tore through the valley without warning, flattening what little remained of the crops and rattling the old stones of the Hall as though trying to shake it loose from its foundations.

And now—

The ground breathed.

Elspeth stood.

The movement had stopped.

Or perhaps it had only hidden again.

“Miss Hartley.”

The voice came from behind her.

She turned.

Ronan stood at the edge of the field, just beyond the low stone wall, his presence as quiet and unsettling as ever. He did not cross into the field. He never did.

He did not belong to the land.

And yet—

He was bound to it.

There was something about him that resisted clear definition. In certain light, he seemed almost solid, his dark coat catching the wind like any other man’s. In others, he appeared thinner, less anchored, as though the world had not fully decided how to hold him.

Elspeth straightened.

“You felt it,” he said.

It was not a question.

She wiped her hand against her skirt, though the soil had already dried to dust.

“The ground shifted,” she replied.

Ronan’s gaze did not leave her.

“The ground does not shift without cause.”

A flicker of irritation rose in her chest.

“Then name it,” she said. “You’ve been here longer than I have.”

A faint smile touched his mouth, though it did not reach his eyes.

“Longer than anyone.”

That was not comfort.

It never was.

Elspeth folded her arms.

“Well?”

Ronan stepped closer—but not into the field. He stopped at the boundary, his boots just short of the line where stone met soil.

“It is not dying,” he said.

The words landed strangely.

Not dying.

Elspeth glanced back at the field, at the ruined crop, the uneven ground, the slow creep of failure that had touched everything in the valley.

“Then what is it doing?” she asked.

Ronan held her gaze.

“It is asking.”

The wind dropped suddenly.

Not faded.

Stopped.

The field stilled in a way that felt unnatural, the air pressing close and quiet around them.

Elspeth felt it again.

Not beneath her feet this time—

Within her chest.

A tightening.

A pull.

“What does that mean?” she asked, her voice lower now.

Ronan’s expression shifted, something deeper moving beneath the surface calm.

“It means,” he said carefully, “that it has begun to notice you.”

A cold thread slipped down her spine.

“That’s not possible.”

“No,” Ronan agreed. “It should not be.”

The ground trembled again.

Stronger this time.

Elspeth staggered slightly, catching herself as the soil shifted underfoot, a ripple moving through the field as though something beneath it had turned in its sleep.

Her breath caught.

The sensation surged through her—not pain, not fear, but something sharper, more immediate.

Awareness.

The field—

No.

The valley.

She could feel it.

Not as thought.

As pressure.

As presence.

As something vast and wordless pressing outward, brushing against her mind like a hand testing a door.

Elspeth gasped, her fingers curling instinctively as though to grasp something unseen.

“Stop,” she whispered.

The pressure eased.

Not gone.

Withdrawn.

Like breath released.

She stood there, heart hammering, the world snapping back into its ordinary shapes around her.

The wind returned.

The field shifted.

The moment passed.

But the echo remained.

Ronan watched her closely.

“You feel it now,” he said.

Elspeth shook her head, though the denial came too late, too weak to hold.

“No.”

But even as she spoke, she knew—

That was no longer true.

From the valley below, a distant sound carried upward.

The sharp crack of wood splitting.

A shout.

Then another.

Elspeth turned.

Smoke rose in a thin, dark line from the lower road.

Not thick.

Not spreading.

But wrong.

“Someone’s there,” she said.

Ronan did not look.

“I know.”

Her gaze snapped back to him.

“You’re not going to help?”

His expression did not change.

“I cannot leave the valley.”

“You’re standing in it.”

“I am bound to it,” he said. “Not free within it.”

The distinction struck harder than she expected.

Elspeth didn’t wait for more.

She was already moving, pushing through the broken field, down the slope toward the road, her boots slipping on the uneven ground as she ran.

The closer she came, the clearer the sounds became.

Voices.

Harsh.

Commanding.

Men.

Strangers.

The road cut through the lower edge of the valley, where the land opened just enough to allow passage. A cart lay overturned there, one wheel splintered, its contents scattered across the dirt.

And beyond it—

Men on horseback.

Armed.

Organised.

Waiting.

At their head sat a figure Elspeth recognised only from description.

Alaric.

The Earl’s son.

Not legitimate.

But no less dangerous for it.

He surveyed the valley as though measuring it—its worth, its weakness, its resistance.

Elspeth slowed as she approached, her breath sharp, her pulse still echoing with something that had nothing to do with the men before her.

The ground shifted again.

Subtle.

Barely there.

