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Prologue 
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The land of Talla Bath’ra began where gentler things ended. Rolling hills, quilted with meadow and pasture, lifted in slow waves until they broke upon the jagged cliffs that reared like blackened teeth above the River Ethlarn. That river, broad, merciless, silver as a honed blade, cut the realm in two, its currents whispering of distant mountains and unseen seas. The air there carried the mingled scents of wet stone, flowering gorse, and the iron tang of waters that had eaten their way through earth for centuries untold.

Beyond the river stretched a principality both proud and precarious. Fertile plains rippled with barley and rye; broken ruins slumbered beneath moss and thorn; forests gathered so thick and unyielding that even sunlight seemed to hesitate before pressing into their gloom. These forests, older than memory, were said to keep their own counsel. Men went in, few returned, and those who did carried silence in their eyes.

It was an age of endings and of beginnings. The Sythinians, who had once ruled the known world with stone, fire, and words that bent nations, had faded utterly. Their temples lay in heaps, their idols were swallowed by vines, their very names were crumbling echoes scrawled in forgotten tongues upon weathered stones. Theirs had been a reign not of kindness, but of command, yet their disappearance left the world hollow, bereft of both tyrant and protector. With them perished their gods, their laws, and their grim rites that had bound heaven to earth. The high places where they once bled sacrifices now lay mute beneath nettle and bramble.

But time despises silence. Where one fire gutters out, another is kindled. Though the dust of the Sythinians had long since mingled with the soil, ambition had not perished. The world still burned with conquest, and men still sought to inscribe their glory upon the bones of history. From the ragged carcass of empires, new banners rose, banners dyed in steel-grey and blood-red, stitched with hunger and the fever of prophecy.

Among these rising powers was Talla Bath’ra, a land tempered by stone and storm, whose strength was not sheer breadth of earth but the stubbornness of its people. It had been bound together not by miracle nor revelation, but by the slow, relentless hand of the House of Gorgonlon.

For centuries, the Gorgonlons had ruled not with gentleness but with a deliberate steadiness, as a blacksmith hammers metal into shape: one strike at a time, through fire and persistence. What was once no more than scattered clans hidden in the folds of the highlands had been pressed, welded, and forged into a principality that could endure famine, flood, and the ambitions of envious neighbors.

They built roads through the jagged mountain passes, lacing the realm together like sinew to bone. They spanned rivers with stone arches that laughed at floodwaters. They raised watchtowers on every hill and bastions where the valleys narrowed, until the golden stag banner flew in every quarter of the land. A golden stag with silver antlers, wreathed in oak leaves, it was more than heraldry. It was a vow: vigilance in the wilds, strength rooted in the earth, and defiance against all who trespassed. And yet, even within such walls, unease gnawed.

The heart of the principality beat steadily, but at its edges, shadows lengthened. In the far northeast, where the hills sloped into bog and wildwood, lay the village of Sheil. There it crouched, pressed against the sullen eaves of the Thurnwode Forest. To most of Talla Bath’ra, Sheil was a name spoken seldom and softly. Not for what it was, a humble village of tilled fields and ivy-choked walls, but for what loomed beyond it. For beyond Sheil, so the elders whispered, lay the last remnants of the Sythinian world ruled over by Mor’thal.

The forest itself seemed to brood over the tale, as though complicit. Scholars in their towers, fortune-seekers in the taverns, even half-mad prophets raving in marketplaces, all had spoken once of Sheil and the secrets cloaked in the Thurnwode’s gloom. Men had set out with parchments, shovels, torches, and dreams of riches. None returned.

The forest was said to shift and breathe like a living creature. Paths bent back upon themselves. Stones rose like sentinels, carved with markings that could not be read, and between them lights flickered as though souls wandered still. Voices murmured from hollows in the earth. At times, the trees themselves were said to bleed a resin that gleamed too red to be sap.

Years passed. The tales dulled like blades left in rain. The brave or the foolish no longer sought the forest’s heart. Sheil remained, shrinking into itself, while the Thurnwode crept closer, its roots twisting into foundations, its shade swallowing old fields.

