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Chapter 1 — Whispers in the Forest

[image: ]


The villagers said the eastern forest listened.

Not metaphorically.

Not poetically.

Literally.

It listened.

It remembered.

And if you wandered too deep after sunset, it whispered back.

Not in words.

In regrets.

In grief.

In truths you had spent years burying.

As a child, Elara had loved that story.

At ten, she imagined glowing fae trails and silver doors hidden in tree trunks.

At sixteen, she called it superstition.

At twenty-four, she told herself stories were only stories.

Tonight, she knew she was lying.

The forest had been calling to her for weeks.

Not with a voice.

Not exactly.

It was more like a pull beneath her ribs. A pressure behind thought. A strange, restless ache that grew stronger whenever dusk settled over the valley and the trees beyond the village turned black against the sky.

Something unfinished waited there.

Something with her name on it.

And tonight, Elara had finally stopped pretending she could ignore it.

She stood at the edge of the village road with her cloak pulled tight around her shoulders. Behind her, lanterns glowed in cottage windows, warm and golden and safe. Smoke curled from chimneys. Somewhere, a dog barked twice and fell silent. Ordinary life carried on without her.

Ahead, the eastern forest rose like a wall.

Ancient oaks.

Twisted ash.

Thornbrush thick enough to draw blood.

No one entered after dark.

No one sensible.

Elara adjusted the satchel at her hip.

Inside were the things she had told herself she needed: dried sage, twine, a notebook, a small knife, a bundle of chalk, and a heel of bread wrapped in cloth.

Hidden beneath them was the real reason she had come.

The map.

Burned at the edges.

Covered in symbols.

Left behind by her grandmother.

Elara’s fingers brushed the parchment through the satchel flap.

Warm.

Impossible.

The map always felt warm.

Even in winter.

Especially at night.

A breeze stirred the long grass.

The trees whispered.

For one brief, humiliating moment, Elara almost turned back.

Then memory came.

Her grandmother by candlelight.

Wrinkled hands wrapped around a chipped teacup.

Grey hair braided over one shoulder.

Eyes sharp enough to cut through lies.

When the forest calls, don’t ignore it.

Elara had laughed then.

“Forests don’t call, Grandma.”

Maeve had not laughed with her.

This one does.

Elara swallowed.

“Fine,” she muttered to the trees. “I’m here.”

Then she stepped off the road and entered the forest.

The silence hit first.

Not normal silence.

Wrong silence.

No owls.

No foxes.

No insects.

Even her own footsteps sounded too loud.

Leaves cracked beneath her boots. Branches clawed at her sleeves. Mist gathered low around roots and stones, curling like breath around her ankles.

Elara kept moving.

One step.

Then another.

Then another.

The map guided her.

She had studied it for months after finding it beneath a loose floorboard in her grandmother’s cottage. At first the symbols had made no sense.

A crescent moon crossed with thorns.

A ring of seven stars.

A black oak.

A river drawn where no river existed.

She had almost given up.

Then, three nights ago, she realized the symbols aligned with landmarks around the village.

The old mill.

The split boulder.

The dead pine struck by lightning.

The bend in the creek where children dared one another to stand barefoot in winter.

The route was not random.

It led somewhere.

Somewhere hidden.

Somewhere her grandmother had never spoken of plainly.

Elara pushed deeper.

The forest thickened.

The temperature dropped sharply.

Her breath fogged.

That was wrong.

Autumn had only just begun. The first frost had not yet touched the valley.

This was not weather.

This was something else.

Magic, whispered the childish part of her.

She hated that the childish part sounded increasingly sensible.

Her grandmother’s stories returned uninvited.

Fae courts beneath moonlight.

Kings trapped in wolf skins.

Queens crowned with living thorns.

Bargains sealed in blood.

Names that could bind.

Doors that opened only when they wanted something from you.

Elara tightened her grip around the knife handle at her belt.

“Stories,” she whispered.

The forest answered with a branch snapping behind her.

She spun.

Knife out.

Heart hammering.

Nothing.

Only trees.

Only shadows.

Only mist.

She forced a breath into her lungs.

“You’re imagining things.”

A whisper brushed her ear.

“No, she isn’t.”

Elara screamed.

She spun again, knife slashing air.

Nothing.

There was no one there.

No footprints.

No movement.

No body behind the voice.

Her breathing turned ragged.

No.

No no.

She had heard that.

She knew she had.

The mist thickened around her boots.

The air grew heavy.

Every sensible instinct shouted the same thing.

