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Chapter 1: Mililea’s Mug and Motorcycle Mishap
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Mililea Windwalker lived in a snug log cabin nestled at the edge of Glimmerheart Grove. Her thatch roof curled like a cat’s tail in the snow-heavy wind. Inside, a warm Riverstone fireplace crackled beside a wooden nook where breakfast biscuits cooled. The cabin smelled of pine, lemon polish, and just a whisper of nutmeg. Above her was a loft bedroom full of woolen throws and wildflower quilts. Below, a tiny bathroom held her treasured soaking tub, just the place to unwind after tinkering with her motorcycle.

Today, like most days, Mililea slung on her black dragonhide riding coat. She tugged on her steel-toed riding boots. She kicked open the cabin door. “Time to roll, Mr. Tibbins!” she hollered.

Mr. Tibbins, her charcoal-grey teddy bear hamster and loyal companion, blinked from the kitchen windowsill, mid-bite, with a crumb-covered scone lodged between his cheeks.

With a sputter and growl, Mililea’s motorcycle rumbled to life. The air was crisp, snow-dusted, and wildly undecided about sunshine. As the bike crunched over glittering frost, Mililea leaned back and howled, “Best way to start the day, eh, Tibbins?”

Tibbins squeaked in protest, the scone had been warm.

Then came the chicken parade, strutting straight down the trail into town. Feathers flew. Tibbins screamed. Mililea swerved, laughing, as one particularly stern hen glared at her with the fury of a storm god.

And so began another perfectly ridiculous day in Glimmerheart Grove.

Mililea reached Arkadia’s Eatery just as the pastry case began to hiss.

This, she knew, was not a metaphor.

The enchanted scone warmer had once been a competitive kettle in the Grand Culinary Duels of Thornhelm and hadn’t quite adjusted to retirement. It let off steam every morning at precisely eight o’clock with the flair of a minor tempest. Today, it added a whistle solo.

“Still dramatic, I see,” Mililea said, eyeing the device.

Bartholomew, the peppermint-spectacled gnome behind the counter, was already mid-wrestle with a tray of buttered crumpets that kept trying to levitate. “Mililea,” he grunted. “Stop flirting with the appliance and help me catch the jam pot.”

Sure enough, the jar of enchanted blackberry jam was hopping away on tiny sugared feet, trailing a smear of defiance across the floor. Tibbins lunged from Mililea’s coat pocket and tackled it with all the fury of a spoonless breakfast.

Success. Mostly.

The jam surrendered with a sulky burble, and Bartholomew dropped it back into its enchanted caddy with a firm “Stay.”

“I swear,” the gnome muttered, straightening his apron, “one of these days I’m installing a null-magic zone and selling dry toast.”

Mililea grinned. “You’d last a week. The custard golems would unionize.”

Bartholomew scowled but didn’t deny it.

She took her usual seat by the hearth, Tibbins carefully uncorking the jam with the reverence of a shrine-keeper. Moments later, her triple-shot gingerbread chai and almond scone arrived on a tray that barked once before settling down to sleep.

The Eatery was bustling now. Regulars filled the mismatched chairs and velvet booths, their conversations humming like a beehive that had discovered caffeine.

At the corner table, Maud the herbwitch waved a sprig of rosemary like a wand. “I’m telling you,” she declared, “the moon’s off by three inches this week. The entire town’s digestion is misaligned.”

Across from her, Oswin, the retired potion smuggler, sipped his brew and muttered, “That explains my hiccuping hedgehog.”

“Explains nothing,” said Fiddlestorm, the bard who insisted on narrating everything he witnessed. “Though I did hear the hedgehog confessed to arson under duress.”

Mililea snorted into her chai. She loved mornings like this. Unruly breakfast magic. Unfiltered gossip. Exactly enough chaos to qualify as home.

“Did you hear about the rogue muffin?” Maud asked suddenly.

Mililea perked up. “What did it do now?”

Escaped from the bakery. Stole a pigeon. They were last seen heading north. Left a note. Misspelled ‘crumbs.’”

Tibbins solemnly took notes in the margin of the town gazette. Bartholomew passed by muttering, “If that muffin crosses the Frostbridge, I’m charging toll.”

Somewhere behind them, the enchanted scone warmer hiccupped a puff of sugar.

Mililea leaned back in her chair, stretching. Her gaze drifted toward the frost-fogged window, where Brimstone gleamed beneath a dusting of snow. The engine was quiet now, but she could almost hear it purring with barely suppressed attitude.

She smiled softly. Brimstone had come to her not through trade or treasure, but as a favor owed. A favor from a stormcaller named Delwyn, who once crashed his airship into the Grove and needed transport that didn’t argue with altitude. He gave her the frame of the bike, twisted metal, and fractured runes, and said, “You’ve got the hands, Windwalker. Make it roar.”

And she had. She’d worked in her cabin by starlight for weeks, coaxing the bike’s spirit awake. The engine had been cursed, naturally. It insisted on only running if she spoke to it kindly and refused to idle near large bodies of water.

Her first ride had been... spectacular. The moment she kicked the starter rune, Brimstone leapt like a panther with jet fuel in its veins. She flew across the glade, narrowly avoiding a low-hanging branch, three startled deer, and a flock of magical geese that exploded into glitter.

By the time she screeched to a halt, halfway up a tree, her braid was smoking, her boots had melted slightly, and her grin could have powered a lighthouse.

“You magnificent menace,” she had whispered, patting the tank. Brimstone had rumbled, smug and warm beneath her.

She named it then. Not for the fuel, but for the feeling. Power wrapped in loyalty. Danger in every curve. And just enough hellfire to keep her honest.

