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Whispers in the Fog


The mist of Avalon clung to the earth like a living thing, curling through the ancient oaks and across the mirror-like surface of the lake. To Elysia, the fog had always seemed protective, as though shielding her village from the prying eyes of whatever might lurk beyond the veil. Yet tonight, beneath the bruised twilight sky, the mist whispered differently—like a warning disguised as a lullaby.


Elysia’s hands smelled faintly of crushed herbs as she wiped them against her apron, leaving faint green stains that spoke of her work as a healer. She had tended a fevered child for hours, pressing willow bark poultices against his brow and murmuring soft incantations taught to her by her grandmother. Healing, she often thought, was as much the weaving of words as it was the grinding of roots. Tonight, however, no spell she knew could soothe the unease gnawing at her chest.


Her grandmother had told her many tales of Avalon’s hidden heart—the lake that never froze, the standing stones that pulsed with buried fire, and the veil where shadows gathered when the moon was swollen and pale. But one story her grandmother never told without lowering her voice was of the Shadow Bride, a cursed figure said to be bound to Avalon’s fate. The whispers claimed that when the mists thickened and the ravens circled, the Bride would be chosen.


Elysia had always dismissed the story as myth, the kind of tale meant to frighten children into obedience. Yet the deeper she listened to the fog tonight, the more she swore she heard her name woven through its drifting sighs. She shook herself, pressing her palms to her temples, unwilling to give credence to a legend. Even so, she could not deny the restless stir of fear and fascination awakening inside her.


She stepped into the cottage her father had built long ago, the wooden beams darkened by years of smoke and time. The hearth glowed faintly, casting shadows across shelves crowded with jars of dried lavender, foxglove, and wormwood. A single raven feather lay on the table where she had not placed it. Her breath caught. It was a sign she recognized well—for in Avalon, raven feathers were said to mark a fate sealed by unseen hands.


The sound of footsteps on wet earth reached her ears, steady and deliberate. Elysia turned, her pulse quickening as the door creaked open. In the threshold stood a figure clad in darkened armor, his helm tucked beneath one arm. His hair was black as the lake’s reflection at midnight, his eyes carrying the stillness of a storm not yet unleashed. He did not speak at first, and the silence between them felt weighted, heavy with recognition she could not place.


“You are Elysia,” he said at last, his voice low, as though spoken from some great depth. It was not a question but a certainty, and his gaze lingered on her as if measuring the truth of her soul against the stories he had heard.


Her throat tightened. “I am. And you?” she asked, though the question felt foolish, for some part of her already knew he was bound to the legends her grandmother had feared.


His lips curved in something not quite a smile. “A knight who walks between shadows,” he murmured, stepping further inside, the glow of the fire etching his face into sharper relief. “And the one fate has chosen for you.”


The words rooted her where she stood. Every instinct told her to flee, to deny him, to shut the door against the destiny his presence embodied. Yet beneath the panic there was a tremor of something else—an unbidden pull, as though her heart had already begun answering to his without her consent.

The fire snapped loudly, casting sparks between them, and she felt the delicate balance of her life shift forever.

Elysia’s breath felt caught between her ribs, each inhale shallow and unsteady. The knight’s words—fate had chosen her—struck deeper than any blade. She had no desire to be bound by legends or curses, yet something in his presence silenced denial. He seemed neither wholly alive nor touched entirely by death, as if shadows clung to his skin with reluctant devotion.


“I don’t believe in such tales,” she said, though her voice trembled despite her effort to steady it. “Avalon spins enough stories to keep us all bound in fear. Why should I trust the word of a stranger who cloaks himself in riddles?” She forced her gaze to meet his, though the storm within his eyes threatened to unmoor her resolve.


He regarded her without offense, almost with sorrow, as if he had expected nothing less. “Because denial does not unmake destiny,” he replied softly. “The mists do not weave lies. They call when it is time, and they have called you, Elysia. Whether you welcome or resist, Avalon’s will cannot be undone.” His tone was steady, but the faintest ache threaded through it, betraying that he too carried chains unseen.


The words fell over her like cold rain. She wanted to deny them, to shut her ears to his voice, but the raven feather on her table seemed to pulse with meaning. Her grandmother’s whispers echoed in memory—when the mists breathe your name, you cannot turn away. She clenched her hands until her nails pressed crescent moons into her palms, searching for strength in pain.


“What is it you want from me?” she asked at last, her words little more than a whisper. It was not the tone of surrender but of wary challenge, a healer refusing to yield before she understood the wound. She had learned long ago that names and intentions mattered more than weapons, and she would not allow fear to strip her of that lesson.


The knight’s gaze softened, though his shadow did not. He stepped closer, and the air seemed to cool with his presence. “Not what I want,” he said, his voice weighted with a truth he did not seem eager to share. “But what has already been written. You are the Shadow Bride. Bound not to me, but through me. My existence is a curse, and yours entwines with it.” His words carried finality, yet also a quiet plea.