But she felt it.

The valley—

Watching.

Waiting.

Alaric turned his head.

His gaze found hers immediately.

Held.

There was nothing uncertain in it.

No hesitation.

No apology.

Only assessment.

And something else.

Recognition.

Not of her.

Of what she stood in.

“This land is failing,” he said, his voice carrying easily across the distance.

It was not a question.

Elspeth stepped forward.

“It’s not yours.”

“Not yet.”

The words were calm.

Certain.

Behind her, the valley stirred.

Not violently.

Not yet.

But with something that felt dangerously close to—

Agreement.

Elspeth felt it rise again, that pressure, that awareness brushing against her senses, not asking, not guiding—

Waiting.

For her.

She drew in a breath.

And for the first time—

She did not think the valley was dying.

It was waking.

And it wanted something.

Her.
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Chapter One – The Beck in Winter
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Mist lay low in the valley, thick as wool and just as suffocating. It clung to the broken walls of Wycoller Hall and drifted across the narrow track like something living, something that watched and waited. By the time it reached the beck, it had swallowed the far bank entirely.

Elspeth stood at the edge of the water and could not see where it ended.

The river ran high from three days of rain, swollen and black, its surface broken by white churn where it struck the stones. It did not flow so much as drag itself forward, heavy with force, as though it carried something beneath it that resisted being borne away.

“The river remembers.”

Her father’s voice, as clear as if he stood beside her.

She clenched her jaw.

“It remembers what the land forgets, lass. That’s why you don’t turn your back on it.”

“I never did,” she muttered, though there was no one to hear.

Only the river.

Only the mist.

The air was bitter with cold, sharp enough to sting her lungs. It crept beneath her shawl, through the worn seams of her dress, settling deep into her bones. She barely felt it anymore. Hunger had long since dulled the edge of such things.

Behind her, the loom in the cottage stood silent. The last thread had snapped that morning. There was nothing left to weave, nothing left to sell.

Nothing left but this.

Elspeth stepped closer to the bank. The mud shifted beneath her boots, slick and treacherous. The river surged, snapping at the edge as though it meant to take another bite of the land.

“He knew better,” she said aloud, the words dragged from her like something torn loose. “He knew better than to come out in this.”

But he had.

Stubborn as stone, her father. Too proud to admit the river might take something from him.

Too certain it never would.

Her gaze moved downstream, to where the Clam Bridge cut a narrow arch over the water. Or where it should have.

The mist thickened there, swallowing the stone entirely. Only the sound remained—the deeper, more violent churn where the current struck the base.

That was where they had found him.

Pinned against the stones like driftwood.

Eyes open.

Hand clenched so tightly around the falconer’s ring that they had to prise his fingers apart to take it.

Elspeth swallowed hard, the taste of iron rising at the back of her throat.

“You said it yourself,” she whispered. “The river remembers.”

The words felt wrong now. Not wisdom. Not warning.

A threat.

The wind shifted, dragging the mist closer, wrapping it around her shoulders, her throat. For a moment, she could see nothing but grey.

Then—

A shape.

She stiffened.

“Who’s there?”

No answer.

Only the river, grinding its way past the stones.

Her pulse kicked, sudden and sharp. She stepped back, boots slipping in the mud, eyes straining against the shifting veil.

The shape moved again.

Or the mist did.

Or her mind played tricks born of grief and hunger and too many sleepless nights.

“Elspeth.”

She spun.

Nothing behind her. Only the narrow track leading back to the cottage, half lost beneath the creeping white.

Her breath came faster now, shallow, catching.

This place was wrong.

It had always been wrong.

Even before the Hall fell to ruin. Even before the looms fell silent. There had been something in the valley—something that watched from the edges of sight, something that stirred when the fog rolled in thick as this.

Her father had known it.

He had respected it.

And still, it had taken him.

Anger flared, sudden and fierce, burning hotter than the cold could quench.

“Then remember this,” she said, her voice cutting through the mist. “You’ve taken enough.”

The river answered.

Not in words.

In motion.

A surge, sudden and violent, crashing against the bank, sending water spilling over the edge. It soaked the hem of her skirt, icy and immediate, dragging at the fabric as though it meant to pull her in after it.

Elspeth staggered back with a sharp curse, wrenching herself free.

For a heartbeat, she stood there, chest heaving, staring at the water.

At the place where it had reached for her.

Her hand went to her pocket.

The ring lay there, heavy and cold against her fingers. Bronze, worn smooth by years of use, etched with the shape of a falcon mid-flight. Her father had never taken it off. Not once. Not even when the work dried up. Not even when the hunger set in.

