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​PREFACE

This story arises from ways of knowing that listen to the green world and its quiet voices, to all beings seen and unseen, to the wisdom that moves through wind, stone, and living soil. It remembers time not as a line, but as a turning, where past and future meet in the breath of this present moment.

Rooted in the old lands of mist and mountain, forest and river, it honors the ancestral lineages of those who have carried memory through rhythm, breath, and return. These teachings—known by many names across many worlds—live not in possession, but in relationship: in earth, in song, in dreaming shared by all who listen.

Though this tale moves through imagined realms, it bows in gratitude to the living traditions that continue to tend these ways of remembrance. It claims no ownership, only reverence—for the wisdom that abides, the beauty that sustains, and the reminder that heaven is, and has always been, here on earth.
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“If you are ready, step lightly. Listen closely. What you are about to enter is a land where form is fluid, and the land itself speaks. Let your heart follow.”





​CHAPTER

1

A thin autumn mist clung to the road as the couple crested the last rise before Willowcrest, boots dragging, cloaks heavy with dust and dusk. The village lay cupped between a brooding hill and a slow, dark river, its crooked roofs and leaning chimneys stitched together by drifting smoke that carried the scent of burning wood, fresh bread, and something like herb-laced broth.

They passed beneath the weather-worn arch that marked the village bounds, its stones veined with moss and old, unreadable carvings. The air changed there—warmer, yet older, as if every breath drew in echoes of a hundred forgotten winters. From scattered windows, candlelight trembled behind warped glass, painting the mud lanes in amber shards that deepened the shadows rather than dispelled them.

Exhaustion gnawed at their bones, and hunger had hollowed them into quiet shapes, but the strange welcome of Willowcrest unsettled as much as it soothed. The river whispered somewhere beyond the houses, and above, the hill rose like a watching backdrop against the sky, crowned with black pines and broken stone. In the narrow lane ahead, they spied an old man hunched beside a leaning post, his face mapped with creases like dried riverbeds, eyes pale and reflective in the gloom.

They approached him with the last of their courtesy and asked, hoarse with travel, if there was a place to sleep, a roof and a little warmth to borrow for the night. The old man studied them in a silence that felt like being weighed, measured, and quietly judged by the years themselves. Then, with a voice like a coal shifting in an old grate, he spoke a single word.

“Maris.”

Nothing more. He turned his gaze away, as though the matter were settled and they were no longer his concern.

They moved on, boots scuffing the damp earth, the name lingering between them like a half-remembered prayer. A few steps deeper into the heart of Willowcrest, the lane widened and opened onto a small square where the river’s breath could be felt—cold, metallic, and clean. There, swinging on rusted chains from a warped timber frame, they found it: a cracked wooden sign, its faded paint picked out by the trembling light of a nearby lantern.

“Maris Inn.”

The word from the old man’s mouth, now carved in wood and shadow, waited for them at the village’s quiet, beating center.

As the two travelers stepped inside the inn, the scene that greeted them was far richer than its weathered façade had promised. The air, fragrant with woodsmoke and spice, glowed with the warmth of a great fire burning in the central hearth—a blaze large enough to chase the chill from every corner. A handful of guests lingered over bowls of steaming broth, their laughter soft under the hum of crackling embers.

To the left, a woman stood with her back turned, a toddler balanced easily on her arm. Her voice was low and steady as she murmured to the child, then with a practiced grace, she handed the little one back to the waiting mother. The exchange drew quiet thanks and weary relief, the woman’s touch carrying the calm of someone long accustomed to tending hurts seen and unseen.

When she turned to face the newcomers, she moved with the stillness of water before dawn. “I am Ellowen Maris Willowcrest,” she said.