But silence cannot last forever. Now, at the edge of memory and myth, the stillness has begun to stir. Beneath the green hush of moss and stone, something has awakened. Not magic, no spells woven of words and stars, but something older and more rooted: the breath of forgotten earth, the bitterness of herbs steeped too long in shadow, the persistence of what men once thought banished.

Whispers rise again. Not loud, but steady, like weeds pushing through cracks in stone. They carry in them the scent of decay and of yearning. Legends, long buried beneath bracken and denial, begin to stretch their limbs. And Sheil, lonely, unguarded, pressed against the forest’s dark wall, stands as the doorway where yesterday’s ghosts may step once more into the living world.
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Chapter 1: Beginnings 
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The rain fell like a shroud upon the land, steady, unhurried, patient as time itself. It did not lash or roar, but spread across the earth with a kind of solemn purpose, beading upon cloak and helm, gathering along the rims of saddles until it trickled down in thin, silvery threads. It pattered on the broad leaves overhead and filled the hollows of the track with pools that mirrored the dim grey sky.

Sebastian rode at the head of his company, and the rain touched him without irritation. To others it was a nuisance, but to him it was almost a balm. He had been raised in such weather, had learned to walk and ride beneath skies that wept more often than they blazed. His childhood had been shaped by the soft drum of rain on slate roofs, by the smell of damp stone corridors, and by the ever-present mist curling along the valleys of Talla Bath’ra. Rain was not his enemy but his inheritance.

He rode tall in the saddle, his cloak dark with wet, trailing heavy behind him. The horse beneath him snorted, its flanks shining as water slicked its coat. Sebastian’s black curls clung to his brow, obscuring eyes deep-set and watchful. His face carried the quiet evidence of hardship, a thin scar carved from temple to jaw, a shadow of stubble across his cheeks. The weight he bore was not one of youth’s vanities but of a house’s legacy pressing on his shoulders.

The Gorgonlon name was old, older than most who now dared claim dominion in these fractured times. It had been hewn into the soil of the highlands by the steel of forefathers who built bastions on cliff edges and cut roads through mountains. It had been watered by their blood, mingled with victories and defeats alike. And now, at twenty-five years, Sebastian bore that name alone. His father had passed into the stone crypts five winters past, leaving a silence that still echoed in his son’s heart.

The column followed behind, sixty seasoned men-at-arms and three knights. These were no raw recruits learning to hold their shields steady; their eyes had seen the chaos of broken fields, their hands were calloused from sword and spear. They marched with a grim rhythm, the soft thud of boots sinking into damp earth, the muted clatter of mail and leather blending with the sigh of rain through branches.

Beside Sebastian rode Balian, his most trusted knight. His pale, lined face seemed restless even in stillness. Every flutter of leaf or rustle in fern drew his gaze. Though he wore the creak of age about his eyes, his look was not brittle but burnished, as though pain had worn him into something enduring. Where others hardened into cruelty, he had found a quiet warmth, though it lived buried beneath vigilance.

The forest pressed closer as the road curved into its waiting mouth. Trees rose high, dripping with wet, their trunks blackened by rain. Mist threaded between them, curling through undergrowth like pale smoke. The scents grew stronger, rich loam, moss damp with rot, faint sweetness of crushed herbs trampled underfoot. Soldiers muttered to one another about the smell of wild garlic and woodruff, their voices hushed as if the trees themselves were listening.

Sebastian inhaled deeply. For all his unease, the earth’s breath steadied him. His mother, long gone to the grave, had once carried a knowledge of herbs. He remembered her mortar and pestle, the bitter aroma of steeping roots, the way she pressed infusions of willow bark to his brow when fever struck him as a boy. Even soldiers who scoffed at charms relied on such remedies. A sprig of yarrow to stanch bleeding, comfrey crushed into poultice to knit broken bone, elderflower tea to cool a soldier’s heat. The forest, if feared, was also healer.

The name Sheil lingered in his thoughts like smoke that would not clear. He had never seen it, but his imagination had long been teased by paintings in the old halls of his keep: a village of stone walls woven in ivy, of flowers spilling crimson and blue where no such flowers grew elsewhere. An old nurse had whispered that the blossoms held healing powers known only to the villagers. Others had muttered darker things, that the beauty was a veil masking secrets that the world had chosen to forget.