It had been the last thing he held.

And now it was hers.

Elspeth drew it out slowly, turning it between her fingers. The metal caught what little light filtered through the mist, dull and lifeless.

A symbol of something that no longer existed.

Land they no longer owned.

A name that no longer meant anything.

She should have buried it with him.

Everyone said as much.

But she had not.

She had kept it.

As though it still mattered.

As though anything still did.

The river surged again, louder this time, striking the stones beneath the hidden bridge with a force that echoed through the valley.

The sound seemed to rise, to gather, to press against her ears until it was almost—

A voice.

“The river remembers.”

Her breath hitched.

“No,” she said, though the word came out thin, uncertain. “No, that’s—”

Nothing.

Only water.

Only wind.

Only the relentless pull of the current.

Her fingers tightened around the ring.

A thought came to her then.

Sudden.

Reckless.

Right.

“If it remembers,” she said, stepping forward again, closer than before, the mud giving beneath her weight, “then let it remember him.”

The mist shifted.

Drew back, just enough to reveal the dark rush of water below.

Waiting.

Her heart hammered against her ribs, so loud she was certain it must be heard beyond her own body.

This was foolish.

Pointless.

There would be no answer.

No justice.

No return.

Only the river, taking as it always had.

Elspeth lifted her arm.

Hesitated.

For a single breath.

Then flung the ring into the torrent.

It vanished at once, swallowed whole.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then—

The world split.

Thunder cracked overhead, so sudden and violent it seemed to tear the sky open. Light blazed white through the mist, burning it away in a single, blinding instant.

Across the river, the ruin of Wycoller Hall stood revealed—

Whole.

Windows lit gold.

Walls unbroken.

A house reborn for the span of a breath.

Then darkness slammed back into place.

The mist surged in, thicker than before.

And the river—

The river stilled.

Not calmed.

Stopped.

The roar collapsed into silence so complete it rang in her ears.

Elspeth’s breath caught.

Slowly—slowly—she turned back to the water.

A figure stood there.

Where the current had been.

Where no man could stand.

Water streamed from him, though nothing moved. It ran from his hair, his shoulders, his hands, falling in steady drops that struck a surface that no longer seemed to exist.

He lifted his head.

His eyes found hers.

Bright.

Cold.

And knowing.

“You called me,” he said.

The words settled into the silence like stones.

Elspeth could not move.

Could not breathe.

Could not look away.

“I did no such thing,” she managed, though her voice trembled despite her effort to steady it.

His gaze did not shift.

“Every act has a voice,” he said. “Every offering, a price.”

The mist curled around him, clinging, parting, as though uncertain whether to hide him or reveal him further.

“You gave the river what was bound to it.”

Elspeth’s pulse thundered in her ears.

“I gave it nothing,” she snapped, though fear laced the edges now. “It takes what it wants.”

A flicker of something crossed his face.

Not anger.

Recognition.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “It does.”

The stillness broke.

Not fully—but enough. The river shuddered, a low, gathering motion beneath the surface, as though whatever held it in place strained to keep it so.

“You should not have come,” Elspeth said, forcing the words past the tightness in her throat.

His head tilted slightly.

“I did not come,” he replied.

A pause.

Then:

“I was called.”

The air seemed to press closer, thick and cold and full of something she could not name.

Elspeth’s hands curled into fists at her sides.

“This is madness,” she said. “You’re no spirit. No ghost. Just a trick of—”

“Say it again.”

She faltered.

“What?”

“The words you spoke.”

Her breath came shallow now, uneven.

“I said nothing.”

“You did.”

The river stirred.

The mist shifted.

And something in the valley—something vast and unseen—seemed to lean closer, listening.

Elspeth’s throat tightened.

She did not want to say it.

Did not want to give shape to the thing that had already begun to form around her.

But the silence demanded it.

The man in the water demanded it.

“The river remembers,” she said at last.

The words fell between them.

And the world answered.

The river surged—not outward, but inward, folding in on itself, as though drawn toward some unseen centre. The mist shuddered, pulling back in thin, twisting strands.

The man stepped forward.

Out of the water.

Onto the bank.

Where no man had stood a moment before.

Elspeth stumbled back, heart slamming against her ribs, every instinct screaming at her to run.

But her feet would not move.

“You have woken what was bound,” he said.

Not accusation.

Not yet.

Truth.

“And now,” he continued, his voice low, steady, inevitable, “the Vale will remember you in return.”