Ellowen, a woman in her mid- thirties, seemed ageless in the way of those who have spent more years in healing than in mirth. Her bearing was both grounded and gentle, as though the soil of Willowcrest itself had steadied her spine. Candlelight brushed over her pale features—skin touched by river mists, eyes of muted green that shifted like currents beneath glass. Fine lines framed her gaze, not from laughter but from long nights of listening. When she smiled, it was a rare, unwavering sight that made others feel quietly seen.

Her hair, a dark chestnut threaded with silver, fell in loose waves, half-bound with wooden pins caught with herbs and twine. A faint scar traced her forearm, a memory of some river borne mishap, and at her throat rested a moon tear gemstone pendant. Her attire was humble yet purposeful—layered skirts and linens in deep, earthen tones; hems brushed with mud and edged with delicate embroidery of willow leaves. A weathered shawl hung about her shoulders, carrying the faint hint of smoke, rain, and crushed thyme.

There was something of the old ways clinging to her—an echo that stilled the air around her. Every motion, from the turn of her wrist to the quiet of her step, carried that same calm weight, as if she were careful not to disturb dreamers or spirits. In her presence, the inn—and indeed all of Willowcrest—felt less a place forgotten by time, and more a sanctuary watched over by her steady hands.

The two travelers inclined their heads in unison, the firelight catching upon rain-damp cloaks and the slight sheen of worn leather.

“Good even,” the man said, his voice low but steady. “Corin and Liora.”

Their names carried through the hall with a quiet heft, neither boast nor announcement—just the simple, certain cadence of those who have come far and mean to rest where warmth still lives.

Corin Hale bore the mark of a man born to privilege yet never claimed by it. As the third son of the River Warden of Tidemarch, wealth and authority had shaped his childhood, but they had not shaped him. Where his father and brothers carried themselves with the easy certainty of men who belonged, Corin moved with a quieter presence, as though he were always listening to something just beyond the reach of others.

His build was lean and enduring rather than broad, strength honed by long walks along riverbanks and solitary labor instead of contests of arms. There seemed to be a softness to his posture that belied resilience, the kind earned through patience and inward resolve. His face was finely cut, almost austere, weathered by wind and rain, yet marked more deeply by unspoken thought. A faded scar traced the line of his brow, not a warrior’s boast but a memory carried without display.

His eyes, pale gray touched with river-blue, held an unusual depth—observant, reflective, and imbued with empathy. The eyes of one who noticed what others overlooked: the fatigue behind bravado, the sorrow hidden in routine, the subtle language of land and silence. Often, they seemed distant, not from coldness, but from dwelling in an inner world epitomized by feeling rather than ambition.

Dark hair fell to his collar, usually unbound, streaked early with silver at the temples. It lent him an air of age beyond his years, as though life had pressed upon him sooner and more thoughtfully than it had upon other men. His clothing reflected his station yet rejected ornament: well-made wool and linen in muted tones, practical and clean, chosen for durability rather than fashion. A leather band circled his wrist, too worn to be decorative, etched with an old river-mark who’s meaning even he did not fully name.

Corin’s presence carried an inwardness, as though he moved within the hush between thoughts. When he did speak, his voice was low and measured, each word chosen like a stone laid with care. The man exuded strength, not of muscle but of quiet endurance—a soul sharpened more by loss than by victory.

Liora Vane, in her early thirties, carried a beauty wrought by perseverance. There was a gentleness to her face—full-mouthed and open—yet time and trial had left their quiet etchings at the corners of her eyes, marks earned through watchful nights and unspoken burdens rather than age alone. Her skin bore the warm cast of sun and weather, tempered by a faint pallor that spoke of long journeys and wakeful hours.

Her eyes are a deep gold-brown, steady and perceptive, holding the glow of hearthlight and something older still—an awareness that lingered at the edge of the seen world. They were not eyes that judged quickly, but they missed little, and when they rested on another, it was with a calm that both comforted and unsettled, as if she sensed truths left unvoiced.