As for Mr. Tibbins... He’d shown up in her teacup. Uninvited. Unbothered. Eating half a scone and wearing a smug little waistcoat.

She’d screamed. He hadn’t blinked.

She’d tried to set him outside three times. The first time, he came back through the chimney. The second, he arrived in her sock drawer with a lemon tart. The third time, she found a passive-aggressive note tucked under her pillow that read, “If you cannot accept guests during breakfast, perhaps you should reconsider your hospitality policy.”

Eventually, she gave up and bought him a miniature pencil.

Their first argument came a week later, when he edited her schematics for a weatherproof rune-lock and called her calibration methods “optimistically fictional.” Mililea had stared at the annotated parchment, aghast. “You rewrote my glyphwork?!”

Tibbins folded his tiny arms. “I improved your glyphwork.”

“You’re a rodent.”

“I’m a consultant.”

She’d locked him in a sugar bowl for three hours. He’d tunneled out through the sugar. They’d been inseparable ever since.

She sipped her chai, warmth spreading through her chest. She had built her life from scrap, steam, crumb-trails, and choices. And she would protect it, even if the Grove had other ideas. The Grove might hold riddles, relics, or reasons to run. But here? Here was breakfast. Here was nonsense. Here, just for now, was peace.

And naturally, it wouldn’t last.

Because just then, the spellbell above the door jangled. And a messenger in ash-streaked robes stepped in, holding a scroll that pulsed ominously.

Mililea blinked. She set down her mug. Across the room, chairs scooted back and whispers flurried like winter leaves.

“Windwalker,” the stranger said. “You’re needed by the stones. The memory field is stirring.”

Mililea stood slowly. Tibbins tucked the town gazette into his satchel. They clambered onto her shoulder with the grace of a diplomat preparing for battle. Bartholomew grunted and pushed a scone into her hand. “Emergency rations,” he said. “It’s got extra clove.”

Outside, the snow had thickened into a quilt. Brimstone’s engine flared to life as she approached, as if it had heard everything from across the street and was already grumpy about being left behind. Mililea mounted the bike. Tibbins secured himself in his usual nook behind the headlamp, goggles on.

The messenger climbed aboard a hover-sled and took off down the trail of glowing mushrooms. Mililea followed, Brimstone growling with satisfaction.

They wove through pine corridors, past whispering willows, over the frozen creek that sang harmoniously. The woods thinned as they neared the stone glade, the sacred Grove where memory hummed.

The stones were already awake.

Each monolith pulsed faintly with inner light, etched glyphs unraveling into spirals. The snow within the circle didn’t fall; it swirled upward, drawn into a cyclone of stillness.

Mililea dismounted. Brimstone’s engine quieted. The messenger bowed once and faded into mist.

She stepped forward. Tibbins clicked his tongue. The charm around her neck grew warm.

“Last time I came here,” Mililea whispered, “the stones told me my childhood mischiefs in rhyming couplets.”

This time, they said nothing. Only hummed. Waiting.

She took a breath and stepped between the stones. The air changed. Time bent.

And the memory field opened.

The world unraveled. Not in chaos, but in quiet. The kind of hush that falls when a book opens to a page you forgot you’d written.

Light fractured. Color slowed. Mililea stood in the center of a ripple, a glade of stilled time and suspended thought. The sky had turned parchment. The air smelled faintly of lavender and old charcoal.

The stones began to glow more brightly. Each one shimmered with memory, a cascade of images flickering beneath their surfaces.

The first showed a younger Mililea, maybe twelve, racing across the same Grove with a stolen spellbook tucked under her arm and her hair wild from static. Tibbins snorted.

“That was the fireworks summer,” she muttered. “I still have the eyebrow scar.”

The second stone showed her forging her first charm. This crooked copper pendant sparked erratically and nearly summoned a wind elemental shaped like a badger.

The third... Showed something she didn’t expect. Her parents. Their faces are clear. Smiling. Sitting by the hearth. She hadn’t remembered that smile in years.

Mililea’s breath caught. She reached out. The image flickered and faded.

The stones were asking something. Calling something forward.

Her charm vibrated against her chest. And the ground beneath her feet shifted slightly, revealing a spiraling path of glyph-lit steps descending into mist.

Tibbins tightened his grip. “You’re going in?”

Mililea nodded. “Looks like the Grove remembers more than I do.”

And with one final glance at the pulsing stones, she took the first step down.

The mist parted like curtains drawn back by invisible hands. Each step down the spiral felt like walking through a memory not her own, scenes flickered on the stone walls beside her: strangers dancing beneath floating lanterns, ancient arguments whispered in forgotten tongues, a wedding toast interrupted by a sneeze that summoned lightning.

Mililea’s boots made no sound. Her breath came slowly. Tibbins clung to her shoulder, wide-eyed but silent.

At the bottom of the spiral, the path widened into a chamber cut from crystal and echo. The air shimmered. In the center stood a single pedestal and a mirror upon it.

It was not just a mirror. It was her mirror. From her childhood room. The one she’d left behind when she’d first run from the Grove.

Its surface was rippling. It did not show her reflection.

It showed the day she chose to leave: the bag half-packed, the note she never finished, the storm outside, and how her hands trembled on the door latch.

Mililea took one step forward. The charm at her neck glowed bright. The mirror stilled.

She watched the scene unfold. Her younger self hesitated. Looked back. Then left.

And behind her, someone had called out. Not loudly. Just once. But it had been enough to stop her.

Only... in her memory, she’d never heard it until now.

The stones were showing her the voice she’d forgotten. The one who wanted her
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