The cold deepened.

Not in the air.

In her.

Elspeth dragged in a breath.

Another.

Forcing it down past the panic, the disbelief, the rising, choking fear.

This was not real.

It could not be real.

Her fingers dug into her palms, grounding herself in the sharp bite of her own nails, the solid, undeniable weight of her body.

Her breath.

In.

Out.

The cold.

The mud beneath her boots.

The pull of the wind against her skin.

“I am here,” she said, the words quiet but firm, anchoring herself to the moment, to the world that still existed beyond the mist and the river and the man who should not be.

“I am here.”

The figure watched her.

And smiled—faintly, almost imperceptibly.

As though that, too, had meaning.

As though the river had heard.

And remembered.
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Chapter Two – The Ring
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By morning, the mist had not lifted.

It lay across the valley in a low, unbroken sheet, dulling sound, swallowing distance. The ruins of Wycoller Hall were gone again—if they had ever stood whole at all—and the beck ran as it always had: loud, cold, indifferent.

Elspeth stood in the doorway of the cottage and told herself the same.

Indifferent.

That was what the world was.

That was what it had always been.

The man in the river had been no more than grief given shape. A trick of light and storm and a mind pushed too far.

She held to that as she stepped inside and shut the door against the damp.

The loom waited where she had left it, its frame warped with age, its threads hanging slack and useless. Dust had already begun to settle along the beam. Without her father’s hands, it seemed smaller somehow. Less certain of its place in the room.

Less certain of its purpose.

Elspeth crossed to it and rested her palm against the worn wood. The grooves were familiar beneath her skin, smoothed by years of use—his use. Not hers. Never fully hers.

“You pull too tight,” he used to say, tapping her knuckles with a blunt finger. “Thread will snap if you try to force it.”

She swallowed.

“I wasn’t forcing it,” she murmured.

But she had been.

She always had been.

The silence that followed pressed in, heavy as the mist outside.

There was no answer now.

No correction.

No low, stubborn voice filling the room with things she had once thought needless and now would give anything to hear again.

Elspeth drew her hand back and turned away.

On the small table by the hearth lay the bundle she had wrapped the night before. Cloth, tied tight, stained faintly through in places where the damp had seeped in.

She had not opened it since.

Had not wanted to.

But there were things that could not be put off forever.

The fire in the grate had burned low, leaving only a faint glow beneath the ash. She knelt and coaxed it back to life, feeding it scraps of wood, watching as the flame caught, slow and reluctant.

Heat spread gradually into the room.

Not enough.

Never enough.

Elspeth sat back on her heels and reached for the bundle.

Her fingers paused on the knot.

For a moment, she simply looked at it.

Then she pulled it loose.

The cloth fell away.

Inside lay her father’s things.

Not many.

There had never been many.

A knife, worn down at the edge. A strip of leather, cracked with age. A small wooden token she did not remember the purpose of.

And the ring.

It lay where she had placed it last night, dull bronze catching the firelight in a muted glint. The carving of the falcon was shallow from years of wear, its wings half-smoothed away, as though even the shape of it had begun to forget itself.

Elspeth reached for it.

Her fingers brushed the metal—

—and stopped.

It was warm.

Not with the heat of the room.

Warmer.

As though it had been held.

She snatched her hand back.

For a heartbeat, she simply stared.

Then, slowly, she reached again.

This time, she took it.

The warmth lingered, faint but undeniable, seeping into her skin, up through her fingers, settling somewhere deep in her chest.

“No,” she said under her breath. “No, that’s—”

Nothing.

It was nothing.

Metal held heat. That was all.

She turned it between her fingers, studying the worn lines of the falcon. Its wings were outstretched, caught mid-flight, though the detail had long since faded into suggestion rather than form.

“You always said it meant something,” she murmured. “Something older than the Hall. Older than the land we held.”

Her father had laughed when he said it. Half in jest. Half in something else she had never quite understood.

“A man carries his past whether he knows it or not,” he had told her once, turning the ring on his own finger. “Best to know the weight of it.”

She had not cared then.

Past was past.

It did not feed you.

It did not keep the rain from the roof or the cold from your bones.

It did not matter.

Elspeth curled her fingers around the ring now, holding it tight.

It mattered.

It mattered because it was all that was left.

A sharp knock broke the silence.

She started, the ring nearly slipping from her grasp.

Another knock followed, louder this time, impatient.

“Elspeth?”

Mrs. Wren’s voice, thin but insistent through the wood.

