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The Kiss of the Forest

A romantic fantasy about elves, magic and forbidden love | Romantasy for adults

Lyvra Avelin

Introductory words

They say the forest never forgets.

It hears when someone whispers, even if no one else is listening. It senses the footsteps of those who enter it and recognizes who comes with fear or with hope. Some say its roots reach deeper than any fate—that they carry memories longer than humans or elves can live.

Perhaps it is true. Perhaps it is not.

But somewhere, between light and shadow, there is a place where two worlds meet—the breath of nature and the heartbeat of man, the eternal and the transient.

This is not a story about heroes or gods.

It is the story of a woman who had to flee to be free.

And of an elf who lost everything to learn to love.

Their journey begins in darkness, but ends in light.

And if you listen closely, you may hear it too—

the song of the forest.
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Chapter 1 – Elaine
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The Pain of the Earth

Well, how do I best summarize my story... My name is Elaine. I am the daughter of a weaver and a field worker. Today I am 22 years old. I grew up in a village that one would easily overlook on a map. Thirteen houses, a crooked well, a small chapel without a tower, fields with many stones and little grain. It is a place where everyone knows each other and yet some things go unseen. I spent almost my entire life there until the night I ran away.

When I think of my village, I first see the hands of the people. Hands tell us more than words. My mother’s hands were slender but strong. They smelled of wool, soap, and sometimes mint because she collected herbs. My father’s hands were broad and cracked. The cracks often had dirt in them. He didn’t speak much, but he liked to sing while chopping wood. No grand songs, just simple tunes. I loved those tunes because they made the house quieter. When my father sang, I felt the air soften.

I was a quiet child. Not shy in a bad way, but I didn’t want to fill the day with too many words. I liked to watch. I could sit beside my mother for a long time, watching her sort threads or knead dough. I remembered how she held the bowl, how her fingers folded the dough until it was smooth. I liked the order in such tasks. There was a beginning, a process, and an outcome. You could see what you had done. I liked that. Maybe because there was so much in life that couldn’t be put in order.

In our village, children learn early to be useful. By the age of ten, I could bake bread, pluck chickens, mend a few simple shirts, and wash wounds. I learned from my mother about herbs that help with stomachaches and leaves that can be placed on hot foreheads. I learned from the old women how to churn butter without spoiling it and how to sort beans by size so they cook evenly. It may sound boring, but I enjoyed it. It gave me the feeling that I could do something well.

People in the village say I am beautiful. I don't like to write this, but it is part of my story. Some said I was too beautiful for a girl from the fields. I have large, full breasts, and boys and men often stared. I learned early to cover myself with cloths and to hold my shoulders straight. My mother once said quietly, “Beauty is like a free-roaming hen: everyone wants to catch it. Be careful.” I tried to be careful. But it is hard to watch over something you cannot hide. I learned to lower my gaze without looking small. I learned not to smile when I didn’t want to. I learned to say “no” without raising my voice. That didn’t always suffice.

I can remember my first encounter with Arik as if it were yesterday. He was new to the village, a relative of people who lived further south. He was tall, strong, and had shoulders like a doorframe. The men liked him because he could carry a lot. The women watched him because he had a handsome face. That day, I was at the well drawing water. It was summer, hot, and sweat ran down my back. I had positioned my cloth so it wouldn't slip into my face. He approached, drank water from his cupped hand as if it were wine, wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, and said to me, “You are the daughter of the weaver, aren’t you?” He didn’t know my name, but I already knew his. In a village, names spread quickly.

At first, he was friendly. He carried the water home for me without asking if I needed help. He spoke little, but his silence was not as harsh as it became later. He had a way of looking at me that was not greedy, more proud. I know today that pride and possessiveness are easily confused. Back then, I didn’t see the difference. He brought wood to my mother when my father was sick, and my mother liked that. She said, “A man who works hard is a good man.” Maybe she was right. Maybe he just lacked something else that I would miss later.

Our wedding was small. A table carried to the courtyard, a soup, a loaf of bread, a few songs. I wore a blue ribbon in my hair that my mother had woven, and a dress that we had borrowed. Arik looked proud as I sat beside him. He drank little, laughed a few times, held my hand as we walked across the courtyard for the first time as man and wife. I thought: This is how it could be. Quiet. Ordered. Together. My mother shed a few tears of joy. My father placed his hand on my shoulder and nodded. At that moment, I felt safe.

The safety didn’t last. It didn’t start with blows. It started with silence. With a silence that was heavy like a wet cloak. When the harvest was not as good as hoped. When the rain came at the wrong time. When the livestock fell ill. I did what I had always done: I worked more. I got up earlier. I avoided words that could hurt. I kept the house clean, the stove warm, the table tidy. I thought order calmed. Sometimes it did. Sometimes it didn’t.

