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The Journey Continues

The Grail was never just a cup.

And the Quest was never just a story.

It is what happens to a person who keeps walking —

who discovers, somewhere along the way,

that the path itself has become the destination,

and that the walking has changed them.

These stories are not the same as the ones before.

Not because the Grail has moved,

but because I have.

I have learned to sit longer with the darkness

before reaching for the lamp.

I have learned that the most human moments

are not only the triumphant ones —

but also those where greatness and fragility

inhabit the same breath,

the same gesture,

the same quietly breaking heart.

The stories in this collection

are not about teaching lessons.

They do not resolve into tidy morals

like rivers resolving into the sea.

They witness.

They stand beside us human creatures —

magnificent and moth-eaten,

luminous and lost —

and they do not look away.

Because that is what the Grail demands of us, finally:

not answers, but the courage to keep looking.

The courage to keep asking the Question.

If the first volume was an invitation to begin,

this one is a companion for continuing —

for those who have already felt

the ache and have chosen,

despite everything,

to keep walking.

The Journey is not shorter than we hoped.

It is longer,

and stranger,

and more beautiful.

So let us continue...

— William Zeitler
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Tailor of the Sky
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he harbor city loved its banners —

bright rivers of silk that streamed

from every tower each festival season.

Sailors said those colors guided them home,

and massive banners adorned the lighthouse.

Jovan had sewn them all for forty years.

His attic overlooked the sea,

his stitches keeping rhythm with the wind.

He didn’t use rulers or chalk.

“The cloth knows,” he said.

“I just listen.”

His apprentice, Maris,

did not trust such talk.

She measured everything twice

and feared mistakes like curses.

“The guild loves precision,”

she reminded him.

“The guild loves control,”

he replied, smiling.

“But the wind laughs at that.”

Then came the storm that changed him.

The city’s Great Banner —

royal blue and silver —

tore loose from the high tower.

Jovan went to save it,

climbing against the gale.

Maris begged him not to.

Lightning split the clouds;

the banner vanished into the sky.

When he came down,

his eyes were full of grit and salt.

Within weeks,

the world grew dim.

He hid his blindness

as long as he could.

Then the guild retired him

“with gratitude and regret.”

He left the hall in silence,

fingers tracing the edge of his dismissal letter

as if feeling a seam

that shouldn’t be there.

Maris visited often,

bringing food and worry.

“You should rest,” she said.

“Let the city find another tailor.”

“I’m still working,”

he answered.

“With what?”

He smiled,

lifting an empty frame to the window.

“With the nothing that moves between the threads.”

At first she pitied him.

He sat for hours,

hands moving through air,

threading nothing.

The sound of his needle against wood was steady,

patient.

Sometimes he paused,

tilting his head as if listening

to something only he could hear.

Maris told herself it was grief

wearing the mask of habit.

But one night the sailors saw

a faint blue seam across the harbor sky.

It glowed softly,

bending with the wind.

They argued about it in the taverns —

some said lightning,

others magic.

The next night the seam lengthened,

curving toward the lighthouse.

Children called it

“The sky’s seam.”

Old captains who had lost ships

on the northern reefs

began watching it instead of the stars.

They said nothing about this to each other.

Maris tried not to think of it.

She told herself

there had to be an explanation.

But each night,

after work,

she climbed to his attic with a lantern

and found him before the open window,

needle in hand,

eyes blind and piercing.

“Master,” she whispered.

He did not turn.

“Do you hear it?”

She listened.

The city murmured below —

the sea slapping the piers,

ropes creaking —

but beneath it was another rhythm:

a faint,

pulsing hum,

s if the night itself breathed.

He moved the needle and the hum deepened.

Through the window she saw,

far above the rooftops,

a shimmering thread of light

answering his gesture.

The seam in the sky shifted with his hand,

matching his movements.

Her lantern trembled.

“How — ?”

“It was never cloth,”

he said softly.

“Only the nothing that moves between the threads.”

She stood beside him until dawn.

When the first light came,

he lowered the needle.

“The sky tears more easily than we think,”

he murmured.

“Someone must mend it.”

The next morning,

he was gone.

The door was locked from within.

The window stood open,

the frame empty.

On the sill,

a single silver thread

caught the sunlight

before vanishing into the air.

Maris took over the workshop.

She measured carefully,

stitched precisely,

kept the accounts in perfect order.

The city needed banners,

and she gave them banners.

But sometimes,

when the night was windless,

she climbed the attic ladder

and sat by the window.

Then,

faintly,

she would hear it —

the quiet tug of a needle

through invisible fabric.

The seam over the harbor

would brighten for a heartbeat,

then fade.

In those moments,

all her calculations dissolved.

She felt the breeze around her fingers,

alive and waiting.

She would whisper into the dark:

“Leave a seam for the wind.”

And the wind, kind and unhurried,

would answer.
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The Lost Sheep
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here was once a boy

who shepherded a flock of a hundred sheep.

Every morning, he led them out

to graze in the meadows by the lake,

and every evening,

he counted them one by one

as they returned to the fold.

He knew them all by name:

Wobblekins and Butterbean,

Snorflehoof and Starwhistle,

Bumblepuff and Thimbleberry.

And he took pride in being their protector,

their guide,

their shepherd.

One night,

after a long day of grazing,

the boy fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

When he awoke,

the fold was empty.

Not a single sheep remained —

except for a lone lamb,

named Lamby,

bleating at him insistently.

The boy’s heart pounded.

He rushed to the hills,

calling their names,

scouring every hollow and ravine.

But there was no answer.

No bleating,

no hoofprints,

no sign of struggle or wolves.

It was as if the entire flock

had simply vanished.

Day after day, he searched.

Lamby followed him everywhere,

stumbling through brambles and streams,

her plaintive cry piercing the silence.

Sometimes she would run ahead,

bleating urgently,

darting in a direction he didn’t expect,

other times nipping at his pant legs.

But he would scoop her up

and carry her in his arms.

“There now,” he would whisper,

“Don’t be afraid.

We’ll find them.”

Weeks passed.

The boy grew ragged and hollow-eyed.

At last, one evening,

he climbed a high ridge at the edge of the valley.

There,

through a break in the mist,

he saw a great green valley beyond the mountains —

lush pastures shimmering in moonlight.

And there,

far below,

his flock!

Every single sheep,

grazing peacefully,

as if they had never been lost.

Their wool shone like silver in the night.

The boy’s joy turned to confusion.

Why had they gone there without him?

Why had they left him behind?

As he gazed,

Lamby leapt and spun,

bleating with delight.

She nipped at his trousers,

just as she had been doing all along.

And suddenly,

he understood.

The flock had not been lost.

He had been keeping them in the same place

long after it could sustain them.

So while he slept,

they had moved on

to where they could thrive.

And this little lamb —

whom he had misunderstood,

even scolded —

had been left behind

to guide him home.

Tears stung his eyes.

He lifted Lamby into his arms,

her heartbeat warm against his chest.

For the first time,

he followed rather than led,

crossing the ridge under the rising dawn.

When he reached the valley,

the flock surrounded him with gentle bleats,

pressing close as if to say,

“You were never abandoned.”

From that day forward,

the boy no longer thought of himself

as their leader,

but as their companion —

the hundred-and-first sheep.
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The Books of Torin
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orin had rehearsed it for weeks.

When the moment came,

the words arrived in the wrong order anyway.

“I can’t do this,” he said to her.

“I’m sorry. I just — can’t.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she picked up her coat

and left without speaking.

The door closed quietly,

which was worse than if she had slammed it.

He reached toward the door.

Then didn’t.

She walked for a long time.

Through the market quarter,

past the fountain,

out along the river road

where no one knew her face.

By the time she stopped walking,

she was somewhere she had never been.

She found a room above a cobbler’s shop.

She paid a month in advance

and asked no questions.

Neither did he.

For weeks she barely left.

She slept long, irregular hours.

She ate when she remembered.

She cried without sound,

the way people cry

when they have learned

not to disturb anyone.

Then one morning she rose before dawn

and sat at the small table by the window.

She did not know why.

She simply sat.

By midmorning she had written three pages.

By evening, seven.

She did not know what they were yet.

Only that they were hers

in a way nothing had been before.

Years later,

people would read what she wrote

and feel less alone in their own silences.

They would not know where it came from.

She would not tell them.

But sometimes,

signing her name,

she would think of a door closing quietly

and feel something she could not quite call gratitude —

though it was close.

Meanwhile,

Torin stood in the silence she had just left behind.

It had weight, that silence.

More than he expected.

On the table beside him

lay a book he had not placed there.

Its title was simply:

The Book of Torin II

His own face looked back at him from the cover.

He picked it up and began reading:




The Book of Torin II


Chapter 1

Torin had rehearsed it for weeks.

When the moment came,

the words arrived in the wrong order anyway.

“I can’t do this,” he said to her.

“I’m sorry. I just — can’t.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she picked up her coat

and left without speaking.

The door closed quietly,

which was worse than if she had slammed it.

He reached toward the door.

Then didn’t.

She did not walk.

She stood outside the door for a moment,

then went directly to her sister’s house.

Her sister opened the door,

took one look,

and said nothing.

She simply stepped aside.

For three days she did not speak of it.

On the fourth day,

over tea gone cold, she said:

“He couldn’t do it.”

Her sister nodded.

“I think I knew,” she said.

“I think I was waiting for him to know.”

Her sister refilled the cup.

The fury came later —

not at him,

but at herself,

for having made herself small enough to fit

inside someone else’s hesitation.

That fury had an edge to it.

She learned to use the edge.

She went back to school.

She finished what she had abandoned.

She became —

in time, and not without cost —

someone who did not wait to be chosen.

She thought of him rarely.

When she did,

it was without heat.

Only a mild curiosity:

whether he had ever learned —

to stay.

Meanwhile,

Torin stood in the silence she had just left behind.

It had weight, that silence.

More than he expected.

On the table beside him

lay a book he had not placed there.

Its title was simply:

The Book of Torin III

His own face looked back at him from the cover.

He picked it up and began reading:






The Book of Torin III


Chapter 1

Torin had rehearsed it for weeks.

When the moment came,

the words arrived in the wrong order anyway.

“I can’t do this,” he said to her.

“I’m sorry. I just — can’t.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she picked up her coat

and left without speaking.

The door closed quietly,

which was worse than if she had slammed it.

He reached toward the door.

Then didn’t.

She walked to the end of the street

and sat on the low stone wall

where they had once sat together

eating figs from a paper bag.

She sat there until the light changed.

Then she did something that surprised her:

she laughed.

Not bitterly.

Just — laughed.

A short, exhausted sound,

like something being set down after a long carry.

She had known.

Not consciously,

not in words,

but somewhere beneath words —

she had known for months

that he was building toward this.

Part of her had been waiting,

the way you wait for rain

when the air has had that quality all day.

She was sad.

She would be sad for a while.

But underneath the sadness

was something she hadn’t expected:

relief.

Not because she hadn’t loved him.

But because she had been loving him

at the cost of something she couldn’t name —

some direction in herself

that his hesitation had made impossible to follow.

Now it was possible.

She sat on the wall a little longer.

Then she stood, put her hands in her pockets,

and walked —

not away from anything,

but toward something

she was only beginning to see.

She did not look back.

Not because she was angry.

Because she was already

somewhere else.

Meanwhile,

Torin stood in the silence she had just left behind.

It had weight, that silence.

More than he expected.

On the table beside him

lay a book he had not placed there.

Its title was simply:

The Book of Torin IV

His own face looked back at him from the cover.

He picked it up and began reading:






The Book of Torin IV


Chapter 1

Torin had rehearsed it for weeks.

When the moment came,

the words arrived in the wrong order anyway …
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Song of the Third Way
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wo kingdoms lay side by side,

their borders drawn not by rivers or mountains

but by ancient grievances.

Each believed the other a curse,

and for as long as anyone could remember,

they had been at war.

Into this land wandered a bard named Selen.

He sang not of kings or battles,

but of rain falling on roof tiles,

of a mother’s quiet breath

as she rocked a child to sleep,

of the stars in the sky that looked down

on friend and foe alike.

Wherever he sang,

children would gather,

their faces luminous,

while their parents listened from the shadows,

afraid to hope.

One spring,

both kingdoms heard of Selen

and sent emissaries to claim him.