Elspeth exhaled slowly, forcing the tension from her shoulders. She rose and crossed the room, slipping the ring into her palm as she went.

When she opened the door, the mist pushed in at once, cool and damp against her face.

Mrs. Wren stood on the threshold, shawl drawn tight around her narrow shoulders, her eyes already searching past Elspeth into the dim interior.

“You’ve not come by,” she said without preamble. “Thought you might—” She stopped, her gaze dropping to Elspeth’s hand. “You kept it, then.”

Elspeth did not look down.

“It was his.”

“Aye.” Mrs. Wren’s mouth tightened. “And best laid with him.”

“He’s already in the ground.”

“And still it should be there.”

Elspeth lifted her chin.

“It’s not yours to say.”

Mrs. Wren met her gaze, something sharp and knowing in her expression.

“No,” she agreed quietly. “But I’ve seen enough to know what should and shouldn’t be kept.”

A pause.

Then, softer:

“Your father used to say it himself, didn’t he?”

Elspeth’s grip tightened around the ring.

Mrs. Wren’s voice dropped, taking on a cadence that was not quite her own.

“Blood binds more than kin.”

The words settled between them.

Old.

Worn.

Heavy with something that had nothing to do with simple grief.

Elspeth felt it then—the faint, steady pulse of the ring against her skin.

Not a heartbeat.

Not quite.

But something close enough to unsettle.

“It’s just a saying,” she said, though the words came out thinner than she intended.

“Is it?” Mrs. Wren’s gaze flicked briefly toward the mist beyond the door, toward the unseen line of the beck. “You were down there last night.”

Not a question.

Elspeth stiffened.

“I went to look.”

“And found more than you bargained for.”

A flicker of irritation cut through the unease.

“You’re imagining things.”

Mrs. Wren did not argue.

She only watched her, quiet and intent, as though weighing something unseen.

“Maybe I am,” she said at last. “Or maybe the valley’s begun its whispering again.”

Elspeth’s jaw tightened.

“There’s no whispering. There’s wind and water and nothing more.”

Mrs. Wren’s lips pressed thin.

“Aye,” she said. “If you say so.”

Another pause.

Then she reached out, her fingers brushing briefly against Elspeth’s wrist.

The touch was light.

But Elspeth felt it—sharp as a spark.

Felt, too, the answering warmth of the ring, flaring for a heartbeat before settling again.

Mrs. Wren drew back at once.

Her expression had changed.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

But something close enough to set Elspeth’s pulse racing.

“Be careful what you hold on to,” she said quietly. “Some things don’t let go once they’ve taken hold.”

Elspeth forced a laugh.

“It’s a ring, not a curse.”

Mrs. Wren did not return the smile.

“No,” she said. “It never is, at first.”

She stepped back into the mist.

For a moment, her shape lingered—thin, indistinct.

Then she was gone.

Swallowed whole.

Elspeth stood in the doorway, the damp air curling around her, the silence pressing in once more.

Her gaze drifted down to her hand.

She opened her fingers.

The ring lay there, dull and ordinary.

The falcon’s wings worn smooth.

No pulse.

No warmth.

Nothing.

She closed her hand again, tighter this time.

“Blood binds more than kin,” she muttered.

A saying.

Nothing more.

It had to be.

Behind her, the fire cracked softly in the hearth.

Outside, the river ran on, unseen but ever-present, its voice threading through the mist.

Elspeth drew in a breath.

Held it.

Let it out slowly.

The air was cold.

The room small.

The weight in her hand real.

She let her mind drift, just for a moment.

To her father at the loom, sleeves rolled, hands steady as he worked the threads.

To the sound of his voice filling the room, low and certain.

To the way he had turned the ring on his finger when he thought she was not looking.

A life that had been.

A moment that would not return.

She felt the pull of it.

The ache.

The instinct to hold it fast, to cling to it as though it might somehow be enough to fill what had been hollowed out.

Elspeth exhaled.

Slowly.

And let it pass.

Not gone.

Never gone.

But no longer grasped so tightly it could not breathe.

She opened her eyes.

The room remained.

The fire.

The loom.

The quiet.

And the ring in her hand.

Elspeth closed her fingers around it once more—not in desperation now, but in acknowledgment.

Then she turned from the door, stepping fully back into the cottage, into the life that still lay before her.

Whatever it might yet become.
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Chapter Three – The Man in the Water
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The mist did not lift with the day.

It thickened.

By late afternoon it pressed low over the valley, flattening sound, swallowing distance, turning the familiar path to the beck into something uncertain and shifting. Even the cottage seemed to sit apart from the land, as though it no longer quite belonged to it.

