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CHAPTER 1 — WINTER: THE CHILD OF THE LIVING HILLS
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The hills of Meghalaya were alive that winter night. Not with people, nor with animals, but with something older—something patient and eternal. The clouds did not sit in the sky; they wandered beside you, brushing against the trees, dipping into the valleys, folding themselves around the hills like soft blankets. The earth smelled of wet moss and the memory of rain. Somewhere a creek sang over stones, its voice carrying the quiet knowledge of time.

In a small village named Rimyar, nestled high in the West Khasi Hills, a wooden hut sat beside that creek. Smoke drifted lazily from the chimney, curling into the mist, while inside, Mai’s body trembled, caught between pain and creation. Around her, the room seemed to shrink and expand at once, holding only the essentials: a low fire, a cot, and the weight of generations that had lived in these hills.  

Beside her, Insing stood quietly. He did not speak much, but his presence filled the space. There was worry in his eyes, love, and a helplessness he could not name. Outside, the wind swept through the forest, whispering secrets. Inside, time slowed to a heartbeat.  

And then—the first cry.  

It was soft, yet it cut through the night like a bell. Mai’s tears came not from the pain of childbirth but from something far deeper: a sacred recognition. She reached for the tiny bundle in her arms, her hands trembling, her heart already understanding. There she was. Warm, fragile, yet carrying something vast, as if the hills themselves had breathed life into her.  

“What shall we call her?” Insing asked, voice quiet, almost reverent.  

Mai looked down, her lips parting in a soft whisper:  

“Erilin.”  

The name settled in the room like a promise, as ancient and unbroken as the hills surrounding them.  

Erilin grew under skies that were never empty. She learned to walk barefoot on mossed paths, feeling the earth pulse beneath her feet. She watched clouds drift past like slow, wandering spirits. The forest hummed, the creek sang, and the mountains watched—silent witnesses to her childhood.  

She was the second daughter. In Khasi society, lineage passed through the mother, and Erilin’s presence was not just hers alone—it belonged to her family, her village, and the hills themselves. She had a sister who laughed like wind through bamboo, a brother who followed her like a shadow of light, and a home that, for a time, felt untouched by storms beyond the hills.  

Life was simple, yet full. Rice cooked over open fire, songs passed from grandmother to granddaughter, stories that stretched back generations were shared beside the flickering flames. Love existed quietly, without words, without ceremony—woven into every meal, every touch, every shared smile.  

But even the most beautiful hills hold change in their mist.  

Pamai arrived into their lives not with a storm, but like a shift in the wind. At first imperceptible, then impossible to ignore. Mai felt it before anyone else did, a stirring deep inside her that had been silent for years. Love—unexpected, disarming, and impossible to resist—found her again.  

Insing sensed it too, long before he understood. In the spaces where warmth once lived, in the silence, in the distance, something had shifted. And one day, without anger or dramatic clash, he left, returning to his mother’s home as tradition demanded. The house remained, the children remained, but the quiet balance of their lives had broken.  

Time moved as it always does in the hills—patiently, relentlessly.  

Another child was born, this time of a different love. For a while, the winds softened, the creek sang, the clouds drifted lazily as if nothing had changed. But the hills remembered. They always remembered. And soon, the storm would come.  
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