The Northern general

offered gold beyond imagining

if Selen would compose a war hymn

to stiffen his soldiers’ courage.

The Southern general promised him

a palace and servants

if he would create a song

to strike terror in enemy hearts.

Selen bowed to each in turn,

then vanished into the wilderness

before either could bind him.

For months,

no one knew where he had gone.

But deep in the valleys,

Selen visited small villages

that lay beyond the reach of armies.

There,

in the dim light of cottages,

he sang softly to the children.

He taught them melodies simple enough

to hum while carrying water,

impossible to leave behind.

The children learned quickly,

passing the songs among themselves

until the songs had become

the warp and weft of them.

The war raged on, ever more senseless.

Castles burned,

borders shifted,

armies rose and fell.

Yet beneath this storm,

something unseen was taking root.

A farmer would hear his child humming

and find his own bitterness melting away.

A soldier,

home on leave,

would weep to hear a melody

he did not know he remembered.

The song spread quietly, inexorably.

Years passed.

The war,

like all wars,

finally collapsed under its own weight.

The last generals died

with curses on their lips,

never knowing why their armies

had lost their taste for slaughter.

When the smoke cleared,

the two kingdoms lay in ruins —

leaderless,

weary,

and strangely silent.

Then, from a hillside,

a single voice began to sing.

Others joined,

timid at first,

then stronger,

until the valleys rang with a music

no sword could silence.

The children Selen had taught were grown now.

They gathered

not to rebuild thrones or armies,

but to weave a new harmony

between once-divided lands.

In place of borders,

they planted orchards.

In place of war banners,

they raised wind chimes

to catch the breeze.

As for Selen,

no one could say where he had gone.

Some claimed he had walked into the sea,

carrying his harp.

Others swore they had seen him among the singers,

smiling quietly before slipping away.

But all agreed on this:

his song had not ended.

It lived in them now.

And whenever the world seemed ready

to fall again into darkness,

a child’s voice could still be heard —

singing.
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The Garden that Would Not Hurry
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here was once a woman

who wished to make beauty bloom.

She cleared a plot of rocky soil behind her cottage,

dug furrows,

sowed seeds,

and waited.

But each morning she came out,

and each morning the earth looked the same —

bare, brown, silent.

She watered twice,

then thrice.

She sang to the ground,

scolded it,

pleaded with it,

even pressed her palms into the soil

as if warmth alone

could coax the green awake.

Still nothing.

She envied the neighbor’s garden,

where shoots already stood in rows.

Perhaps my seeds are lazy, she thought,

and bought new ones — ‘faster’ ones,

or so the storekeeper said.

But when she scattered them,

the wind carried half away,

and the rest drowned

in her over-zealous watering.

One night,

she dreamed of an old gardener

tending a vast orchard under moonlight.

He said nothing —

only knelt,

and waited beside each tree

until a single petal fell into his hand.

When she woke, she went outside.

The ground was still bare,

but something in her had softened.

She touched the soil once,

gently,

and went back inside.

Days passed.

Then weeks.

And one morning,

tiny green blades broke the surface —

so small she missed them at first.

She laughed, not at the delay,

but at her own impatience.
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The Wayward Gift
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lia found a ragged man at the forest’s edge,

hungry,

limping,

and shunned by all.

The villagers hissed warnings:

He is a thief, a shadow, a fool.

You will regret your kindness.

But she gave him food from her pack anyway,

and bound his wounds with strips of her own cloak.

“Thren is my name,” he said, when asked.

Alia was on a pilgrimage

to offer her sacred gift

at the temple on the other side

of the Grey Mountains.

When Thren asked to walk with her,

she said yes,

though unease stirred in her heart.

For many days they traveled,

and she began to hope her mercy was not folly.

But when they reached a narrow mountain pass,

he betrayed her.

He stole the gift

and vanished into the crags,

leaving her with empty hands

and brokenness.

She staggered homeward,

grief-struck,

while the village mocked her soft heart.

Mercy is wasted on the unworthy, they said.

Now you see.

Years passed.

Alia lived quietly,

alone,

her quest abandoned,

her heart still tender but scarred.

She never knew what became of the thief.

Meanwhile, far from the village,

Thren lost his way in the wilderness.

Starving,

half-mad,

he stumbled upon a hidden monastery.

The monks took him in,

asking nothing.

There,

he found a silence

that would not let him hide,

and the chants at dawn

pierced him deeper than any blade.

Thren became someone else,

slowly,

painfully.

He became the one who rang the bell at dawn,

the one welcoming wanderers at the gate,

the first to volunteer for the lowliest chores.

In time,

he became the one they called Abbot.

He tried many times to find Alia,

to return her gift.

But when he had first stumbled upon the monastery,

he had been so lost with cold and hunger

that afterward he could never retrace his steps.

And so the sacred gift he had stolen

was folded into their worship,

woven into their daily prayers

until it seemed it had always belonged there.

Alia never knew.
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The Mirror that Knew
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n the high country

where clouds touched the roofs,

the village of Lir kept the art of mirrors.

Their mirrors were not toys of vanity

but instruments of devotion.

Each generation one was made

for the Temple of the Dawn,

to reveal each soul as it truly was.

When the honor fell to Master Iren,

no one questioned the choice.

He was patient, precise, and —

he liked to say —

humble.

“A mirror must be pure as snow,”

he told his apprentice Sela,

a quiet girl whose quiet nature

he mistook for slowness.

“If the maker leaves a trace of himself,

it will cloud the image.

I, of course, will do no such thing.”

Weeks passed in silence

broken only by the hiss

of molten silver and glass.

At last,

the mirror was lifted into its frame,

shining like captured sunlight.

The abbot came,

the bells rang,

and the villagers lined up

to see what they would see.

The first pilgrim stepped forward —

an old woman,

trembling.

Her reflection bloomed crisp and clear.

Then a high priest,

strutting in his finest robe —

the surface misted over at once.

One after another,

they gazed at themselves in the mirror.

The modest saw themselves luminously;

the self-important saw only fog.

“Surely the mirror isn’t working correctly,”

the crowd grumbled.

Murmuring spread.

Iren laughed lightly to still them.

“The metal is fresh —

it needs to season.”

He turned toward the glass,

certain the reflection of his own face

would steady the crowd.

Nothing.

Only a foggy light.

He felt heat rise behind his ears.

“You’ve spoiled the mixture” he hissed at Sela.

She blinked,

frightened,

then stepped up beside him.

The mirror caught her instantly —

her image bright and alive,

the whole hall luminous.

“What did you do?” he demanded.

“Nothing,” she said.

“I only looked.”

That night,

he worked alone,

polishing until his hands shook.

The harder he tried,

the duller the surface grew.

Exhausted,

he leaned close,

whispering a prayer he could barely remember.

For an instant,

a face flickered —

worn,

uncertain,

human —

and then was gone.
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The Shepherd of Souls
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nce upon a time

there was a shepherd named Lior,

who lived happily in the mountains

with his wife and young son.

Their life was simple and hard.

Yet they had each other,

and their sheep,

and the mountains and valleys

were so beautiful

that words failed.

One day Lior came home after grazing their flock,

only to discover there had been an avalanche.

Where his cottage had stood

now lay a gash of rocks and debris.

His home and family were gone

without a trace —

swallowed by the mountainside.

All that was left

was a newborn lamb,

whom his wife and son had been caring for,

who had somehow survived.

He named her Flower.

After that,

Lior lived as one half-alive.

He cared for Flower and his sheep,

spoke little,

and slept by a fire

that burned low

in a simple hut he built

near where his cottage had been.

The villagers left him food

but no questions.

“He’s already part ghost,”

they whispered.

One clear winter’s night,

Lior was foraging for firewood

when a blizzard took him by surprise.

Snow whirled so thick

that Up and Down traded places.

Disoriented,

he stumbled and fell into a drift,

and the cold overcame him quickly.

His heartbeat quieted,

faltering.

In that stillness,

he saw two figures

in the blinding whiteness —

his wife and son —

smiling, patient.

They didn’t beckon him closer;

they simply waited as if to say not yet.

Their peace startled him awake.

At dawn,

he crawled out of the snowdrift —

alive and aching.

Near him,

wedged between stones,

lay an old shepherd’s flute

carved of mountain ash,

crusted with ice.

He didn’t know who had left it there,

only that it felt at home in his hands.

At first,

he couldn’t make a sound with it.

Eventually,

notes came out,

cracked and faltering.

Over the long days of watching his sheep,

he let the flute slowly show him

what it wanted to sing.

Sometimes he wondered

who was playing whom.

The villagers noticed

the shepherd who had never smiled

now played in the twilight —

and the sheep gathered close

as if listening to prayer.

He played through sun and rain,

through silence so wide

the echoes seemed to open into forever.

The sheep learned to follow the sound;

the birds grew unafraid.

And in time,

his own heart began to keep time

with the Otherworldly Music.

When the fever came to the village,

Lior came, carrying herbs and his flute.

“Sometimes compassion

is the only medicine left,” he said.

He played for the sick,

for the frightened,

for the dying.

His songs sang of tender sorrow,

and a strange,

fierce joy.

Some who heard them survived.

Those who didn’t,

passed away loved.

When Flower too fell ill,

he played through the night.

The flute’s tone raw —

human, pleading.

When at last her small body stilled,

the wind rose

and carried the fading melody

down the valley like a benediction.

At dawn,

he carried Flower

to where his family had died,

and laid her to rest

in a small grave adorned with stones.

Weeks later,

the fever took Lior.

On his last evening,

he asked the villagers

to open the window,

so the wind could find him.

They buried him next to Flower,

his flute resting on his chest.

That spring,

when storms swept down the valley,

the wind carried music —

faint, but unmistakable.

It was never quite the same tune twice.

The villagers called it Lior’s Song.

And when someone died,

they would say,

“Listen — Lior has come to carry them home.”
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The Atlas of the Human Heart
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he Cartographer was famous for her maps.

Not the ordinary kind —

she cared nothing for mountains or rivers

or the tedious borders of today’s kings.

Her passion was the hidden geography

of human feeling.

For decades,

she charted the terrain of joy and sorrow,

of longing and hope,

until her magnum opus was complete:

The Atlas of the Human Heart.

It was exquisite.

Every emotion had its precise latitude and longitude.

Grief was a gray valley

carved between the Solemn Hills.

Contentment lay on warm plains

near the Sea of Comfort.

Love was a wide river,

slow and predictable,

flowing north toward serenity.

No surprises.

Nothing wild.

Nothing uncharted.

Everyone adored the Atlas.

Teachers built lessons around it.

Counselors measured feelings

with rulers and compasses.

“At last,” they proclaimed,

“we understand the heart.”

One day, a woman came to the Cartographer.

Her father had recently died.

Her grief was deep and raw,

and she found herself

wandering the Valley of Sorrow

just as the Atlas predicted.

Everything was as it should be —

until she met someone who made her laugh.

Someone who brought warmth

she didn’t think possible.

Someone who caused something wild

to blossom in her chest.

The Atlas offered no route

from grief to love.

The two lay on opposite sides of the chart.

The Cartographer explained kindly

that the woman must be mistaken.

“One cannot stand in the river

and on the mountaintop

at the same time.”

“But I do anyway,”

the woman whispered.

The Cartographer frowned.

“Impossible.

You are confusing sadness

with attachment,

or affection

with longing.

Tell me precisely what you feel.”

The woman tried,

but her words were messy and mingled and beautiful.

The Cartographer cataloged each one,

tracing lines on the Atlas

to show why her descriptions

could not be true.

At last, the woman bowed her head

and said,

very softly,

“Perhaps something is wrong with me.”

As she turned to leave,

she wept.

Her tears were not polite.

They were fierce,

volcanic,

unstoppable.

They flowed onto the table

where the Atlas lay open.

Drops splashed the ink.

At once, the map changed.

The black lines shimmered.

Colors bled into one another.

The tidy borders between emotions

dissolved like salt in water.

The river of love

curved toward the valley.

The valley opened

into a canyon of marvel.

New coastlines appeared —

strange and beautiful —

where sorrow and tenderness

braided together

like strands of gossamer hair.

The Cartographer stared in shock.

Her perfect system was dissolving.

She tried blotting the ink.

She tried redrawing the lines.