Elspeth told herself she would not go back.

She had said it aloud, more than once. Said it while tending the fire, while forcing herself to mend what could not truly be mended, while pacing the narrow space between loom and hearth as though motion alone might keep thought at bay.

It had been nothing.

A storm. A trick of light.

Grief given shape.

But as the hours wore on, the silence grew heavier.

The river’s voice, distant though it was, threaded constantly through it—steady, insistent, impossible to ignore.

By dusk, she could no longer sit still.

“You’re a fool,” she muttered, pulling her shawl tight around her shoulders. “A fool chasing shadows.”

Still, she stepped out into the mist.

The cold struck at once, damp and creeping. It slid beneath her clothes, clung to her skin, settled in her lungs with every breath. The path was little more than a suggestion beneath her boots, its edges lost to the white.

She followed it anyway.

Step by step.

Guided more by memory than sight.

The nearer she drew to the beck, the louder it should have been.

The river had run high that morning, swollen from rain, its voice a constant roar against the valley walls.

Now—

Nothing.

Elspeth slowed.

The absence of sound was wrong. Not quiet—empty. As though something had been taken from the world and not yet replaced.

She took another step.

Then another.

The mist shifted ahead, thinning just enough to reveal the dark line of the bank.

And beyond it—

Stillness.

The river lay flat.

Not calm.

Not settled.

Stopped.

The surface stretched smooth and black from bank to bank, unbroken by current or ripple. The white churn beneath the Clam Bridge was gone. The pull, the surge, the relentless forward drag—gone.

Elspeth’s breath caught.

“No,” she whispered. “No, that’s not—”

Water did not simply stop.

It did not wait.

It did not hold.

Her pulse quickened, a sharp, irregular beat against her ribs. Every instinct urged her back—away from the bank, away from whatever this was.

But she stepped closer instead.

The mud was firm beneath her boots. No sucking pull, no shifting ground. Even the earth seemed held in place, as though the stillness had seeped into everything it touched.

She reached the edge.

Looked down.

The water reflected nothing.

No sky.

No mist.

Only depth.

A blackness that seemed to stretch far beyond the shallow bed she knew lay beneath.

Elspeth swallowed hard.

“This isn’t real,” she said, though the words sounded thin in the heavy air. “It can’t be.”

The mist stirred.

A faint movement, barely there—then more.

It drew back from the centre of the river, peeling away in slow, deliberate strands, as though parted by an unseen hand.

Something stood beneath it.

At first, she thought it a trick of shadow.

Then it moved.

Upward.

Out of the water.

No splash.

No ripple.

Only a figure rising where no man should stand.

Her breath hitched.

He came into being as though shaped from the mist itself—first the outline of shoulders, then the fall of dark hair, then the pale suggestion of a face.

Water streamed from him, though the river did not move.

It fell in steady drops that vanished before they struck the surface.

Elspeth did not realise she had stepped back until her heel struck stone.

Her heart hammered, loud enough to drown thought.

“No,” she said again, shaking her head. “No, I saw you last night. You’re—”

Not real.

She could not finish the thought.

Because he was.

More so now than before.

Solid.

Defined.

His gaze lifted.

Found hers.

And held.

There was nothing uncertain in it.

Nothing shifting or indistinct.

Only a clarity that made something deep in her chest tighten.

“You came back,” he said.

The words were low, steady.

Certain.

Elspeth forced a breath into her lungs.

“I came to prove myself right,” she snapped. “This is nothing but—”

“You called me.”

The words struck through her, cutting clean through the denial she had clung to since the night before.

Her jaw tightened.

“I did no such thing.”

He stepped forward.

The water did not break beneath him.

Did not stir.

He moved across it as though it were solid ground.

Elspeth’s pulse spiked.

“You threw the ring,” he said. “You spoke the words.”

“I spoke a saying,” she shot back. “Nothing more.”

His head tilted slightly, as though considering her.

“There is no ‘nothing more’ in this place,” he said. “Not anymore.”

The mist curled tighter around him, framing his shape, clinging and releasing in slow, restless motions.

Elspeth’s fingers curled into her palms.

“You expect me to believe this?” she demanded. “That I called something out of the river like some—some tale told to frighten children?”

His gaze did not waver.

“I expect you to know what you felt.”

She faltered.

Because she had felt something.

A shift.

A pull.

As though the act itself had carried weight beyond what she had intended.

But that did not make this real.

It did not make him real.