When the first blow came, I was so surprised that I didn’t cry. It was a short, hard smack against my cheek. Not hard enough to knock me down, hard enough to startle me. He said afterward, “You could have been more careful.” It was about spilled milk. It wasn’t about the milk. I know that very well now. Back then, I still tried to pick up the milk that was already in the dust. I took the cloth, wiped, washed, and in my head counted the breaths. I told myself, “It was only once. It won’t happen again.” That is a sentence many women know.

It happened again. It happened on days when he had been drinking. It happened on days when he hadn’t been drinking. It happened when I was too quiet. It happened when I was too loud. It happened when the bread was too dark or too light. It happened when I was tired. I learned to stop looking for reasons. I began to read signs: how he opened the door. How his boots sounded. How his shoulders hung. Whether he lifted his gaze or not. I learned to refrain from touching him when he came home from work. I learned to refrain from talking about myself. I learned to refrain from laughing out loud. I learned to refrain from crying when he looked. I cried later, when he slept.

I don't tell this to elicit sympathy. I tell it because it explains who I have become. I learned to divide myself into small parts. One part of me cooked. One part of me cleaned. One part of me slept. One part of me lived without being seen. I made myself quiet. That is more dangerous than one thinks. When you make yourself quiet for a long time, you forget how the loud voice sounds. You forget that you have desires. You believe it is enough to get up in the morning and not die in the evening. It is not enough.

But there were also good hours. My life was not only dark. There was the neighbor Mira, who often sat with me when she was done with her children. She shrugged her shoulders when I was too sad and said, “Come, let’s make pancakes.” Her pancakes were never round, but they tasted good. She didn’t interrogate me. Once, she simply set a cup of warm water with honey in front of me and said, “Drink this. And if you want to leave, tell me.” I said nothing. But the sentence remained within me.

There were the herds of goats. I liked the goats. They were curious and stubborn. They would give milk if treated well. You could talk to them, and they looked at you as if they were listening. I liked milking them. It had a rhythm that calmed me. I liked the warmth of their sides against my knees. I liked their steady chewing. With them, I felt needed but not exploited. That is a difference one only feels when one has missed it.

There was the edge of the forest. The threshold, as the old ones say. When I stood there, I felt the air smelled different. Not better, not worse. Just different. Sometimes I went down to get wood that was already dead. I tried to break nothing. I stroked bark. Yes, I know how that sounds. But I liked to place my hand on tree trunks. It calmed me. When you are close to the bark, it smells slightly sweet, even in winter. Sometimes I felt like I heard a very quiet humming when I placed my hand down, as if the tree was breathing softly. Whether that is true, I don’t know. But I liked the thought.

There was also a longing in me for something I could not name. Sometimes, when Arik was late and I sat alone at the table, I would close my eyes and imagine someone sitting across from me who didn’t say much but was quiet in a different way. Someone who took my hand without demanding anything. Someone who was simply there and wouldn’t leave when angry. I didn’t see faces in my mind. Just a feeling of calm, like the moment when the first snowflakes fall and everything becomes quiet. I often thought this longing was foolish. But it remained.

I knew a lot about work, but little about joy. I knew effort, but I did not know what was supposed to come afterward: a warm glance, a sincere “Well done.” As a child, I received that from my parents. As a woman, I received it almost never. I began to give it to myself. I told myself while putting bread into the oven: “Good.” I said to myself while mending a shirt: “Looks nice.” It wasn’t the same. But it was something.

Sometimes, when I lay awake at night, I listened to the chapel without a tower. That sounds strange, I know. But the wind likes to pass through half-finished things. It brings them to life. The boards creaked, and sometimes something loose hit something solid. I imagined the chapel would someday be finished. I imagined I was sitting inside, not to pray, but to breathe. Just breathe. I often didn't want more.

There were many reasons to stay. The habit. The fear. The shame. The talk of the people. The concern for my mother, who had already died but still lived in my mind, asking, “Where do you want to go?” The concern for the harvest. The concern for winter. And yet there was one reason to leave: I wanted to live. Not just anyhow. Not half. Fully. I didn’t know how that worked. I had no map. Just a feeling that said, “It must be different.”

The night I left was cold and wet. The sky hung low. It rained all afternoon, then the rain paused and returned in the evening, heavier than before. The air smelled of metal, as if someone had shattered a large cauldron. I fed the goats. I tried to work slowly so I could remain calm. The animals crowded around me. I leaned my head briefly against the neck of the oldest goat. Her breath was warm. I wished mine was too.

Arik came home earlier than usual. The rain had driven the men from the fields. He was wet to the skin, which made him even harder. Wet things are often harder to hold. He burst open the stable door. I flinched. I smelled schnapps. He said, “The bread.” He said it as if the word were a stone he wanted to throw at me. I said, “It is in the oven.” My voice was calm. I was proud of that calmness. I held onto it like one holds onto a thaler.