But the more she fought,

the more the Atlas

bloomed with impossible landscapes:

mountains of nostalgia,

bittersweet forests of wonder,

thunderstorms of joy

that rained tears of sorrow.

She realized the Atlas was not breaking.

It was awakening.

The next morning,

she called the woman back.

“I have a confession,”

the Cartographer said.

“My map was too small.”

The woman looked uncertain.

“For grief?”

“And love,”

the Cartographer replied,

and after a long pause —

“For everything.”

The Cartographer spent the next year

revising the Atlas,

but not by adding more lines

or stricter boundaries.

She left blank regions —

vast and wordless —

where she wrote only:

Cor Incognitum —

The Unknown Heart.
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Warm Bread
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n the village of Willowford,

the bakery stood beside the old stone bridge.

Every morning before sunrise,

Elias lit the ovens.

His father had built them,

and Elias had tended them all his life.

His wife worked there too —

humming as she kneaded dough.

When illness took her,

the joy left.

But Elias’ bread stayed warm and faithful.

Sam first came to Willowford as a scrawny boy

with patched boots

and a mother who was always desperate for work.

A freak accident had taken his father

and left Sam with a speech impediment.

They were destitute.

They slept wherever kindness allowed —

barn loft,

stable corner,

empty shed.

Some days there was food.

Other days — not so much.

One bitter morning,

long before the dawn bell rang,

Sam drifted toward the bakery,

drawn by the glow in the windows

and the smell of rising dough.

He wasn’t begging.

But he couldn’t resist the call.

Elias noticed him through the steam-fogged glass.

He opened the door and said,

“Come in, lad,

stand by the oven.”

Sam stretched his hands toward the fire,

feeling slowly returning to his fingers.

Elias cut a heel from a cooling loaf,

slathered it with butter,

and set it before him.

Sam devoured it.

When Elias asked his name,

the boy’s voice came in small,

halting fragments.

“Sam,” he whispered.

Then, after a long pause:

“Sam and mother… c-c-cold and hungry.”

Elias pretended not to notice the stumble.

He wrapped the rest of the bread in linen

and handed it to him.

“Give this to her,” he said.

“And remember: Every winter ends.”

Sam nodded once,

quick and shy,

and hurried away.

He and his mother left Willowford the next day,

following the harvest south.

The villagers never noticed them.

But Sam carried that morning with him,

like a small lantern he never set down.

Years turned.

Sam returned as a young man,

broad-shouldered,

still few of words,

gathering unwanted scraps from the sawmill

and selling them for firewood.

He lived in a small hut near the mill.

Elias saw him now and then,

but didn’t remember the hungry boy from long ago.

Then came the winter when the river froze.

Snow fell for days.

One evening,

carrying a sack of flour up the stairs,

Elias slipped and went down hard.

Kneading dough,

hauling wood,

tending the ovens —

out of the question.

The next morning he tried using his wife’s cane.

By noon,

he was exhausted,

his ankle excruciating.

He hung a sign on the door:

Closed for a time.

Word spread quickly.

Villagers stopped at the window,

pressed their hands to the glass,

left notes of sympathy and encouragement.

They said the village wasn’t the same without his bread —

without the warm smell drifting through the streets.

On the third morning,

there came a knock at his door.

Opening,

he found Sam standing in the snow,

a bundle of firewood under his arm.

“Sam help,”

he said.

Elias blinked.

“Do you know anything about baking?”

Sam shook his head.

“You show.

Sam do.”

Sam worked clumsily at first —

burned his fingers,

ruined a batch of dough,

dropped a tray of rolls.

The bread came out crooked,

as if the dough had argued with itself all night.

Still,

the smell of baking crept through Willowford’s lanes,

and villagers lined up again

for warm loaves and familiar comfort.

Every morning,

Sam arrived before the dawn bell.

He chopped kindling,

fetched water,

and kneaded dough until his arms trembled.

When Elias apologized for being a burden,

Sam only shook his head and kept working.

Weeks passed.

Elias’s ankle healed at last.

One night,

after the last loaf cooled,

Elias studied the young man

sweeping flour from the counter.

“You’ve helped more than I ever could have hoped,”

Elias said quietly.

“Why, Sam?”

Sam set the broom aside.

His voice was steady, plain, complete.

“You kind.”

Elias frowned, searching his memory.

“When Sam a boy, you kind to Sam and mother.”

Elias closed his eyes,

remembering the hungry boy in the doorway.

“I didn’t know it mattered.”

Sam nodded once. “It matter.

Now Sam help you.”

When Elias could finally walk without the cane,

he rose before dawn and baked a small loaf.

Round and rosemary-scented,

like the one from years ago.

He wrapped it in linen

and handed it to Sam at the door.

“For you,” Elias said.

Sam bowed,

took the loaf,

and stepped into the morning light,

his boots crunching

through the crusted snow.
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The Lantern of Danger
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very day,

the people of Brindleford

walked past the old shrine

without giving it much thought.

It had once been the pride of the village,

but generations had passed

since anyone visited it

except the caretakers

who dutifully polished its threshold

and swept its steps of fallen leaves.

Inside hung a brass lantern,

blackened with age,

its glass chimney

warped by centuries of weather.

According to village lore,

it would ignite only

in the hour of great danger.

According to everyone under the age of sixty,

it was a charming relic

from a superstitious age.

Keren,

apprentice to the lampwright,

found the whole thing unbearable.

It wasn’t the superstition he objected to;

it was the imprecision.

If the lantern was meant to warn the village,

why hadn’t it ever lit?

Was danger truly absent,

or had they simply clung to a false comfort?

These questions threaded through his thoughts like briars.

The elders offered only placid smiles,

which irritated him

more than a scolding would have.

His apprenticeship gave him

just enough expertise to be dangerous.

He knew how lanterns were built —

how they breathed,

how they fed their flames.

He could not accept that this soot-choked artifact

held any real power.

And beneath his irritation

was something quieter:

a faint,

persistent unease he refused to name.

So, late one night,

after too much stewing and not enough sleep,

he stole it.

The shrine door protested

with a long sigh as he pushed it open.

The lantern was heavier than he expected,

almost stubborn in his hands,

but he carried it through the sleeping village to his workshop.

He intended to disassemble it,

reveal its emptiness,

and finally quiet the itch in his mind.

Under lamplight he examined every inch of it.

No flint.

No wick.

No oil.

No secret compartments.

Just metal and glass.

He felt vindicated.

“Nothing but old stories,” he murmured,

touching the frame as if to console it.

The flame burst to life

the instant his fingers brushed the brass.

Keren yelped and nearly toppled from his stool.

The fire burned clear and steady,

impossibly bright.

It gave off no heat,

no smoke.

When he waved his hand through it,

the flame flowed around his fingers

like cool water.

He tried to snuff it out with cloth,

then sand,

then by plunging the whole lantern

into his water barrel.

The flame persisted,

flickering almost playfully.

Near dawn he surrendered,

too exhausted to think.

He left the lantern on his workbench

and stumbled to bed.

Sleep offered no refuge.

Through the cracks beneath his door

the strange light seeped into his room,

not illuminating objects but truths.

In the corner where he tossed broken lamps

he would "fix later,”

he saw the face of his first teacher —

the one he’d abandoned without farewell

when he found a better apprenticeship.

At the foot of his bed he saw Mara,

the friend whose trust he had betrayed

for ambition’s sake.

And overhead,

in the rafters,

he saw all the little evasions,

the timid gestures,

the shabby choices

that had quietly shaped his days.

By sunrise his heart felt scraped raw.

Panicked,

he carried the lantern back

to the shrine and shoved it inside.

“Take it,” he whispered,

as if the old walls might swallow it.

But when he turned to leave,

the lantern stood at his heels,

steady and patient.

It was then he realized the truth:

the lantern had not flared to warn the village.

It had flared to warn him.

Not of disaster in the sky,

but of the quiet catastrophe

of drifting through a life of moral poverty.

The unexpected hour had come,

not as doom,

but as a summons.

Keren sat on the shrine steps,

lantern beside him,

morning light soft on the stones.

He closed his eyes,

took a trembling breath,

and asked the question he had avoided for years.

“What must I see?”

The lantern flickered once.
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The Unknown Path
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t the eastern edge of Sereth

stood the Scribe’s Gate,

a two-arched stone passage

carved with words so old

no living scholar

could read what remained of them.

Travelers came and went

by the left-hand arch —

the Known Way.

It led to market towns,

to family,

to safety.

If the right-hand arch had ever had a name,

it was lost to the ancient sands of time.

So people called it the Unchosen Way.

It led somewhere, of course.

Every road did.

But no one could say where.

The few who stepped beneath that arch

returned changed or not at all.

Most everyone avoided it entirely.

Instead,

the right-hand path was simply

a part of the landscape,

like an old mole on the city’s skin —

a familiar,

unremarkable blemish.

Mirel paused there at midmorning, exhausted.

The city bells had just rung the hour,

their hollow notes drifting

like a stale draft through her heart.

She had slept poorly —

again.

She still kept a second cup on the shelf,

though the one to whom it belonged had chosen —

elsewhere.

Loss collected in the corners of her life like dust.

Too many days felt like empty repetitions

of happier yesterdays.

She hadn’t meant to stop at the Gate.

Her errands lay along the left-hand arch,

same as always.

But she found herself standing

still in the sunlit dust,

staring at the seam of shadow

beneath the right-hand arch.

A farmer pushing a cart called to her.

“Wrong way.”

But she didn’t move.

Mirel’s breath trembled.

Not from fear —

she was too tired for fear —

but from a pressure she couldn’t name,

a sense of being on the verge

of something small but real,

like a bud deciding whether to open.

She stepped closer.

The dust around her feet stirred, then settled again.

Her throat tightened.

“What the hell,” she murmured.

She turned toward the left-hand arch again —

but her feet didn’t follow.

They remained angled toward the unnamed road,

as though some silent inner vote

had already been cast without her consent.

She took a single step beneath the right-hand arch.

The air shifted.

Not dramatically —

just enough that she felt it at the edges of her skin,

a subtle thinning,

a sense of being recognized

by something she couldn’t see.

Dust rose in a faint swirl behind her.

When it settled, she saw them:

impressions in the earth beside her footprints.

Soft hollows,

as though someone else walked beside her

with a gait slightly longer than her own.

She froze.

Looked back.

Called softly,

“Is someone there?”

The impressions faded.

Only her own prints remained.

Mirel swallowed.

Her pulse beat in her ears.

Tentatively,

she walked forward again.

With her second step,

the companion footprints reappeared —

this time clearer,

more defined,

as though the unseen traveler

wished to reassure her:

You’re not imagining me.

I’m here when you walk,

not when you look.

She reached down to touch one.

Her fingers passed through dust —

the imprint dissolving at her touch,

then re-forming once she lifted her hand.

A wind picked up.

The road stretched forward in a quiet golden line,

bending out of sight beyond low hills.

Birds called somewhere unseen.

Mirel took another step.

The other footprints matched her pace.

Her breath steadied.

She didn’t know where the road led.

She didn’t know what walked beside her.

She didn’t even know why she’d set foot here today.

But she felt,

with a clarity gentler than certainty,

that her long solitude wasn’t her whole truth —

and that today,

she had finally allowed herself to feel that.

She walked.

Not quickly.

Not bravely.

Not with any grand resolve.

Just enough —

just the next step

and then the next.

Behind her, distant voices called her name.

She didn’t answer.

The wind carried those voices away

like old obligations

finally allowed to drift into nothing.
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The Ledger
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lpha kept a quiet ledger

of everything that had gone wrong.

The bell that cracked in the frost year.

The music in the cathedral

that smeared every note across too much space.

The marketplace that had grown too loud.

The new footpath by the river

that was too long.

She recorded dates for every offense.

Her memory was exact.

Her anger, immaculate.

Each morning the broken bell rang

from the high tower above the square.

Its tone was warped now —

no longer round,

no longer pure.

It wavered as it fell through the air,

as if the sound itself was limping.

It offended her.

It reminded her of a wheel knocked off center —

still turning,

never smoothly.

She called her anger honesty.

Others kept their distance.

She privately called it integrity.

Someone had to remember what had been damaged.

Someone had to refuse to let it be.