Her hair fell in thick, unruly curls to the middle of her back, dark honey-blonde threaded with deeper amber tones. Often worn loose or loosely bound, it caught the light like dried grain at harvest, softened by wind and travel. When thoughts weighed heavily on her, she pushed stray curls behind her ear—a small, habitual gesture that revealed her inward nature more clearly than words.

Of middling height and lean build, Liora moved with a quiet surety born of necessity rather than training. Her strength was not the showy kind, but the steady resilience of one accustomed to carrying burdens—provisions, grief, responsibility—without complaint. 

She dressed in the simple layers of one who cherished both endurance and memory: sturdy earth-toned trousers beneath a cream blouse and deep-blue bodice, all well-worn yet mended with neat, almost artful stitches that spoke of patient hands. A storm-grey travel cloak draped her shoulders, its hem stained by mud and river-spray, lined within with softer fabric for solace on chill eves. At her throat hung a lone token—a small sun- stone pendant on a thin leather cord, a relic of days she could not release. Her boots, scuffed and faithful, concealed a hidden pocket for pressed herbs and folded secrets.

Liora’s gaze met Ellowen’s —eyes that seemed to see beyond flesh, straight into the soul. In that silent moment, something ancient stirred between them: recognition, safety, a forgotten knowing. Ellowen cleared her throat softly. 

“You must be weary from the road,” she said. “Eat and drink first, and I’ll show you to your room after.”

Corin and Liora took their seats at the table near the hearth. A steaming bowl of stew awaited them, its aroma rich and grounding. Beside it, golden honey mead glimmered in the firelight, promising warmth after the long journey.

When the meal was done and the hearth-lights waned, Ellowen led Liora and Corin through the hushed corridors and left them at the threshold of their chamber, murmuring her goodnight as though releasing a prayer to the silence.

The guest chamber awaited them beneath the inn’s steep, wind-worn eaves, where the black bones of the elm stretched against the frost-cast sky and their branches scraped the windowpanes with the murmur of forgotten tongues. Beyond the forest’s shadowed verge and the river’s slow silver bend, the moorland unfurled—vast and solemn beneath the dying light. There, the sun bled out its copper flame upon the hills, as though the land itself drank the day’s last breath.

A four-poster bed stood at the heart of the room, its canopy draped in deep wine velvet, carved with twisting beasts and knotwork that caught the flicker of the hearth’s firelight. Upon the coverlet, woven with ghostly shapes of willows and river reeds, lay two freshly laundered shawls, their fringes exhaling the soft perfume of lavender and dried heather, fragile as memory.

Near the dormer window, a narrow oak desk kept quiet vigil. Upon it burned a small bronze oil-lamp, its flame bowing and straightening with each whisper of the cool autumn wind through the eaves. Beneath the warm glow lay sheets of parchment, waiting patiently, as if the room itself hoped to cradle the thoughts of those who stayed.

The floorboards hummed softly beneath their feet, warm from the hearth below, and the walls exhaled a gentle, earthy heat, carrying the gentle scent of peat smoke mingled with rosemary and dried herbs. Outside, the bare arms of elm trees scraped the frost-flecked panes, and beyond them, the river gurgled through the forest, threading silver through the turning autumn leaves. Inside, however, the room presented a quiet sanctuary—cozy, protective, and touched with the enduring magic of Willowcrest. The place stood between night and dawn, between season and memory, between the souls they had been and those they were yet to become.

And so, after the long road and its unseen burdens, Liora and Corin surrendered to the stillness of Willowcrest—sleeping without dream, as though beneath a blessing older than sleep itself.

The first light of autumn seeped slowly through the steep eaves of Maris Inn, brushing the frost-veined windowpanes with a pale, trembling glow. Outside, the river whispered over moss-damp stones, threading silver through the gold and russet of the forest and carrying a chill that made the elm branches scrape softly against the walls like muted fingers. Far beyond, the moor lay shadowed and still, a distant swell of heather and peat, where mist clung to the ground and the waning sun had yet to reach.