He stepped closer to me. His eyes were narrow. I saw no reason in them. I only saw driven-ness. I saw the first blow coming but could not dodge it. I fell against the wall. Dust flew. A goat jumped to the side. I got up again. I don’t know how. Sometimes the body does something without asking the soul. The second blow came faster. I thought for a brief moment: “If I scream now, nothing will change.” So I remained silent. In my head, I counted, just like before when kneading dough: one, two, three, four. After a while, he let up. He went into the kitchen, yanked open the oven. I heard something fall to the floor. Maybe the bread. Maybe the tongs. I heard my blood rushing.

In that rushing was a clear tone, as if someone had stroked a glass with a wet finger. A long, thin, bright note. I don’t know where it came from. I only know: It woke me up. I saw my hands clenching the edge of the feed trough. I released them. I stepped toward the door. I took my mother’s cloth from the hook. It is thin and has small stars along the edge. I wrapped it around me. I didn’t look for my boots. I knew if I started looking for them, I would stay. I opened the door. The wind pushed it against me. I braced myself. I stepped outside.

The rain was cold and honest. It hit my face. It made my hair heavy. It awakened my skin. I walked across the yard. The chickens huddled under the roof. The old cart leaned against the wall as always. I pushed open the gate. It creaked. I stepped onto the path. I didn’t run. I walked quickly. I breathed deeply. I didn’t look back.

At the edge of the field stood the blackberry brambles. They seemed like a dark wall. Behind them the forest. Sometimes it had called me. Not loudly. Not in words. Just as a feeling that there was more air there. I lifted my hands and pulled the brambles aside. Thorns scratched my skin. Thin red lines ran across my calves. It hurt, but the pain belonged to me. I stepped over the threshold. I walked beneath the first trees.

The forest was dark, but not hostile. The canopy caught the rain. Drops fell slowly. Plop. Plop. Plop. I heard them. I heard myself too. My breath was quick. My heart ached, but in a way that made me feel alive. The ground was soft. Moss, leaves, roots. My feet sank in. I thought: I can do this. I thought: Ten more steps. Then another ten. Then another ten.

I don’t know how long I walked. Time was only the rhythm of breath and steps. Sometimes I stopped to lay my hand on a bark. Sometimes I rested my forehead against a trunk. Once, I thought I felt a very faint pulse. Perhaps it was mine. Perhaps it was the tree’s. I didn’t care. It felt good.

The rain hesitated to lessen. Fog crept between the trunks. It was thin and bright, as if someone had poured milk into the air. I saw a small, quiet glow between the trees. Not fire. Fire trembles. This light was still. I walked toward it. It led me to a circle of flat stones. In the center, the ground was lighter. I stood at the edge. It was a bit warmer here. The air smelled of damp earth and something I did not know. Perhaps it smelled of the forest itself. Not of oak or beech, but of the whole.

I sat on one of the stones. My feet were cold. My calves burned. My shoulders shivered. I pulled the cloth tighter. It hardly warmed me, but it was my cloth. It was the last thing I had from my mother. I rested my forehead on my knees. I breathed. Once. Twice. Ten times.

Then I heard it. A whisper. Not close, not far. It was as if the ground was speaking quietly. As if the air was saying something I did not yet fully understand. It was not intimidating. It was like a hand resting on the back. I lifted my head. I said quietly, “Who is there?” My voice sounded hoarse.

No answer in words. But the whisper grew denser. Quieter. I felt as if someone was counting my breaths with me. I didn’t know if I was imagining it. I didn’t care. It helped.

I stayed sitting and listened. The drops fell more infrequently. The fog became denser. I felt the fatigue coming. Not fatigue that knocks you over. One that says, “Lay down. I will watch over you.” I lay on my side, pulled my knees up. I held onto the edge of my cloth. I looked into the fog. I said quietly, “Just this night. Tomorrow, I will go on.” Where to, I didn’t know. But it felt good to say the sentence.

And then, just at the edge of my vision, something moved between two trunks. Not an animal. The movement was too smooth. Too calm. A person? No. Different. Bigger than the men in the village, but slimmer. The air around the figure was a touch brighter, as if the fog showed it more respect. My heart raced. I sat up. I said nothing. I wanted to break nothing.

The figure stood still. The fog wrapped itself around its feet like a cloth. I saw hands. Long fingers. I saw a face that did not make the darkness ugly. Eyes that were awake and calm. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Not from fear. From something I had never felt before. I knew, without evidence, what I saw: an elf.

I remained still. I slowly raised my hand as if to say, “I come in peace.” I said quietly, “Please. Just sleep.” I was too tired for long words. He didn’t respond. But the forest continued to whisper. The leaves made soft sounds. I felt as if the forest spoke for him. Or he spoke through the forest.

The elf looked at my calves. He saw the thin blood traces from the thorns. His gaze softened. Just a little. It was enough. I knew: He had seen that I did not come here out of curiosity. But because I had to.
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