From her window she could see the lower market —

steam from bread ovens,

children darting between stalls,

the jostling dance of people attending to their day.

She rarely watched for long.

The noise felt like an insult

to the precision of her remembering.

It was near dusk

when she noticed the Stranger.

He stood beneath the bell tower,

alone in the cooling square,

listening.

Not grimacing.

Not bracing.

Listening.

She leaned out from her window.

“How can you stand that sound?” she called.

“It’s wrong.”

“Yes,” he said.

She waited.

“Still wrong,” he said.

“And you’re listening to it anyway,” she said.

He looked up at the tower.

“Why do birds fly?”

That answer angered her.

She descended the stairs

as if summoned by her own fury

and confronted him in the square.

She told him everything —

what the bell had once been,

how far the city had fallen,

how negligence

and carelessness and forgetting

had piled ruin upon ruin.

She told him about

the music in the Grail Cathedral.

The marketplace that had grown too loud.

The new footpath by the river

that was too long.

She spoke as one speaks

when memory has become a duty.

He did not interrupt.

When she finished,

he asked one question.

“If the bell were repaired tomorrow,” he said,

“who would you still refuse to be?"

She felt his question

as a throb behind her eyes.

“That isn’t the point,” she said.

“Exactly.”

She turned away mid-breath

and returned to her room,

her anger ringing louder

than the broken bell ever had.

Months passed.

Work began on the tower.

The old bell was lowered with ceremony.

The city collected metal.

People donated what they could spare —

tools,

fragments,

ornaments without history.

The foundry fires were stoked

through the night.

She watched all of it

without pleasure.

When the new bell was raised and mounted,

the whole city gathered.

The rope was pulled.

The sound was flawless.

Pure.

Complete.

Perfect.

And somehow —

empty and flat.

For the first time in years,

Elpha noticed the sound

beside the bell.

Laughter.

Footsteps.

The soft percussion of eating utensils.

The musical noise

of daily life.

Children were chasing one another

through the crowd.

The baker had burned

the second batch of bread

and everyone was laughing about it.

Someone was singing

badly –

maybe on purpose,

maybe not.

The city

had not been waiting.

The broken bell

had never been the wound.

Her listening

had been.

She searched the crowd

for the Stranger,

but he was gone.

That night

she did not update her ledger.
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Carrying the Dream
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o one in the valley

thought of Loram as a brave man.

He was careful.

Which is not the same thing.

He measured twice.

He showed up on time.

He repaired what could be repaired

and declined any work

with even the faintest whiff of trouble.

When the rains came early,

his roof did not leak.

When they came late, his stores held.

People trusted him precisely

because he did not surprise them.

That was his reputation.

And he liked it.

One night,

after a day of ordinary satisfactions,

Loram dreamed.

In the dream he stood at the edge of the old quarry

where stone had been cut generations ago.

The moon was low and enormous, close enough to touch.

Someone stood beside him —

he never saw a face —

and placed a bundle in his arms.

It was wrapped in rough cloth.

Heavy.

Alive in some way.

“Take this with you,” the voice said.

“Where?” Loram asked.

“Into the day,” the voice replied. “That is enough.”

He woke with his heart racing and his arms aching,

as if they still remembered the weight.

By morning, the dream had already begun to fray.

He told himself what sensible men always tell themselves:

dreams are compost.

They break down into nothing if left alone.

Still, he hesitated at the door.

The valley was awake.

Voices.

Footsteps.

A neighbor calling for help lifting a beam.

The world, in other words,

was offering him many ways to forget the night.

He almost took one of the offered escapes.

Instead, he did something small and inexplicable.

He went back inside

and took an empty sack from the wall.

Folded it carefully.

Tucked it under his arm.

“I’m losing my mind,” he muttered,

which was the last sensible thing he said that day.

At the quarry,

nothing was wrong.

That was the trouble.

The old cut lay quiet in the early light.

Tools leaned where they always leaned.

Men passed through on familiar routes,

stepping around a half-loosened stone

as they had for years.

It was simply there —

neither dangerous nor useful enough to merit attention.

Loram felt the weight in his arms again.

The stone wasn’t blocking anything important.

No one had asked him to touch it.

He told himself to walk on.

He didn’t.

He set the sack down

and pressed his shoulder against the stone.

It resisted, then shifted a fraction.

Someone laughed.

Someone else shook their head.

“Leave it,” a voice called.

“It’s not going anywhere.”

“I know,” Loram said,

surprised to hear himself answer.

He worked slowly,

awkwardly,

as if negotiating with something

that had not yet decided to move.

When the stone finally slid free,

it settled lower down the slope with a dull,

unremarkable thud.

Nothing happened.

Neither praise nor disaster.

Just dust in the air,

a sore shoulder,

and the uneasy knowledge that he had done something

without being able to explain why.

Later — much later —

that changed.

When the rains came early that year,

water tore through the quarry

in a way no one remembered seeing.

Runoff followed old channels

and found old weaknesses.

Where the stone had been,

the flow widened instead of choking.

The path would have been washed away.

Only then did someone remember.

“If that had still been there…”

a man said, trailing off.

Loram said nothing.

By then, other things had begun to happen.

He was asked to help

with a house no one else would touch —

too unstable,

too likely to fail.

He went anyway.

He braced a wall

no one had noticed leaning.

A sick animal wandered into his yard one evening.

Everyone said to drive it off.

He didn’t.

He stayed with it until morning.

A child who had not spoken since her mother’s death

followed him for three days

before anyone else besides Loram noticed she was there.

He did not ask her questions.

He went about his tasks and she followed him.

On the fourth day, she spoke to someone else.

People began to talk.

Some said Loram had grown reckless.

Some said he had finally become who he always was.

Loram said nothing.

He was learning something

the dream had not explained:

that acting without guarantees

rearranges the world

in ways no plan ever could.

That meaning,

when it arrives,

does so quietly —

and never on schedule.

That night, he dreamed again.

The quarry was empty.

The moon higher.

The voice returned.

“You carried it,” the voice said.

“I never knew what it was,” Loram replied.

“Neither did I,” the voice said.

“That was never the point.”

When he woke,

his arms did not ache.

Something else did:

a gentle,

permanent ache

where certainty used to live.

[image: image]

The Bone Flute
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he flute lay on the altar

in the small chapel,

where it had lain for a long time.

No one knew who had placed it there.

It was pale and smooth,

neither wood nor stone.

Some said it was bone,

though of what creature no one could say.

It was not locked away.

It was not marked.

Most people passed it without noticing.

One evening,

a man named Eldritch noticed.

The day had been heavy,

and he did not know where else to go.

He sat for a while.

After some time,

he picked up the flute.

He noticed an inscription in an ancient script,

worn almost smooth with age:

“Something given.

Something taken.”

“Curious,” he thought,

and played a single note.

It was not a melody.

It was barely a sound.

An old woman who had been sitting nearby

with her head in her hands lifted her face.

Her breathing eased.

She stayed a while longer,

then rose and left.

Eldritch set the flute back on the altar and went home.

The next night, he returned.

This time there was a child with cramps.

When Eldritch played,

the child slept.

People noticed.

Eldritch did too.

He found himself coming back,

not always intending to.

He learned how some notes steadied breath,

and others eased pain.

And in time,

he noticed the cost.

After playing,

he grew tired in a way rest did not mend.

His hands shook.

His sleep shortened.

When the elders suggested he should stop,

he did not answer at once.

“This just costs someone,” he said finally.

He continued.

He played for children

whose bodies burned with fever.

For the old,

when dying was too hard.

For those whose pain

had made living unbearable.

He did not count how often.

He only noticed that lifting the flute

required more care than it once had.

One winter,

pain came and stayed.

The flute lay within reach.

People came and sat with him.

No one asked him to play.

One evening, a child —

not ill —

sat beside the bed.

“Why don’t you use it?” the child asked.

The man looked at the flute.

“It would help,” he said.

“Then why not?”

“Because,” he said gently,

“it does not help in that way.”

After a long silence, the child asked,

“If you had known,

would you have kept playing the flute?”

Eldritch paused, then smiled.

That night,

when the room was empty

and the lamps had burned low,

Eldritch lifted the flute once more.

He did not play what he had played for others.

He played a single, low note.

The pain loosened.

The fear softened.

His body rested.

In the morning, the flute lay beside the bed.

Eldritch did not wake.

The village buried him without song.

No one could have led it.

They returned the flute to the altar.

For a long time,

it lay untouched.

Life went on.

Then one evening,

a mother came with her child.

The child’s breathing was shallow,

each breath an effort.

The woman stood before the altar

for a long time before lifting the flute.

She played one note.

It was enough.

Weeks later,

a man came whose wife had not slept in days.

He played with trembling hands.

When he returned the flute,

he stood in the doorway for a long while

before he could walk home.

The flute remained on the altar.

No one guarded it.

No rule was made.

People took it only

when they could not do otherwise.

No one played it twice.

Until one winter evening, someone did.

Ronan.

One night he had come home late

and found the house empty and blackened.

His family perished.

Lost,

he now stood before the altar

for a long time before lifting the flute.

He played.

And he kept on playing.

He learned the notes.

He did not ask what they would cost —

he had heard the stories,

and seen the words on the flute.

The flute did not choose its keepers.

It just waited.
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The Mage’s Wheels
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he mage built his wheels

in a narrow tower above the river.

From the windows he could see the river

threading past the stones,

always on its way somewhere else,

never interested in arriving.

His wheels were fine things:

cast in brass,

embedded with precious stones,

words engraved with care.

Each wheel turned another.

Virtue answered circumstance.

Question answered query.

He did not call it prophecy.

He called it ‘ordering.’

He aspired to a complete ordering.

When the wheels were finished,

villagers climbed the stairs to watch them turn.

A child spun them first.

“Justice and Mercy,” she read.

The mage smiled and began to explain.

The child interrupted.

“Which comes first?”

The mage hesitated,

then adjusted a turnbuckle.

Another visitor spun.

“Patience and Action.”

Another furrowed brow.

Another peg turned.

For a time,

the wheels seemed to be working well enough.

Then the questions deepened.

A farmer asked why telling the truth

had cost him his land.

A widow asked which wheel explained keeping faith

when nothing was resolved.

A boy asked where safety was,

since it never appeared.

Each time,

the mage expanded the system.

He added qualifiers.

Nested gears.

New rings to catch what had slipped through.

The wheels grew heavier.

Some required two hands to move.

They answered more —

and satisfied less.

One afternoon,

the village fool arrived.

He spun the wheels hard.

They rattled, then settled.

“Faithful and Lost,” he read.

“Lost isn’t there,” the mage said.

The fool laughed.

“Yes it is —

right there between the words!

After all,

lost happens!”

That night,

the mage added yet more rings.

By winter,

the tower was so packed with wheels

there was barely room for people.

The answers were precise,

exhaustive,

and incomprehensible.

Visitors left confused or tired.

The mage himself kept notes now —

scraps of parchment tucked into the spokes.

Sometimes the notes fell out.

One evening,

turning the wheels alone,

he spun them with particular zeal.

They rattled,

wobbled,

and finally settled on a pairing

he had never imagined.

“Finite Infinity,” he read.

He stared at the words for a long time.

He tried to explain them to himself —

and got nowhere.

He reached for a pencil —

then stopped.

To account for what the wheels now reached toward,

they would need more room —

more distinctions,

more of everything than any tower could hold.

They would need to be wider than the fields,

wider than the river,

large enough to turn with the seasons themselves.

They’d need to be wheels as large as the world.

He set the pencil down

and went to bed,

his head a slow boil

of impossible ideas.

A few days later,

he dismantled most of the machine.

He kept only two small wheels.

On one,

he placed roots:

Faith, Justice, Mercy, Patience.

On the other, their shapes:

Faithful, Just, Merciful, Patient.

No outcomes.

No explanations.

And when visitors came,

he no longer explained.

He only smiled and nodded toward the wheels.

One afternoon,

he spun them himself.

They slowed and settled.

“Merciful Courage,” he read.

He did not interpret it.

He leaned back

and let the words hang between his ears.

“I’m going to have to think about this one.”

So he swept the floor and took a nap.

Later that afternoon,

the girl came and spun

without asking permission.

The mage didn’t mind.

“Patient Justice,” she read,

and made a face as if she’d been handed

something heavy and oddly shaped.