Within the inn, the stone walls slowly releasing the heat of the hearth, where embers from last night’s peat fire still smoldered. Rosemary and dried sage hung from low beams, their trace of smoke curling in the corners, mingling with the scent of baked bread and spiced cider drifting up from the kitchen.

Wooden shutters were thrown open just enough to let the gray-gold dawn spill in, illuminating tables hewn from oak and still damp from the night’s chill. A tray of steaming mugs—herbal tea, thickened cider, and hot spiced milk—waited, along with bowls of warm porridge dotted with crushed nuts and honey, the aroma mingling with the faint tang of river air.

Outside, the wind stirred the fallen leaves along the path, carrying a hushed warning from the forest: the season is turning, the days shortening, and the moor beyond the river awaited those brave—or foolish—enough to cross it. Inside, however, the morning was soft, amber, and safe, and the inn’s walls seemed to softly utter reassurance.

Guests lifted mugs to their lips and found warmth spreading slowly through chilled hands. They could hear the river running, the trees breathing, the faint rustle of the moor’s unseen expanse beyond—and they were grateful for the hearth, the hearth-guarded walls, and the steady heart of Maris Inn.

Liora and Corin awoke to the gentle stir of the morning, the hearth’s warmth spilling across the room and the soft light threading through frost-veined windows. From the corridor came a subtle gesture, a nod and a voice like quiet smoke over peat:

“The morning warms the hearth, and your table waits,” Ellowen said, moving among the rooms with the ease of one who had long tended both house and travelers.

She lingered only briefly at their door before gliding toward the other guests, pausing now and again to check the kitchen, her movements seamless, practiced, almost ritual. Corin and Liora leisurely enjoyed their breakfast, savoring warm porridge and mugs of hot, spiced cider, each sip carrying the carefree comfort of the inn and its quiet magic.

Ellowen cast them a glance that seemed to pierce beyond spoken word, as though she already understood their unuttered needs. Before either could speak, she said softly: “Stay here as long as you will. Liora, your hands may help with the kitchen and tending the travelers. Corin, the inn needs a man’s strength, if you will lend it. Fear not—this place will hold you.”

Her words were light, but carried the weight of assurance, a promise woven into the very stones and timber of Maris Inn.

Then, from not far beyond the inn, a sudden cry split the morning air. Two young girls came running, voices frantic, calling, “Elle! Elle!”

The villagers used the name of Ellowen as one would call a guardian or sentinel. The girls, breathless and trembling, reached her at last:

“My brother… he—he took him to the mountain again!”

Ellowen’s lips parted in a silent invocation:

“Oh, Sevrin Thornveil.”

Without another word, she turned and swept after the girls bearing the hot-water flask, her cloak brushing the floor, leaving Corin and Liora in the quiet warmth of the inn. Even as she moved, her glance lingered back upon them, and her presence seemed to murmur, “Remain, for another day or for many. The old ways do not lead souls astray without cause.”





​CHAPTER

2

Sevrin Thornveil was a guarded man, wrought of fracture and fervor. He had been born of a union never spoken aloud, a truth buried beneath prayer and iron discipline. From his earliest breath, shame had been stitched into him like a second skin—an unclean knowing he could neither name nor escape. To survive it, he clung to sacred authority, to rule and punishment, believing that strict order might scour the stain from his blood.

Faith, for Sevrin, was not refuge but restraint.

He did not favor Ellowen of Maris Inn. Before others, he was dismissive, curt, withholding. Yet beneath that coldness lay a reverence he would never confess. She unsettled him—her steadiness, her listening, the way she saw without accusation. When once she tended a grievous wound upon him, her hands firm and unafraid, something in him faltered. He heard her words then, though he never admitted it. His pride would not allow such surrender.

In the far corner of Willowcrest lived a widow, not long past her grief, who had come seeking shelter after her husband’s passing. With her were her children—quiet, watchful, marked by rumor rather than deed. The village whispered what Sevrin already feared, for in them he saw a mirror too sharp to endure.