“This is madness,” she said, though her voice had lost some of its edge. “You’re nothing but—”

“A man,” he said.

The word hung between them.

Simple.

Impossible.

“No man stands where you stand,” Elspeth replied, forcing strength back into her tone. “No man walks on water like—”

“Like something else?”

Silence stretched.

Her throat tightened.

“Yes.”

A flicker crossed his face.

Not quite amusement.

Not quite regret.

“Perhaps,” he said quietly.

He took another step.

Closer now.

Too close.

Elspeth’s breath shortened, her body tensing, every instinct braced for movement—attack, retreat, something to break the unnatural stillness that held the world in place.

He stopped at the edge of the bank.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then—

He lifted his hand.

Reached toward her.

The gesture was slow.

Deliberate.

Not sudden.

Not threatening.

And yet—

Elspeth’s pulse leapt.

Every muscle in her body tightened.

“Don’t,” she said sharply. “Don’t you touch me.”

He paused.

His hand suspended between them.

Close enough now that she could see the details she had missed before—the pale lines of old scars across his fingers, the faint tremor that ran through them, as though the effort of holding form cost him more than he would show.

“You fear me,” he said.

“Any sane person would.”

“And yet you came back.”

Her jaw clenched.

“I came for answers.”

A faint narrowing of his eyes.

“And if the answers are not what you wish them to be?”

“Then I’ll decide what to do with them.”

Something shifted in his expression then.

A flicker of something that might have been approval—or warning.

His hand lowered slightly.

But did not withdraw.

“You stand at the edge of something you do not understand,” he said. “You would be wise to step back.”

“And you would be wise to stop speaking in riddles.”

The words came sharper than she intended, driven more by fear than defiance.

He did not take offence.

Did not react at all.

Only watched her.

As though weighing her.

As though deciding something.

The silence stretched again.

Heavy.

Pressing.

Filled with all the things neither of them said.

Elspeth became suddenly, acutely aware of her own body.

Her breath—too fast.

The cold—seeping through her boots, into her bones.

The tension coiled tight in her shoulders, her hands, her chest.

The way her heart refused to steady.

This was wrong.

All of it.

And yet she stood there.

Did not run.

Did not turn away.

Why?

The question rose, sharp and insistent.

What was she doing?

What was she waiting for?

Her gaze flicked to his hand again.

Still half-raised.

Still offered.

Not forcing.

Not taking.

Waiting.

A choice.

Always a choice.

Elspeth drew in a slow breath.

Held it.

Let it out.

The mist shifted around them, the world narrowed to this single moment, this single decision.

And beneath it all, quieter but no less present:

A question.

What am I resisting right now?

The answer came at once.

Not him.

Not the river.

Not even the fear that tightened her chest.

Truth.

She was resisting the truth that something had changed.

That the world she had known—the simple, hard, unforgiving world of hunger and labour and loss—was no longer the only one that existed.

That something else had answered her.

Whether she wished it or not.

Elspeth lifted her gaze to his.

“I don’t understand this,” she said, the words quieter now, stripped of defiance but not of strength. “Any of it.”

“No,” he agreed.

His hand lowered at last, falling back to his side.

“But you will.”

The stillness in the river shuddered.

A faint ripple broke the surface.

Then another.

The mist stirred, thickening once more, closing in around him.

Elspeth’s breath caught.

“Wait—”

The word slipped out before she could stop it.

He paused.

For a heartbeat, he seemed almost solid again, fully present, fully real.

Then the mist surged.

Closed.

And he was gone.

The river broke.

Sound crashed back into the world as the current surged forward, violent and relentless, as though it had been held back and now rushed to reclaim what had been denied it.

Elspeth staggered back from the bank, heart racing, breath uneven.

The world returned.

Cold.

Wet.

Real.

And yet—

Not the same.

She stood there for a long moment, staring at the water, at the place where he had been.

At the place where nothing should have been at all.

Then, slowly, she turned away.

But the question lingered.

Unanswered.

Unavoidable.

What am I resisting right now?

And, perhaps more dangerously—

What would happen if she stopped?
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Chapter Four – The Watching Bird
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The valley did not forget.

Elspeth felt it in the morning—not as a sound, nor a sight, but as a shift beneath everything she knew. The air held differently. The ground seemed to settle with a weight that had not been there before, as though something had woken and now lay listening.

She rose before first light, though she had barely slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw it again—the river held still, the mist parting, the man stepping where no man should. And beneath it all, the echo of his voice, low and certain.

You called me.

She had not.