The mage poured water

and set two cups between them,

without saying a word.

By the end of the week,

people were spinning the wheels t

he way they might touch a relic.

Some laughed and spun again immediately.

Some left and returned days later,

to see what new pairing would meet them.

The mage watched all of it,

silently.

There was nothing to say.

He moved the larger wheels to the basement.

He did not destroy them.

He simply stopped feeding a machine

that grew hungrier the more it was fed.

The small wheels stayed by the window,

ready for any hand

that cared to spin them.
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The Music Critic
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t was not a talent Lysa was born with.

It was acquired,

the way one acquires a scar or a limp.

As a child,

her parents had expected her

to become a concert musician.

She knew no other path.

She was offered no other options.

She came to know how conservatory rooms

smelled faintly of dust and ambition.

She knew all too well

how the electric silence

before an audition

felt far longer than the audition itself.

There was one recital she never forgot.

Not because it was disastrous,

but because it was so —

nondescript.

She simply could not give herself to the music.

Her fingers were there,

but not her heart.

When it was over,

the audience smiled.

And yawned.

And left.

She did not quit music.

She stepped sideways.

Writing music criticism proved safer.

A way to remain near music

without standing naked inside it.

Words that kept emotion at arm’s length came easily.

Her reviews were precise,

admired.

Editors trusted her bland restraint.

On a Tuesday afternoon,

she passed a street musician on her way back

from a small chamber concert —

technically immaculate,

emotionally underwhelming.

She had already composed half the review in her head.

The street musician’s attire and instrument were unremarkable.

Old.

The kind you noticed only because they seemed so inconsequential.

She slowed despite herself.

He was not playing for the street.

He was playing as though the street

had wandered into something already underway.

The music neither invited nor resisted attention.

It moved forward at its own pace,

leaving small,

inexplicable gaps —

rests that felt less like intention than breath.

Lysa waited for the hook.

It never came.

She wrote him off and went home.

But the next week,

she found herself adjusting her route.

She continued reviewing concerts.

Yet afterward,

she drifted back to the same corner.

She tried listening harder.

Didn’t help.

She tried listening analytically.

Worse.

One afternoon she approached him,

notebook in hand,

and asked an easy question about his training.

He smiled — kindly, without warmth —

and said he preferred not to talk

while the music was still nearby.

What does that mean? she wondered.

But she did not ask him to explain.

Over time,

she noticed patterns.

He packed up and left without ceremony

whenever anyone applauded.

He never acknowledged praise.

A few people lingered after he left,

as though waiting

for a sentence to complete itself.

Once, she brought a colleague.

“Pleasant enough,” he shrugged,

already walking away.

That night,

Lysa dreamed of her failed performance —

not as it had been,

but as it had felt.

The forward-leaning hope

that couldn’t find its footing.

The terrible generosity

of trying to offer something unarmored —

and falling flat.

Weeks passed.

Her reviews grew shorter.

Adjectives began to feel excessive.

She began leaving white space in her drafts,

then deleting entire paragraphs.

No one complained.

One day, standing at the corner,

she realized he was playing a piece

she herself had played at her last recital.

The notes were the same,

but the spacing was different.

The rests were longer.

Almost inconvenient.

She recognized them.

They were the places she had rushed through,

years ago,

afraid.

Without quite deciding to,

she stopped writing reviews.

Deadlines passed.

The world did not end.

The street musician disappeared soon after,

without announcement or explanation.

Then,

one evening,

after years of neglect,

she took out her instrument and played —

slowly,

leaving all the room in the world

for what might arrive —

or not.
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The Boy at the Bellows
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he knight had spent most of his life

searching for the Grail King.

Not recklessly.

He had done it properly —

consulting the learned,

studying old accounts,

ferreting out which rumors carried weight

and which were smoke.

He knew the signs.

He knew what to ignore.

And he knew the Grail King would not be found

on some lofty throne.

On that the old stories agreed.

Late one winter afternoon,

on a narrow road he would rather forget,

his horse stumbled.

The iron rang wrong.

A shoe had loosed.

Just down the road,

at the edge of a small village,

stood a dreary blacksmith’s hut.

“Wait a bit,” said the blacksmith.

“I’ve a tricky piece on the forge.

Won’t take long.”

At the bellows worked a young apprentice —

sleeves rolled,

face smudged with soot.

He worked the leather handles with a steady,

unhurried rhythm.

The fire breathed when he breathed.

The heat neither flared nor faltered.

The knight watched.

When the work was finished,

the blacksmith examined the shoe

and shook his head.

“Size eight.

I’m out.

Have to make one.”

He glanced toward the darkening sky.

“Too late for tonight.”

The knight nodded.

Nothing to be done.

“We’re headed to the inn,” said the blacksmith.

“Join us.”

The inn was rustic but warm.

They broke coarse bread.

They shared a bowl of thin stew.

They poured cheap ale.

The knight found himself lingering over the meal.

There was something about the boy at the bellows —

— wait —

Could it be HE?

But, but —

Why would the Grail King be here,

in a village like this?

That night he slept fitfully,

the question churning in his dreams.

Next morning,

the new shoe was made and fitted.

As he mounted,

the apprentice glanced up.

Their eyes met.

The boy smiled knowingly.

The knight rode on.

For years afterward —

long after his search was spent —

he still found himself wondering

about the boy at the bellows.
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They Simply Light the Way
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t dusk,

the lamplighter made his usual rounds,

touching flame to wick as the sun slipped away.

By the time the fishermen returned in the evening,

the harbor was bedecked with lights.

The lamps burned all night.

By morning,

most had gone out.

The day was well underway,

the quay alive with nets being cleaned,

fish being sorted and taken to market.

So it was strange,

that morning,

to see a stranger with a long pole

and a jar of oil walking the quay —

lighting the lamps.

“Too late! Or too early!”

said an old fisherman, smirking.

The stranger said nothing.

He moved slowly along the quay’s edge,

trimming wicks,

coaxing flame back into glass globes

in the shining daylight.

In the full light of morning,

the lamps looked faint and faintly ridiculous —

small suns pretending to matter.

A young fisherman named Eli watched.

His net had torn again.

He sat mending it with practiced hands.

The stranger worked nearby.

“You’re wasting oil,” Eli said,

not even looking up.

The stranger smiled.

“Only if you think lamps are for seeing.”

Eli frowned.

“That’s exactly what they’re for.”

“Nope,” the stranger said. “Lamps are for being seen.”

Eli glanced around.

The harbor was bright with morning.

“No one’s seeing them,” he said.

“Not yet,” the stranger replied.

By afternoon,

the storm arrived out of nowhere —

sudden,

violent,

flattening the horizon.

Fog rolled in thick as wool.

Boats that should have been home

were still out,

swallowed by gray.

Eli found himself running to the quay.

The lamps were burning.

Not bright.

Not heroic.

But steady.

Each one a small act of defiance.

Through the fog,

shapes emerged —

boats limping home,

guided not by the unseeable sun,

but by tiny flames lit earlier.

When the last boat limped in safely,

Eli looked for the stranger.

He was nowhere to be found.

That evening,

the lamplighter came as usual.

The lamps burned.

The harbor slept.

No one mentioned the daylight lamps.

The next day,

Eli didn’t mend his net.

He left it folded on the bench

and walked the length of the harbor,

looking for the one

who had done the pointless

but indispensable thing.
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The Woman Who Heard More

l0pt [0pt][0pt] [image: image] 

ne morning,

Maribel’s husband went to the well for water —

and did not come back.

They found him dead on the path.

No accident anyone saw.

No illness anyone could name.

No cause anyone could discern.

After that,

Maribel began hearing people differently.

A neighbor said,

“I’m glad my brother moved away,”

and Maribel heard

the void of loss in her heart.

A cousin said,

“It was necessary...”

and she heard the yearning —

“If only…”

She was hearing what people meant,

not what they said.

At first,

she thought it was grief.

Grief scrambles the gizzards of one’s soul.

Yet, the feeling did not fade —

it sharpened.

She answered people with less than she used to:

a wordless nod,

a longer look,

a cup of tea poured more slowly.

When the baker said,

“Business is fine,”

Maribel noticed how his hands shook

and steadied them with her own.

When her sister said,

“I don’t mind being alone,”

Maribel saw — and asked her to stay for supper.

People noticed.

They began stopping by in the evenings —

not formally,

just lingering on her patio,

sitting on her husband’s stool,

talking sideways about things.

A woman said she was angry at her mother

and did not know why.

A man said he was proud of his son

and then stared into his cup

as if waiting for something to float up.

Maribel did not resolve anything.

She made space for sentences to finish themselves.

It became known,

in a small way,

that if you did not want advice,

you went to Maribel.

If you did not want to be told

what you should feel,

you went to Maribel.

If you wanted to hear your own voice slowed down

until it sounded like yours,

you went to Maribel.

This was not a gift she asked for.

It cost her sleep.

It cost her appetite.

It cost her the feeling of being finished

at the end of the day.

Sometimes,

after everyone left,

she would just sit in the waning light

with both hands palms down on the table,

feeling as though something had been poured into her

that had no container.

One afternoon,

a young couple came.

They had been married less than a year

and were already tired in a way that looked old.

He spoke first.

She corrected him.

He tried again.

She folded her arms.

They both looked at Maribel —

for the pointless victory of being right.

Maribel felt the familiar pressure behind their words,

two versions of the same loneliness wearing different coats.

If she spoke,

one of them would hear themselves as betrayed.

If she stayed silent,

both would feel abandoned.

She poured more tea.

“ So you think I’m wrong,” the wife said.

“I think your words are sharp,” Maribel said.

“ So you agree with her,” the husband said.

“I think your words are heavy,” Maribel said.

They stared at her

as if she had rearranged the furniture

while they were sitting on it.

They left without resolution —

not angry,

not healed,

only slowed.

After that,

fewer people came with disputes.

More came with stories.

Someone talked about a childhood friend

whose face they could no longer remember.

Someone confessed they were afraid of being happy

because it felt like tempting something.

Maribel’s house changed.

Not in size —

in temperature.

Words behaved differently there.

They arrived less armored.

Some people stopped coming.

They said she was hard to read,

that she didn’t take sides,

that she made everything complicated.

Maribel did not argue.

Her days became quieter.

Her nights heavier.

Sometimes she wished she could go back

to the old way of hearing,

when a sentence was just a sentence,

when “fine” meant fine.

But she also knew she would never again

trust a word that arrived without its shadow.

It was not that she could hear people better.

It was that she could wait longer —

wait for the second sentence inside the first,

wait for the feeling searching for its own grammar.

She remembered the young couple’s faces

and understood something without turning it into a rule:

There are truths that heal by being spoken.

And truths that heal by being held.

Her house became known for neither.

Instead, it became known for the pregnant space between.
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The Dinner Party
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e took his seat where placed,

between a middle-aged woman in a loose cardigan

who smelled faintly of citrus,

and a young man with a chicken neck

and a laugh that sounded like a salmon

flopping in a fisherman’s boat.

The table was a blur.

Plates clattered.

Glasses clinked.

Someone leaned across him for the salt,

offering a perfunctory apology

he couldn’t quite catch.

Sound washed in from every direction

like waves at the shore,

tumbling and crashing onto his ears.

A word would arise briefly —

’game’ or ’work’ or ’next week’ —

and then sink back into the tumult

before he could grasp the sense.

He tilted his head,

following a mouth,

unable to follow the sentence.

Laughter came in salvos.

Someone slapped the table.

Another voice cut across.

A story seemed to begin,

only to be swallowed by another.

He smiled when others smiled,

always a beat too late.

They leaned in with jokes and questions

and small affirmations,

keeping the conversation aloft

like a ball kept in play.

He could see it being done,

and marveled at the skill.

Each played their part

like musicians in an ensemble,

all riding the tempo together.

A hand rose at the far end of the table,

palm open,

asking for the butter.

It hovered there for a moment,

waiting its turn.

Something about that gesture

reminded him of another table,

in another room and another time.

Fewer people.

More space between voices.

Someone had raised a hand there too —

not to interrupt,

but to hold a thought in place

while others finished.

A child had been at that table too,

asking wonderful questions —

why birds never bumped into the moon,

whether the wind ever got tired.

Her wild curiosity was honored like a gift.