Whenever he glimpsed the widow’s son, a fire of revulsion and recognition rose within him. The boy bore the weight of what Sevrin could not forgive in himself. And so, Sevrin convinced his heart that righteousness demanded eradication—that some bloodlines must be severed for the world to be kept clean.

Once before, he had taken the boy up the mountain path, beneath the stern gaze of stone and sky, and left him broken among the rocks. The deed had not brought peace—only a deeper unrest.

And now, once more, Sevrin found himself standing at the same threshold, torn between the voice of mercy he despised and the cruelty he called justice. His faith trembled, his certainty thinned, yet still his feet carried him forward, toward the hilltop where old wrongs were said to be expiated.

Ellowen reached the lower rise of the mountain. The air there is colder, the wind carrying the iron-scent of stone and old rain. Heather bent low beneath her steps. Above, the hilltop stood stark against the sky, neither welcoming nor cruel—only waiting.

Sevrin Thornveil stood near the edge, his back rigid, his cloak drawn tight as though to bind himself together. The boy was no longer in his grasp, but the ground bore witness enough: scuffed earth, a broken sprig of gorse, the hush that follows something narrowly escaped.

Ellowen did not shout his name.

She spoke it once, quietly.

“Sevrin.”

He stiffened, as though struck, but did not turn.

“You should not be here,” he said. His voice sounded sharp, rehearsed. “This is not a place for—”

“For women?” she finished, not unkindly. “For healers? Or for those who see what you refuse to name?”

He turned then, anger rising too quickly to be clean. “You know nothing of sin.”

Ellowen stepped closer, stopping where the ground fell away. “I know what it is to carry what was never chosen,” she said. “And I know what happens when shame is mistaken for law.”

Sevrin’s jaw tightened. His hands trembled at his sides. “The boy is unclean,” he said. “The blood is wrong. If it is not cut away, it spreads.”

Ellowen’s gaze did not leave him. “That is not justice,” she countered. “That is fear wearing holy words.”

The wind moved between them, tugging at her cloak, lifting his like a restless thing. Somewhere below, unseen, the river spoke against stone.

“You think yourself righteous,” she went on, “because punishment feels easier than mercy. But listen to me now, Sevrin Thornveil—what you hate in him is not his blood. It is your own.”

His breath caught. Just once. That was all.

She took another step forward, her voice lowering, steady as the hearth at Maris Inn. “You were never asked to be born as you were. No child is. And no child is made clean by another’s cruelty.”

For a long moment, he said nothing. The mountain seemed to lean inward, as if listening. When he finally spoke, his voice had lost its edge.

“If I do not hold the line,” he whispered, “then what am I?”

Ellowen answered without hesitation. “A man still living. Which is more than you are now.”

Silence settled between them—thick, unfinished. Sevrin looked past her then, not at the sky, not at the village below, but inward, where the prayers he had built his life upon were beginning to fracture.

At last, Ellowen turned away.

“The boy will be found,” she said. “And he will be kept. This land has already decided.”

She did not wait for his reply.

Behind her, Sevrin Thornveil remained at the edge, the mountain no longer an ally, the old certainties loosening like stones beneath his feet.

“And if you still name the boy unclean,” she said, her voice low but unwavering, “if you remain fixed in your hunger to end what you call a cursed bloodline—if this is not justice you seek, but the easing of your own wounded pride—then hear me now. There is one thing I will do this day.”

She reached into the pouch at her side and drew forth coarse white salt, old and sacred. From her flask she poured water into her palm, mingling the two until they clouded together. Lifting her hands toward the open sky, she spoke—not loudly, but with the steadiness of one who knew the old ways had never truly left this land.

“May this act break the chain,” she intoned.

“May it cleanse what has been named cursed,

dispel what fear has bound,

and loosen what shame has taught to cling.”