Elysia’s heart stumbled in her chest. Shadow Bride. The title tasted of iron and sorrow, and yet it curled through her veins as if it had always been waiting there. She shook her head, strands of hair falling into her eyes. “No. I am no bride to shadows. I am a healer, a daughter of Avalon, nothing more. I will not be claimed by curses I did not choose.” Her defiance rang sharp, though fear gnawed beneath it.


His jaw tightened, and for a moment, the fire’s light caught on the scars etched faintly across his cheek, as though battles had written themselves upon him. “Choice,” he murmured, almost bitterly, “is a gift seldom granted where Avalon’s magic reigns. I would not wish this binding upon you, yet I cannot break it. To refuse me is to invite the wrath of forces older than our bloodlines. And their wrath does not fall gently.”


Silence pressed between them, thick and heavy. Elysia turned away, staring into the flicker of the hearth, where flames devoured wood with relentless hunger. The idea of being tied to him, to a destiny steeped in shadows, clashed against every dream she had held for her life. And yet, despite the weight of dread, a fragile thread of curiosity tugged at her—what pain had forged him into this figure of sorrow and storm?


Before she could ask, the wind outside shifted. The cottage walls groaned as if strained by unseen hands, and the fog beyond the door thickened until it seemed alive. From the depths of that shrouded night came the distant toll of a bell, one that had not rung in Avalon for decades. Elysia froze, for she knew its meaning well: the bell tolled only when fate demanded witness.


The knight’s eyes darkened further, though he did not appear surprised. “They come,” he said quietly. His words held neither joy nor fear, but a resignation that chilled her. “The elders will summon you before dawn. And when they do, no denial will protect you.” He turned then, as though preparing to leave, but hesitated with his hand upon the door. “Do not mistake me for your enemy, Elysia. My curse is not my choosing.”


Elysia’s throat burned with unshed words. She wanted to scream, to demand answers, to plead for a different fate. Instead, she stood rooted, staring at the raven feather that had begun this unraveling. Shadows stretched long against the firelight, and in them she saw her reflection—not healer, not daughter, but something else entirely. Something bound to the mist’s whisper, whether she willed it or not.

Sleep did not come easily that night. Elysia lay in her narrow bed, her body weary from healing work, yet her mind churned with restless unease. Shadows seemed to curl in the corners of her room, shifting with the fire’s last embers. Each time she closed her eyes, she heard the tolling of that distant bell, its sound threading through her dreams like a prophecy she could not escape.


She thought of the knight—his voice, steady yet haunted, and the way sorrow had shaped his face as though carved by years of burdens carried alone. There had been no triumph in his claim, no eagerness in declaring her fate. Instead, there had been grief, and beneath it, a strange thread of recognition. She wondered who he had been before the shadows claimed him, and whether any part of that man still remained.


Her grandmother’s tales swam through her memory, sharper now than ever before. When the Shadow Bride is chosen, the land will shift. The waters will stir, the ravens will gather, and Avalon itself will demand its due. Elysia had once laughed at the words, but the bell, the feather, and the knight’s arrival had woven them into truth. She clenched her blanket tightly, as though the fabric might shield her from destiny.


When dawn finally bled across the sky, it carried no warmth. The fog lay heavy on the village, curling low across thatched roofs and empty paths. From the window, Elysia watched three cloaked figures approach, their steps measured, their presence undeniable. The Elders of Avalon rarely left the stone circle, yet here they were, drawn by a summons older than law. Her pulse quickened, each beat a hammer of dread.


The knock at her door was soft, but it echoed through her bones. She opened it with trembling hands, meeting the gazes of the Elders—two women and one man, their faces lined not only with age but with the weight of secrets kept for lifetimes. Their eyes lingered on her with both reverence and pity, as if they saw more than she wished to reveal.


“Elysia, daughter of Alaric,” the eldest woman intoned, her voice solemn as the tide. “The mists have named you. The toll of the bell confirms what cannot be undone. You are summoned to the circle, where Avalon’s will shall be spoken. Come with us.” The words carried no cruelty, yet neither did they carry mercy. They were simply truth, unbending as stone.


Her throat tightened, but she nodded, for refusal would mean nothing. She glanced once more at the raven feather on her table before stepping outside. The air was cool and damp, every breath tasting of earth and ancient magic. Villagers watched from behind shuttered windows as she walked between the Elders, whispers rising like leaves in the wind. Some whispered prayers, others warnings, but none dared step forward.


As they neared the circle of stones, the fog seemed to thicken, swirling in patterns that hinted at shapes too vast to comprehend. The stones loomed tall and silent, their surfaces etched with runes that glowed faintly in the mist. Within the circle, the knight waited, his armor dark against the pale light of dawn. His presence struck her like a chord struck on an unseen instrument—inevitable, resonant, and terrifyingly real.


The Elders guided her to the center, their cloaks brushing against the damp earth. The runes on













































