They had eaten together like that,

long ago,

with talk that wandered without urgency.

Silence had not been a gap

but a guest.

They were gone now.

Some taken by time,

others scattered

to the four corners of the earth.

A piece of silverware struck porcelain.

The sound was sharp and bright,

like a small bell.

Someone said, “Sorry,” too quickly.

The room came back into focus.

Faces reassembled.

The woman beside him was smiling

at something he had missed.

He smiled back.

A bowl was offered.

He took it and passed it on.

He felt a small ache,

unexpected.

Not to be like his present dinner companions,

not to share their opinions or their certainties,

but remembering what it was like —

once upon a time —

to be present without a mask.

He did not resent them for what they had.

But he could feel what he had lost.

And what was beyond his grasp now.

He also knew the cost of the table he remembered.

It had been quieter.

Easier to miss.

What it had given him,

he had not been able to keep.

For a moment,

he held both tables at once.
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The Warden at the Gate
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t the start of summer,

his daughter left through the east gate.

She had a small pack and a blue scarf.

She said she would be back before the rains.

They parted at the east gate,

and he watched her walk down the road.

She did not look back.

He watched her until she grew smaller,

then smaller,

then gone.

After that,

he came to the gate every day.

At first he came early,

before the traders.

He stood where she had stood.

He watched.

He searched the faces of everyone arriving.

The rains came and went.

Weeks went by.

Then months.

People learned why he was there.

They nodded to him as they passed.

Some spoke to him.

Most did not.

He did not mind.

One morning the guard did not come.

The captain said, “You are always here anyway.

You’re the new warden if you want.”

He took the keys.

At first, nothing changed.

He still looked only at the far road.

The coming and going of others meant little.

He measured the day by who did not arrive.

In time, he learned the traders.

He learned the pilgrims.

He learned their names.

From their stories,

he learned much of the world beyond the gate.

When merchants argued over routes,

they asked him.

When a family wondered where to send their son,

they spoke with him.

There were days when the gate opened

and no one passed through.

On those days he swept the stones,

oiled the hinges,

and watched from the shade.

Years went by.

A woman asked him if he was expecting someone.

He said, “I was.”

She asked, “Do you still?”

He did not answer.

Later, a boy who was leaving the city for the first time asked him what lay beyond the gate.

He said, “An endless road.”

The boy asked if people came back.

He said, “Some do.”
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The Cinder Sweeper

l0pt [0pt][0pt] [image: image] 

n the lower quarter of the city,

where ash drifted like gray snow,

stood the Hall of Glassblowers.

She had never expected to matter there.

She was steady.

That was the word the Masters used.

She mended bent tongs,

hauled coal,

and swept cinders

while others shaped molten glass

into vaulted forms

and singing vessels.

When the kiln burst,

she was alone in the east chamber.

It began as a tremor.

Then a crack like frost splitting wood.

Then heat —

sudden and lunging —

pouring from the side.

The chamber filled with fire.

Masters shouted.

Sparks leapt into rafters.

The flue howled.

She did not think.

Later she would try to remember

what had gone through her mind.

But in the moment there was no thinking —

only doing.

The fire folded and unfurled.

It reached and recoiled.

She saw where the air bent wrong.

She seized a pole

and struck a support beam.

Hard.

Once.

Twice.

The beam gave way.

A panel fell.

Air rushed in from the side

instead of the front.

The flame turned inward.

Sand flew.

Wet cloth smothered.

The roar collapsed into smoke.

Silence settled.

She stood breathing

as if she had run for miles.

Only then

did her hands begin to shake.

The Masters stared.

“She moved as if she knew the kiln’s bones,”

one said later.

It took three days

for the smoke to clear

and to complete the repairs.

The Hall reopened.

Work resumed.

She returned

to sweeping cinders.

At first she waited

for something to change.

A summons.

A new instruction.

None came.

One Master watched her more closely.

Another avoided her gaze.

She tried once

to call back the silence.

She stood before a training flame

and willed herself

into that widening.

Nothing.

Yet the old coat of smallness

would not hang properly

on her shoulders.

When a younger apprentice

fumbled a gather,

she corrected him without hesitation.

The firmness of her voice

surprised them both.

When a Master spoke sharply,

she did not shrink —

the words passed through her.

She did not become bold.

She became —

uncontained.

Weeks later,

a smaller blaze flared

in the annealing oven.

Smoke curled.

Straw smoldered.

All eyes turned to her.

For a heartbeat,

something widened —

the edge of that same silence —

and then it closed.

She moved competently —

no more than that.

She damped the straw.

Opened the vent.

Called for water.

The fire died without drama.

A few faces fell.

That night she walked

along the canal

where ash congealed

in the reeds.

The city felt narrower than before.

She missed,

unexpectedly,

the simplicity of being small.

Now she lived

with the knowledge

that there was a depth in her

she could neither name nor command.

She did not know

whether it would open again.

She only knew

she could not return

to the shape she had been.

In the days that followed,

she noticed other things.

A Master paused

before issuing an order,

as if listening inward.

A brash apprentice

closed his eyes

before relighting a flame.

The Hall of Glassblowers,

once simple in her mind,

now seemed layered —

as if beneath every gesture

ran another current,

and beneath that,

another still.

She worked as before:

mending tools,

sweeping cinders,

hauling coal.

In the night watch

she stood before the kiln

and watched

the low,

patient burn of the fire.

Not a craft denied her.

Not a skill withheld.

But a threshold.

And she did not know

whether she stood before it —

or lived within it.

[image: image]

The Hive
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he had kept bees for her whole life.

Alone.

She moved through the apiary each morning

the way water moves —

unhurried,

with absolute certainty.

This life just suited her.

Her sister had asked only once,

in her last weeks,

and she had said yes before the sentence was finished.

That was in February.

Her son arrived in April with one bag

and the silence of someone

who had cried himself empty.

She showed him his room

and made him a sandwich.

Hardly a word was said all evening.

Her sister had asked,

and she had said yes.

Now the reality of what yes meant

was becoming apparent.

“Just a lost boy,” she muttered.

The next morning

she brought him to the apiary.

“Needs to earn his keep.”

He was afraid of the bees from the first moment —

it was obvious from how he held himself.

She handed him a suit and veil without comment,

and set him to a simple task at a safe distance.

He lasted twenty minutes before a single bee,

drawn to the sharp smell of his fear,

found the gap at his wrist and stung him.

His reaction was slightly outsized.

He knew it and was embarrassed.

She said nothing,

only took his wrist

and worked the stinger free

with a practiced thumbnail.

From the shelf inside the barn door

she took a small jar —

her own preparation,

royal jelly mixed with herbs from the forest —

and worked a small amount into the welt.

“They’re not angry,” she said.

“They just see you.”

He looked at her

as though this were the strangest comfort

he had ever been offered.

She almost smiled.

The hive hummed.

Doing what bees have been doing

for one hundred million years.

The fear kept returning.

Weeks in, he still approached the apiary

with that held-breath quality,

that watchful hesitation.

She noticed he had developed a habit

of studying each hive

before committing himself —

trying to read the situation before acting.

One morning,

they were inspecting a frame when he said quietly,

“What is this streak of chalk right there?”

She looked.

Looked again.

Closer than she should have needed to.

Fungus.

She hadn’t seen it.

She took the frame from him,

carefully turning it in the light.

A small thing —

a hint of chalk in one corner,

an early sign of a problem

she would have caught a year ago

from ten feet away.

She would deal with it.

She set the frame back without speaking.

That evening she sat in the waning light.

She had been struggling more and more to see.

The work no longer belonged to either of them.

“More like shared,” she thought —

“like a hive.”

She was dusting the mantle

when her sleeve caught his figurine.

The kind a child keeps forever.

It broke into pieces on the floor.

The silence in the room was total.

She turned —

he was in the doorway.

After a moment, he said,

“I’m not angry, I just see you.”

She gathered the pieces carefully,

one by one,

and set them on the shelf.

Early one morning —

the light still flat and new —

she looked up from a frame

to find him already working the next hive over.

Calm hands.

Sure movements.

His body no longer braced

against what might happen.

Still watchful,

but differently —

the watchfulness of attention

rather than fear.

“Listen.

Something sounds off with this one,” she said.

“Let me take a look.”

Good man, she thought.

The hive hummed.
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Stone and Light
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lias had given thirty years to building the cathedral — so far.

In the beginning they had called him young.

Then promising.

Then gifted.

He had a marvelous talent

for rendering figures in stone

so that they seemed almost to breathe.

He arrived before dawn.

He left after dusk.

He carved saints whose faces caught the light

in ways that made even the grizzled bishop fall silent.

He carved an angel whose eyes seemed to rest in blessing

on all who gazed upon her,

her arms opened wide in welcome and love.

Around his neck he wore a small bronze medallion —

his family crest.

He came from a long line of stone masons.

His ancestors had worn it

when they pledged themselves to the craft.

He had taken it off only once.

When she left him.

They had stood near the quarry road

where the river could be heard but not seen.

The spring thaw had swollen it;

the sound ran thick beneath the earth.

“You can cut stone anywhere,” she had said.

“I will not spend my life stuck in this town.”

He did not argue.

“You love stone more than me.”

After a long silence,

he removed his medallion

and placed it around her neck.

“I’ll have another made,

just like this one,” he said.

“We’ll be waiting for you.”

She left.

He never saw her again.

Elias returned to the scaffolds the next day.

And the day after that.

Inwardly, a question tormented him:

Was she right? Had he chosen stone instead of her?

Years folded.

The cathedral climbed.

He began a statue for the south portal —

a woman holding a lamp,

its flame sheltered in her palm.

He could not seem to get her face right.

It tightened too much.

It hardened.

The mouth drew thin,

almost reproachful.

A messenger came from a town upriver.

A former apprentice —

now master sculptor on his own great work —

needed Elias’ help.

Elias packed a small bag and set out.

He reached the old inn at dusk.

When he signed the ledger,

the innkeeper’s eyes

fell on the medallion around his neck.

“There was a woman who stayed here some years ago,”

he said slowly.

“She wore that very same crest.”

Elias’ breath caught.

“We got to talking.

She was angry when she arrived.

Spoke of a mason

who would not leave his work.”

Elias did not move.

“But before night fell,

she changed her mind.”

The innkeeper stirred the fire.

“She said she had gotten it wrong.

That he was not stubborn,

but faithful.

And she wanted that faithfulness for herself, too.”

A pause.

“She set out the next morning to return.”

Another pause.

“The same morning the river took the bridge,”

the innkeeper said quietly.

“Many were lost.

Maybe she was one of them.”

At the apprentice’s project,

the troubled vault loomed overhead.

From the ground,

it seemed to sag slightly at the crown.

The young master insisted the measures were exact.

“I’m sure they are,” said Elias.

He climbed the scaffold

and stepped onto a narrow gallery above the nave.

From there, it was obvious.

He gestured for the apprentice to join him. From that higher place the fault revealed itself —

a supporting rib set slightly out of line.

“The arch wasn’t wrong,” the apprentice said.

“No,” Elias replied.

“You were just standing in the wrong place to see it.”

When he returned to his own cathedral,

he went back to the south portal.

The woman with the lamp stood waiting,

her mouth still holding that hint of severity

he had wrestled with for weeks.

He stepped slightly to one side.

The face altered in the shifting shadow.

The firmness remained; the harshness fell away.

He frowned —

then, on impulse,

turned the base a few degrees.

The light struck differently.

The mouth steadied.

The eyes softened without yielding.

The lamp seemed almost to glow in her sheltering palm.

There.

That was all it needed.

He paused a moment.

He closed his hand around his medallion,

thinking of her.

Then he moved on to the next stone.
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The Sage
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areth stitched the word on after midnight.

SAGE.

He worked the needle through wool

in the trembling lamplight.

Each autumn,

the village kept its ancient custom:

for one week at the Fall Festival,

everyone named themselves what they wished to be.

Bakers became admirals.

Tailors tried on prophet.

Children stitched magnificent ambitions onto their sleeves

and danced through the streets.

Then, on the eighth night,

everyone burned the titles

in a grand bonfire by the sea.

He had never taken part.

Dareth had always known what he was:

a dockworker,

smelling of rope and brine,

hands hardened by cargo and tide.

He had felt no need to pretend otherwise.