Run.

Now.

Then silver light appeared between two trees.

Small.

Soft.

Floating.

Like a firefly made of moonlight.

Elara froze.

The orb drifted left.

Paused.

Waited.

No.

Absolutely not.

She should leave.

She followed.

Naturally.

Because apparently terror had no authority over curiosity.

The silver light slipped through the forest, always just ahead. It moved between trunks, over roots, through curling mist. Elara stumbled twice, cursed once, and nearly lost sight of it when brambles snagged her cloak.

The orb waited until she freed herself.

That was worse.

Things that waited had intentions.

Still, she followed.

The trees grew older as she walked.

She did not know how she knew that, but she did.

The trunks thickened. The bark darkened. Roots rose like sleeping beasts. The air tasted of rain, smoke, and something metallic.

Then the trees ended.

A clearing opened.

Elara stopped breathing.

At its centre stood an oak so vast it seemed impossible.

Its trunk was wider than any cottage in the village. Its roots twisted through the earth like serpents. Its branches spread across the sky, black against the rising moon.

Ancient.

Not old.

Ancient.

There was a difference.

And carved into its bark was the symbol.

The crescent moon.

Crossed by thorns.

Glowing silver.

Elara’s knees nearly gave.

“No...”

Her grandmother had been right.

All of it.

Every impossible story.

Every warning.

Every half-finished sentence.

Real.

She stepped forward.

One step.

Two.

Three.

The symbol pulsed.

Silver light rippled across the bark.

The map in her satchel warmed sharply against her hip.

Elara reached out.

Her fingers hovered inches from the carving.

Something moved above her.

Instinct screamed.

She looked up.

And saw him.

A man crouched on a branch high above.

Watching.

Still.

Silent.

Predatory.

Moonlight caught silver hair that fell around a face too sharp, too beautiful, too inhuman to belong to any man from her village. He wore dark leather traced with faint runes that glimmered like sleeping stars. A curved blade hung at his side.

But it was his eyes that trapped her.

Golden.

Not brown.

Not hazel.

Gold.

Molten.

Ancient.

Dangerous.

Elara forgot how to breathe.

The stranger moved.

He rose smoothly, balanced on the branch as if gravity had negotiated terms with him and lost.

Then he dropped.

No sound.

No stumble.

He landed before her as lightly as shadow.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Beautiful in a way that felt more like danger than blessing.

Every instinct screamed predator.

Run.

Elara did not move.

Neither did he.

For several seconds they simply stared at one another.

His gaze swept over her face, her cloak, her satchel, the knife in her hand.

Assessing.

Measuring.

Judging.

Then he spoke.

His voice was low.

Rough.

Controlled.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Fear remained.

But irritation rose faster.

Good.

Irritation was easier.

Elara lifted her chin.

“That’s convenient.”

One silver brow rose.

“How so?”

“I was thinking the same thing about you.”

Silence.

Then the faintest shift crossed his face.

Not amusement exactly.

Interest.

“You crossed forbidden ground,” he said.

“So did you.”

“I guard it.”

“That sounds self-appointed.”

His golden eyes narrowed.

“You do not know what this place is.”

“No,” Elara said. “But I know my grandmother wanted me to find it.”

That changed him.

Not much.

But enough.

His gaze sharpened.

“Your grandmother.”

Elara’s fingers tightened around the knife.

“Yes.”

“Name her.”

“Why?”

“Because if you lie here, the forest will know.”

Cold slid down Elara’s spine.

The trees around them creaked softly.

Listening.

She swallowed.

“Maeve.”

The name struck him like a blade.

He went utterly still.

For one impossible second, the terrifying stranger looked wounded.

“Maeve,” he repeated.

Not as a question.

As memory.

Elara’s pulse quickened.

“You knew her.”

His eyes returned to hers.

Too intense now.

Too full of things she did not understand.

“What are you called?”

“Elara.”

The word left her before caution could stop it.

His face changed again.

This time the reaction was unmistakable.

Shock.

Real shock.

“Elara,” he whispered.

She stepped back.

“How do you know me?”

The oak answered before he could.

The carved symbol exploded with silver light.

The ground shook.

The branches above groaned.

The air between Elara and the stranger split with a sound like ice cracking across a lake.

His head snapped toward the tree.

All emotion vanished from his face.

Only danger remained.

Danger—

And fear.

“Elara,” he said sharply.

Her heart stopped.

“How do you—”

“Run.”

The air tore open.

Reality split.

And the veil broke.
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