She refused that thought before it could take root.

The fire had burned out in the night. The cottage was cold enough that her breath misted faintly in the air as she moved. She stirred the ash, coaxed what little life remained back into a dull glow, and wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

Work.

There was always work.

Even when there was nothing left to make, nothing left to sell, there was still the habit of it—the motion, the repetition, the refusal to let stillness take hold.

She set her hands to the loom.

The threads sagged where they had broken, loose and lifeless. She tied them as best she could, fingers stiff with cold, movements slower than they should have been.

Pull.

Loop.

Tighten.

The rhythm steadied her breathing, gave her something to anchor to that was not the river, not the memory of impossible things rising from water and mist.

Pull.

Loop.

Tight—

The thread snapped.

The sharp crack of it rang through the small room.

Elspeth froze.

For a moment, she simply stared at the loose end, the frayed fibres curling back on themselves like something wounded.

Then she swore under her breath and pushed back from the loom.

“Useless,” she muttered. “All of it.”

The word echoed faintly, swallowed almost at once by the thick air.

She stood there, chest tight, hands trembling—not from the cold, not entirely.

From something else.

Frustration.

Fear.

The slow, creeping certainty that something had shifted beyond her control.

Outside, the mist pressed against the window, pale and impenetrable.

She could stay here.

Tell herself it would pass.

That the world would settle back into something she understood.

But the thought sat wrong.

Like trying to ignore a wound and hoping it would close on its own.

Elspeth grabbed her shawl and turned for the door.

The cold struck harder outside, sharper without the thin barrier of walls to soften it. The mist clung low, brushing her face, dampening her hair, settling into her skin.

She set off toward the beck without hesitation this time.

Not because she wanted to.

Because she needed to see.

Needed to know.

The path revealed itself in fragments—stones, worn earth, the faint suggestion of direction more than anything solid. The valley felt narrower than it had before, the mist pressing in, closing the space between things.

As she neared the river, she slowed.

Listened.

The water ran again.

Loud.

Relentless.

Exactly as it should.

No stillness.

No silence.

No sign of what she had seen.

Relief flickered—brief, uncertain.

“Of course,” she said aloud, the words steadier now. “Of course it was nothing.”

She stepped onto the bank.

The river surged below, dark and fast, churning against the stones, indifferent as ever.

Nothing had changed.

Nothing at all.

The thought settled—thin, fragile, but there.

Until—

A shadow passed over her.

Elspeth stilled.

It was brief.

A flicker of movement against the pale wash of mist.

Gone almost before it could be named.

Her gaze lifted.

The sky above the valley was little more than a lighter shade of grey, the mist thinning but not breaking. For a moment, she saw nothing.

Then it came again.

A shape.

High.

Circling.

At first, she thought it a trick of light, a distortion in the shifting veil.

But it held.

Moved with purpose.

A bird.

Large.

Too large.

It cut through the mist with slow, deliberate sweeps of its wings, silent despite its size. There was no cry, no rush of air—only motion.

Elspeth’s breath caught.

It circled once.

Twice.

Then dipped lower.

Close enough now that she could see it clearly.

A falcon.

Or something like one.

Its wings were broad, the feathers dark—too dark, swallowing what little light there was rather than reflecting it. Its body moved with a precision that felt wrong, too controlled, too deliberate, as though each motion had been measured and chosen.

It did not glide.

It watched.

The thought came unbidden, sharp and certain.

Elspeth felt it then—that same tightness in her chest, that same sense of being seen, weighed, understood in a way that went beyond simple sight.

The bird tilted its wings.

Turned.

And began to descend.

Her pulse quickened.

“Go on,” she muttered, forcing the words past the unease. “Off with you.”

It did not.

It came lower still, cutting through the mist, its path unbroken, its focus fixed.

On her.

Elspeth’s hands curled at her sides.

“It’s just a bird,” she said, though the words felt thin. “Just a bird.”

But it was not.

Not in the way it moved.

Not in the way it watched.

Not in the way the air itself seemed to shift with its presence.

The falcon swept down in a slow arc, then climbed again, circling once more above the river.

Closer now.

Too close.

Her breath shortened, her body tensing, ready without knowing what she prepared for.

The bird let out a sound then.

Not a cry.

Not quite.

A low, sharp note that cut through the mist and settled into the bones of the valley.

Elspeth flinched.

It was not loud.

But it felt loud.

As though it had been heard somewhere deeper than her ears.

The falcon turned again, its dark eyes catching what little light there was.

For a moment—just
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