But last winter his brother had endured

a long, grim illness.

Months of coughing.

Fever that would not break.

Nights propped upright just to breathe.

Their small savings drained away.

Work missed.

Jobs lost.

Meals thinned.

Hope rising and falling like a cruel tide.

And then he died.

For months afterward,

Dareth lay awake staring into the dark,

replaying it all.

Why the illness?

Why the length of it?

Why the suffering?

If there was some hidden logic to the world,

he meant to find it.

If he understood why things worked the way they did,

perhaps there was something he could have done.

Something he had failed to see.

That was why,

this year,

he stitched the word.

For one week,

instead of a dockworker,

he would be a Sage.

The first day brought snickers.

By the second, questions.

By the third,

people were speaking to him in lowered tones.

A fisherman

unsure whether to risk deeper waters.

A young woman

uncertain about a proposal.

A horse groomer

asking why diligence never seemed to prosper him.

He listened carefully.

He asked questions back.

He tried to imagine what a wise man might say:

“What do you already know?”

To his surprise,

they left steadier than they had arrived.

Which encouraged him —

in an unsettling way.

Perhaps there was something to this.

Perhaps he had always been meant

for more than rope and cargo.

By the seventh night,

when others tossed their stitched words

into the bonfire,

he stood at the edge of the square

and did not move.

When someone called him “Sage,” he answered,

“At your service.”

Then the stranger arrived.

There was nothing remarkable about him,

and yet when he looked at someone,

it felt as though their innermost thoughts fell quiet.

“You are the sage,” the stranger said.

“At least I want to be.”

They stood watching the tide press against stone.

“And what price are you willing to pay for Wisdom?”

the stranger asked.

“Comfort,” he answered quickly.

“Leisure.

Sleep.

I would give them gladly.”

The stranger shook his head.

“That is the price of mere ambition.

Wisdom has a far higher price.”

A flicker of irritation crossed Dareth’s face.

“Then what is the price?”

Before the stranger could answer,

shouting broke across the quay.

A young laborer slipped while securing a line.

His head struck the edge of the dock.

The crack echoed,

and he slid into the water tangled in ropes.

Men rushed,

dove in,

and pulled him out.

Too late.

His wife ran to the quay, sobbing.

“Why? Why?”

“Ask the Sage,” someone said ruefully.

Dareth felt his chest tighten.

This was what he had wanted —

the unveiling of hidden logic,

the explanation

that would make suffering bearable.

He could speak of negligence.

Of caution.

Of lessons to be learned.

He could shape the event

into something that resembled order.

The stranger’s words echoed in his heart.

What price are you willing to pay?

He understood.

To say “I have no answer”

would cost him the name.

To stand in the incomprehensible

would strip him of the identity

he had begun to inhabit.

He swallowed.

“I do not know why this happened,” he said.

A murmur passed through the crowd.

He continued, more quietly,

“We can mend our lines.

We can watch our footing.

Some things are ours to repair.

But why one person is lost and another spared —

I do not know.”

Later,

by the dark water,

Dareth found the stranger again.

“I wanted Wisdom to explain my brother’s suffering,” he said.

“And if it did?” the stranger asked gently.

“Would it change anything?”

He had no answer.

“Wisdom,” the stranger said,

“is not the key to some hidden mechanism.

It is the courage to remain faithful

when the mechanism does not reveal itself.”

At dawn the stranger was gone.

Dareth took his coat and cut the word free,

stitch by stitch.

Then he folded it carefully

and placed it in a drawer.
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Three Offenses
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arven had not spoken to Halric in years.

The quarrel had begun with timber and coin —

some small matter of a trade

that had gone awry.

Halric had shrugged it off.

Carven had felt cheated.

From that day forward the two men

lived along the same harbor as though

separated by an ocean.

Carven told himself

some people simply could not be trusted.

And small things kept happening.

One morning Carven arrived at the quay

and found his fishing net hanging from

a post, rinsed clean and drying in the wind.

He scowled.

He had left the net soaking overnight

to loosen the knots.

Now it hung stiff

in the sun.

Halric must have pulled it out.

Carven muttered to himself

the whole morning while he worked.

The following week he found a heavy cargo line untied

and retied to a different post.

The knot was Halric’s work —

he recognized the turn of it at once.

Carven felt his jaw tighten.

So now Halric thought his knots were not good enough.

And then, one evening,

a lantern appeared near the edge of the quay

where Carven often worked after dusk.

Carven stared at it with a sour expression.

A warning, no doubt.

A quiet insult.

As though he could not see where he was walking.

That did it.

Carven carried the grievance for two days,

letting it simmer and harden

until he could bear it no longer.

On the third morning

the harbor bustled with its usual noise —

ropes creaking, gulls calling,

men shouting across the water.

Carven stepped into the open space of the quay.

“Halric,” he called,

loudly enough for all the dockworkers to hear.

“Yes?” he said, still coiling a rope.

“All you ever do is try to harass and embarrass me.”

Halric blinked in surprise.

“How so?”

Carven spread his hands sharply.

“For example, you dragged my nets

out of the water last week.”

Halric answered calmly.

“They had come loose

and were scraping barnacles in the low tide.

In another hour they would have been ruined.”

A few of the men nearby nodded.

Carven felt heat rise in his face but pressed on.

“And you untied the cargo line I secured.”

One of the dockhands spoke up from behind him.

“That was the night

that rush shipment came in for the king.

Your crate had to be moved right quick.

Halric helped shift it.”

Carven hesitated.

Then he pointed toward the lantern.

“And what about the lantern you hung there?

As if I can’t see where I’m walking.”

An older fisherman chuckled softly.

“That wasn’t about you.

Old Brenn ain’t seeing so well anymore.

Nearly fell off the dock there two nights ago.

I mentioned it to Halric.

He said he’d do something about it.”

The harbor grew quiet.

Carven stood in the middle of the quay,

the words he had prepared,

suddenly sand in his mouth.

Halric studied him for a moment —

not angrily, not triumphantly,

simply with a kind of puzzled patience.

“Honestly,” he said with a shrug,

I wasn’t thinking of you at all.”
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The Mason and the Tower
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he tower stood at the center of the city.

The steward met him at the base.

“The king is pleased with it,” the steward said.

“He wishes it made higher, more grand.”

“And the foundation is sound?” he asked.

“It has stood well all these years.”

For several days the mason walked the tower.

He measured,

tapped,

watched how the light moved along the seams.

He climbed the inner stair and counted the turns.

It was a good structure.

Better than most.

He marked out a band of new stone

to enlarge the upper ring and set to work.

On the sixth day he noticed

a slight settling along the north face:

a hairline shift where two stones met.

At the base, the stone was cool and damp.

He cleared away some mortar where it had been patched.

The material beneath was softer than it should have been.

He took a chisel and worked it in carefully.

The edge sank deeper than it ought to.

He stopped, then worked a little further.

Still hollow.

He went to the steward.

“There’s movement in the north base,” he said.

“It’s been patched over more than once.

The material beneath has degraded.”

The steward frowned.

“It has stood for years.”

“It will not stand if we add to it.”

“We did not ask you to work on the foundation.”

“I understand.

But anything we do above

will bear on what is below.”

The steward was quiet for a moment.

“You were called to heighten and decorate the tower.”

“Yes.”

“Then do as you were told.”

He returned to the base alone that evening.

He opened the seam again and cleared more of it.

The flaw ran deeper than he had hoped.

Not ruin.

Not yet.

But wrong.

He sat back on his heels

and looked up along the height of the tower.

It rose clean and certain into the sky.

From above, no one could see what he saw now.

The next day he continued the work as directed.

He raised the upper ring.

Set the new stone cleanly into the old.

The steward came twice and nodded.

“You see,” the steward said,

“it needed only skillful hands.”

The mason bowed his head.

At dusk he went again to the base.

He brought no men with him.

He removed the patched mortar

and took out two of the smaller stones.

Beneath them,

the substrate was fractured and uneven.

Someone had tried to correct it years ago.

He worked slowly,

exposing enough to understand its extent.

It would take weeks —

months —

to do it properly.

The tower would have to be supported,

sections dismantled,

the load redistributed.

Not what he had been told to do.

He replaced one of the stones,

but not as before.

He left a narrow line

where the joint did not quite close.

Then he set another,

slightly offset,

so that the pattern broke

if one looked closely.

Not damage.

But not concealed either.

He finished the upper work.

The line of the tower rose a little higher,

just as the king had wished.

The king came to see it.

“It is well,” the king said.

The king’s eye moved down the height of the tower.

It stopped at the base.

“What is that?” he said.

“A section I opened,” the mason said.

The king looked at it for a long moment.

“You were told not to work on the foundation.”

“Yes.”

“And yet you have.”

“I have opened it enough to show the problem.”

“Which I did not ask you to do.”

“No.”

The king turned to the steward.

“Relieve him as Builder to the King.”

Another mason was brought in to continue the work.

He walked the structure.

He climbed the stairs.

Measured the turns.

In time he came to the base.

Right away he saw the line

that did not quite close.

He knelt and removed the stone.

The problem was plain.

The mason heard of it

from one of the laborers who had worked for him.

“They’ve opened the base,” the man said.

“Properly, this time.”

“The king was pleased,” he added.

“Said the new mason found a flaw and averted a collapse.

Rewarded him handsomely.”

The mason nodded.

“Good,” he said.

Weeks later,

there was a knock at his door.

“I was told you see what others miss,” she said.

“And speak truly.”

He waited.

“There is a hall on my land,” she said.

“It stands well enough.

But I do not trust it.”

He took up his tools.

“Show me,” he said.
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The Life of a Rock
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nce upon a time there was a great rock

in the middle of nowhere.

For timeless time it sat.

And sat some more.

And still more.

For a timeless time.

Until, one day, humans arrived.




The Wanderers

They were wanderers who stayed nowhere long,

but when they found the rock,

they paused.

They built fires beside it.

They sang songs that echoed across the plain.

They placed feathers and beads upon the stone

and pressed their foreheads against its cool, rough surface.

No one said what the rock was —

but they felt something in its weighty presence,

something older than their words,

Mystery with a shape.

For them,

the rock was where the world felt deeper.

In time, the wanderers moved on.

Wind scattered the ashes of their fires.

Rains washed the stone clean.

All their traces vanished.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



The Village

Another people arrived and built a village around it.

They raised families and grew old in the rock’s shadow.

On festival days

they attached ribbons of bright cloth to it.

They painted suns, moons, and harvest symbols.

When a child was born,

their name was spoken to The Rock first.

When someone died,

their family mourned beside The Rock

until morning light.

On warm nights,

young men played flutes

while women danced around it.

Children climbed the stone and laughed.

For them, The Rock was part of their family.

In time, the village emptied.

The huts fell.

Paths faded.

Ribbons shredded.

Paint washed away.

Storms and sunlight

erased every mark.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



The Kingdom

A kingdom rose across the plain.

Maps were drawn.

Borders declared.

And the rock stood on the very edge of the king’s land.

Soldiers were sent to guard the border it marked.

They camped beside the stone through long cold nights,

and the equally long hot days.

They sharpened their blades in its shadow,

told stories to stay awake,

and wrote letters home —

promising to return.

When battles came,

men fought and bled to hold the boundary it marked.

Some died leaning against the rock,

as if the stone itself

were embracing them.

For families far away,

the rock became a place of dread.

In time,

the kingdom crumbled.

The border meant nothing.

The soldiers left —

those who still lived.

Their letters scattered.

Their fires extinguished.

Storms erased every footprint.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



The Pilgrims

Long after the kingdom vanished,

pilgrims heard stories

of a stone touched by ancient spirits.

They knelt and lay prostrate before it.

Some left flowers and incense.

Some brought gifts of honey or grain.

Some wept quietly,

hoping the rock would carry their prayers.

Others came in joy —

to give thanks for healing

or to ask for a good harvest,

or for a child.

They attached small charms to it

and sang gentle chants at twilight.

For them,

the rock was holy.

In time, pilgrims dwindled.

Footpaths faded.

Wind blew away the last petals.

Rain cleaned the stone.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



The Merchants

Caravans crossed the land,

laden with salt,

silk,

and spices.

The rock marked a crossroads

where two trade routes met,

a landmark on their maps.

Merchants rested beside it

after long days trudging beneath the sun.