Her voice deepened, rooted.

“I do this in full reverence.

“May all who see and all who do not—

those above, those below, those buried deep—

go to the root of this knowing,

and there, release it.”

She poured the salt-mixed water upon the earth. It darkened the soil at once, sinking into stone and heather alike, as though the ground itself hungered for it.

The wind shifted. The hill grew still.

Ellowen turned back to Sevrin.

“Now hear me, Sevrin Thornveil,” she said. “You will never lay hand upon this boy again. He holds as much right to breath and belonging as you do. The earth has received what you demanded of it. It has witnessed all.”

Her eyes did not waver.

“Now,” she said, “where is he?”

Sevrin lifted his arm and pointed toward the leftward edge of the rocky rise. There, half-hidden among stone and gorse, lay the boy—his hands and legs bound, his mouth silenced with cloth.

Ellowen went to him at once. She knelt, loosened the bindings with practiced care, and freed his limbs. The boy trembled, but she steadied him, wrapping her cloak around his shoulders.

“Come,” she said softly.

Together, they turned away from the hill and began the descent, leaving Sevrin standing solitary upon the ridge, the land grown mute beneath his gaze.

Ellowen led the boy down from the hill and through the quiet paths of Willowcrest, until they reached the low dwelling at the village’s edge. When the mother saw him—whole, breathing, alive—she broke into a run, her grief spilling into sobs as she gathered him into her arms. The two sisters followed, clinging to him, their tears falling freely, a mingling of fear released and joy restored.

No words were spoken. None were needed.

The mother lifted her face to Ellowen then, her eyes shining and broken open. What passed between them was older than speech—a gratitude too deep to be shaped by sound. Ellowen held her gaze, then felt the weight of it settle and pass, like a tide drawing back to sea.

Ellowen gave a small nod to herself and turned back toward Maris Inn, her steps unhurried as the late afternoon light thinned into amber. By the time she reached the door, the chill had begun to creep from the river, and the first shadows of evening stretched long across the path. She pushed inside, and the inn welcomed her at once.

The hearth burned steady, its peat-sweet warmth filling the common room. Guests sat low and content, voices murmuring like water over stone. Liora moved among them with quiet confidence, tending cups, setting fresh bread, easing needs before they were spoken. She passed easily between the kitchen and the hall, sleeves rolled, hair bound back, the work resting in her hands as though she had learned it long ago. The inn seemed to answer her presence, settling into a gentle rhythm.

Behind her, Corin kept to the edges, clearing wooden trenchers, stacking mugs, and feeding the fire with practiced care. Each log he placed caught quickly, the flames lifting and holding, as if recognizing his touch. He spoke little, but the room warmed under his steadiness.

Ellowen paused just inside the threshold. She drew her hands up toward her face, rubbing warmth back into her fingers, and watched Liora for a moment longer than she meant to. Her gaze softened, fixed and full—an unspoken gratitude for the way the day had been carried in her absence, for the way the inn had been held.

Sensing her, Liora turned. Without a word, she lifted a waiting mug and crossed the room, pressing it gently into Ellowen’s hands. Hot spiced cider, fragrant with apple, clove, and a trace of honey, sent up a comforting steam.

Ellowen wrapped her fingers around the cup, met Liora’s eyes, and exhaled. The weight of the mountain, the fear, the reckoning—all of it eased. Within the stone walls of Maris Inn, the fire burned true, the evening settled softly, and Willowcrest held.

That evening, Ellowen, Liora, and Corin shared a quiet meal at the long oak table, the hearth casting a low, steady glow across the stone walls. Supper was simple—thick stew, coarse bread, and a shared jug of cider—and no one pressed for histories or confessions. In Willowcrest, such things were never taken before their time.

Ellowen spoke instead of the ways of Maris Inn: of mornings begun with embers coaxed back to life, of bread set to rise before dawn, of travelers who came with
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