They shared food,

traded rumors,

and entrusted secrets to each other —

secrets meant only for fellow merchants.

Some traced messages on the stone with charcoal —

promises to loved ones far away,

prayers for safe return,

words they were afraid to speak aloud.

For them,

the rock was a companion

and signpost on the road —

steady,

silent,

always there.

In time,

trade routes shifted.

The caravans ceased.

Grass covered the old roads.

Wind and rain erased every trace.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



The Tourists

Timeless time later,

tourists arrived.

They came in bright clothes

with snacks and cameras.

Children scrambled up the rock and shouted,

“Look at me!”

Couples kissed beneath it.

Families argued,

then made peace,

then posed for pictures.

Someone played music.

Someone proposed marriage.

Someone spread out a blanket

and sang their favorite song.

People rested in its shade.

For them,

the rock was an attraction —

a backdrop for laughter and day-to-day life.

In time,

the tourists stopped coming.

The road cracked,

and grass swallowed it whole.

Balloons burst.

Glitter blew away.

Weather washed every surface clean.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



The Scientists

Then the scientists came.

They camped beside the stone for weeks,

measuring every angle and face.

They dusted it with chalk lines,

tied strings to mark axes and planes,

and argued late into the night

about its age and composition.

Some were excited.

Some were disappointed.

Some wondered if anything in the universe

was more than what could be weighed and named.

They wrote in their notebooks:

“Granite.

Formed deep underground.

Shaped by wind and rain.

There is nothing special here.

Just a rock.”

When the project ended,

they packed their equipment

and drove away.

Rain washed the chalk from the stone.

Wind wiped their site clean.

The plain was silent again.

The rock remained unchanged.

More timeless time passed.



And Then...

The humans were gone.

No footsteps.

No voices.

No charcoal words.

No photographs.

No prayers.

No tears.

No maps.

No memories.

Nothing leaned on the rock.

Nothing whispered to it.

No one believed

or even thought anything about it.

Without anyone to say otherwise,

it was not sacred,

not a landmark,

not a companion,

not a boundary,

not an attraction,

not a specimen,

not even “just a rock.”

It simply was.
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The Forgotten Lamp
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e had,

by his own quiet estimation,

everything in order.

Not arrogantly.

He would have been the first to say so.

He simply had a gift for clarity —

for seeing through the fog of sentiment

that obscured so much of parish life

and getting to what actually needed doing.

His professors had noted it.

His rector had noted it.

He had been assigned the inventory

precisely because he could be trusted

to see clearly when others couldn’t.

The side chapel lay beyond a narrow arch

off the north transept —

a place that had once been carefully kept

and was now abandoned to the cobwebs.

Plaster cracked in long, branching lines.

Dust blanketed the floor.

The niche at the center stood empty,

marked only by a cleaner patch of stone

where something had stood for years

and then been taken away.

He stepped in,

glanced once around —

and stopped.

A small red lamp was burning in the corner.

Not brightly.

Not enough to light the room.

Just a steady, contained glow,

as though it belonged to another order of light

altogether.

The lamp hung from a simple bracket

beside the empty niche —

the sort of sanctuary lamp one might expect

before a sacred sacrament.

But there was no altar,

no baptismal font,

no sign that the chapel had served

any liturgical purpose in years.

He reached up and turned the glass gently.

The flame did not flicker.

And there didn’t seem to be any oil in it.

He made a note —

then paused,

pencil still touching the page.

If the rector heard about this

before he had a sensible explanation,

it could become something.

A sign.

The chapel would fill with people

lighting candles and leaving flowers,

and the whole business

of clearing it out before Pentecost

would dissolve into precisely the kind of muddle

he had been sent to prevent.

He closed the notebook.

He would handle it quietly.

He asked around that afternoon —

carefully,

sideways,

the way he had learned

to ask things without planting ideas.

The sacristan shook his head.

No oil had been ordered for that chapel

in a long time.

Perhaps before Father Martin, rest his soul.

Maybe even before that.

Two older parish women he consulted looked

at him with mild surprise,

neither hinting at a secret.

That evening,

he returned and looked again —

checking for a flask,

a feed line,

anything he might have missed.

The flame did not flicker when he leaned near it.

The housing was closed and ordinary.

He went to bed telling himself

something would turn up.

A pious parishioner.

A forgotten arrangement.

Something accountable.

The next evening,

he checked again.

It was still burning.

On the fourth day,

he brought his toolbox.

He worked the bracket loose,

lifted the lamp carefully from the wall,

and carried it to the window

where the light was better.

The mount was smooth —

no orifice,

no fitting,

no sign of any feed mechanism.

He opened the housing

and examined the interior.

Empty.

No reservoir,

no wick beyond the one

that had no business burning.

The wall behind was smooth too,

except for the two bracket holes.

He stood there a moment,

the lamp in his hands.

Then he remounted it,

deliberately left it unlit,

and opened his notebook.

Lamp examined.

No fuel source.

Remounted.

Extinguished.

Clean.

Accountable.

He closed the notebook and left.

He slept poorly.

Before dawn,

he was awake, and —

without quite deciding to —

he was dressed,

then walking,

then inside.

The nave was still dark.

Early Mass would not begin for another hour.

He walked directly to the north transept,

passed beneath the narrow arch,

and entered the side chapel.

The lamp was burning.

Exactly where he had left it.

Exactly as it had always been.

He felt no rush of certainty.

No revelation.

No triumphant collapse into belief.

Only the quiet failure of all the explanations

he had been so eager to produce —

and beneath that,

something older and less comfortable:

the recognition that the world did not,

in fact,

feel any need to conform to his understanding.

He approached slowly.

He reached toward the glass —

then stopped.

There was nothing left to test.

Nothing to expose.

Nothing to correct.

He let his hand fall.

The first gray light of morning

had begun to touch the upper windows.

The dust lay as before.

The cracked plaster,

the empty niche,

the broken kneeler.

Nothing had changed.

Only the light.

For the first time in years, he knelt.
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Devotion
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ne morning they found her on the cathedral steps,

wrapped in a coarse gray blanket,

staring at everything

as though the world had just begun.

Anne lifted her,

cradling her close.

“Well,” she said softly.

“You’ve come to the right place.”

There was no note.

No name.

Someone asked, “What shall we call her?”

Anne’s eyes settled on the cathedral calendar

pinned to the wall.

This month’s word was Devotion.

Anne gave a small nod.

“That will do.”

Devotion did not speak.

They waited for words that never came.

Physicians examined.

Priests prayed.

Devotion remained silent,

taking it all in with luminous eyes.

Other children beckoned her into their games.

She followed as best she could.

But by the time she understood,

they had already moved on.

Laughter moved too quickly.

Words passed before she could catch them.

Everyone meant well.

But she did not belong.

Inside the cathedral,

time moved differently.

Stone waited.

Light returned to the same places

day after day.

The pillars did not interrupt.

The floor did not hurry.

She began to walk the nave

the way others learn conversation.

She traced the worn edges of columns.

She pressed her palm against the limestone,

cool from the night.

She learned which stained-glass windows

flared cold at winter dawn,

and which ones bloomed softly

when the days lengthened again.

The building did not require speech.

It received her whole in welcoming silence.

Anne watched.

On Devotion’s twelfth birthday,

Anne rose before dawn as usual.

She found Devotion already in the nave,

the early light still gray along the pillars.

“You’re twelve today,” Anne said.

Devotion nodded.

“That’s no small thing.”

From her apron pocket,

Anne drew a small medallion on a cord.

It was inexpensive,

the engraving slightly uneven.

The word was simple: Devotion.

She slipped it around Devotion’s neck.

“For you,” Anne said quietly,

touching her cheek.

Devotion closed her fingers around the disk,

tracing its edge.

Anne’s eyes warmed.

“Do everything with all your heart.”

She let the words settle.

“And I have another gift.”

She placed a broom in Devotion’s hands.

“It’s time.”

Devotion closed her fingers around it.

And began.

Years folded quietly into one another.

Priests came and went.

Candles were lit and extinguished.

Incense rose and thinned in the high air.

Music filled the nave on feast days,

and fell quiet in the ribs of the vault.

And Devotion learned the cathedral

as one learns a face.

Dust gathered differently

beneath the transept than near the altar.

The echo shifted

when the pews were full.

In autumn,

light entered low and amber;

in spring,

it climbed pale and high along the pillars.

Sometimes she paused

when a beam of sunlight caught the rising dust.

The motes turned slowly in the air,

suspended in depths she could not measure.

She could not name what she felt.

It was simply what happened

when she gave herself completely to what was before her.

When Anne died,

Devotion stood near the back

while prayers were spoken and chants were sung.

She watched the light move across the coffin

and listened as the final echo dissolved.

Then she took up her broom.

The town was growing.

It needed stone.

The incense and music

still rose through the nave,

but fewer people listened.

The pews held more emptiness than people,

even on feast days.

New walls rose along the square.

There were meetings.

Ledgers.

Decisions.

The bell was lowered first.

What once thundered above the town

now lay mute on the ground.

Devotion laid her hand on its cool bronze,

feeling its weight.

Then she turned away.

Walls followed.

Statues were removed.

The roof beams were taken down.

Wind moved freely

where stained glass had once restrained it.

Devotion adjusted.

When grass crept between the stones,

she swept it.

When sections of the floor were lifted,

she cleared what remained.

At last,

even the foundation stones were removed.

For the first time in her life,

there was nothing left to tend.

She came at dusk.

She stood where the altar had been and listened.

Above her,

the stars burned in their icy heat.

She drew a long breath.

For a moment she held the small disk at her throat —

warm from her skin —

and let her hand fall.

Then she turned

and walked quietly out the gate,

stars gleaming in the night.

About the Author

[image: image]

William Zeitler ("ZITE-ler") is an author, composer, a glass armonica performer, and the creator of GrailHeart.com: stories and music at the threshold of myth and prayer.

He has performed at the Kennedy Center and at the Hollywood Bowl, built harpsichords with his own hands, and written code for Microsoft.

But the work that has mattered most has been harder to name: learning to sit with darkness long enough to discover what it has to say — that the most human moments are often the most luminous.

These stories come from that sitting.

William lives in Southern California with his wife Sue and their cat Katie.

The Journey does not end with the last page.

The conversation continues —

essays, reflections, and books

reclaiming what it means to be human.

Visit:

www.GrailHeart.com



EPUB/media/file8.jpg





EPUB/media/file39.jpg
W e, S Ol g






EPUB/media/file12.jpg





EPUB/media/file14.jpg





EPUB/media/file20.jpg





EPUB/media/file7.jpg
1
{

| =

2%






EPUB/media/file5.eps


EPUB/media/file36.png





EPUB/media/file15.jpg





EPUB/nav.xhtml

Contents

		Stories from GrailHeart — Volume 2		The Book of Torin II		Chapter 1





		The Book of Torin III		Chapter 1





		The Book of Torin IV		Chapter 1





		The Wanderers

		The Village

		The Kingdom

		The Pilgrims

		The Merchants

		The Tourists

		The Scientists

		And Then...










EPUB/media/file11.png





EPUB/media/file2.png





EPUB/media/file23.jpg





EPUB/media/file10.jpg





EPUB/media/file40.jpg





EPUB/media/file1.jpg





EPUB/media/file16.jpg





EPUB/media/file22.jpg





EPUB/media/file38.png





EPUB/media/file26.jpg





EPUB/media/file34.jpg





EPUB/media/file35.jpg





EPUB/media/file13.png





EPUB/media/file27.jpg





EPUB/media/file3.jpg





EPUB/media/file18.jpg





EPUB/media/file9.png





EPUB/media/file42.jpg





EPUB/media/file19.jpg





EPUB/media/file28.jpg





EPUB/media/file41.jpg





EPUB/media/file32.jpg





EPUB/media/file37.jpg
.,y.pvj',l' up “

A MYy Al

e

s
()






EPUB/media/file6.jpg





EPUB/media/file24.jpg





EPUB/media/file29.png





EPUB/media/file33.png





EPUB/media/file31.jpg





EPUB/media/file25.jpg





EPUB/media/file0.png





EPUB/media/file17.png





EPUB/media/file4.jpg





EPUB/media/file30.jpg





EPUB/media/file43.jpg





EPUB/media/file21.png