The column slowed. A scout ahead lifted his hand sharply.

Sebastian raised his fist. “Hold.”

The men obeyed instantly, the sound of marching boots falling away until only rain remained.

The scout descended the slope toward them, his wiry frame half-swallowed by mist. His voice was low, urgent. “Movement beyond the rise. No banner. Could be bandits. Could be worse.”

Sebastian’s face betrayed no change, though tension gathered in his shoulders. These lands, remote from the heart of law, had long been a haunt for rogues who thrived in the shadow of neglect. The silence from Sheil these past weeks, the missing tax collector and his escort, it all gathered in his mind like stormclouds.

He signaled. Two dozen men stepped forward, forming at once into a spread, shields angled, weapons lifted. The three knights drew close behind him, hooves muffled in moss and sodden earth.

They crested the rise.

The forest opened into a small clearing choked with fern and bramble. At its heart, a strip of red cloth flapped from a thorny branch, a splash of color vivid against the rain’s greyness.

The scout dismounted, crouched low, and moved ahead. When he returned, his face was carved with grimness. “Bodies,” he said. “Three. Unarmed. Slain within the day.”

Sebastian dismounted, boots sinking into the sodden ground.

There they lay: two grown men and a boy, sprawled upon the wet earth, throats cut clean. Their garments were coarse, fit for toil, their boots worn thin, their hands rough with callus. Not soldiers. Farmers, perhaps, or messengers. Their deaths bore no mark of battle, no struggle, no desperate flight. Only the calm cruelty of execution.

Balian knelt by one, touching the dead man’s wrist. “Clean work,” he muttered. “A warning left for eyes like ours.”

“Or a message sent to someone else,” Sebastian replied, his gaze lingering on the treeline as though expecting it to answer.

He crouched, studying the boy’s face. Youthful features, slack now in death. He thought of his own childhood, of a father who had taught him that a lord’s duty was first to protect. That duty rang now like iron in his ears.

“We burn them,” Sebastian said at last. His voice carried the weight of decision. “They will not lie here for beasts. Let the smoke bear witness.”

The men obeyed. Branches were gathered, resinous pine kindling found where trunks offered dry beneath their bark. Oil was poured. Sparks struck. Soon, flame licked upward, greedy even in the rain, consuming flesh and cloth, sending black and grey spirals skyward. The smoke mingled with mist, winding between branches, drifting deeper into the forest as if seeking ears.

The soldiers stood silent, helmets bowed slightly. One muttered a prayer to the All-Mother of the hearth. Another whispered of elder bark burned for safe passage. Balian crossed himself with earth-stained fingers, not for faith, but for memory of his own lost kin.

Sebastian stood apart, rain seeping into his cloak. His thoughts strayed unbidden to his father. He remembered a night much like this one, years ago, when they had returned from putting down a border feud. Three of their men had fallen. His father had insisted they not be buried in haste but burned with honor. “The forest remembers,” his father had said. “Smoke carries the tale higher than earth can hold it.” At the time, Sebastian had not understood. Now, staring at the smoke coiling into silence, he felt the truth heavy in his chest.

The rain thickened, drops striking leaf and helm with sharp insistence.

“Mount,” Sebastian commanded, once the fire had taken its course. “We camp at the edge of the dense wood. No fires tonight. Eyes sharp, swords sharper.”

The men obeyed, though unease moved among them like a second shadow. They had seen death before, yet this was different, too precise, too quiet. As they marched on, their whispers carried low, half-hidden by the rain.

“They say Sheil’s folk keep to themselves, but not without reason,” one muttered. “There’s herbs in that forest that can drive a man mad, make him hear voices.”

“Aye,” another replied, “and roots that’ll stop the heart like a spear if brewed in dark water.”

Balian, overhearing, said nothing, but his eyes narrowed at Sebastian, as though measuring his lord’s silence against the weight of the men’s fear.

The path narrowed still further, trees rising in a wall of damp trunks and dripping leaves. Mist closed in, curling round the column’s edges until the men seemed swallowed one by one. And all the while, though nothing stirred, each man felt watched, as if eyes older than theirs weighed their every step.

Somewhere ahead lay Sheil, wrapped in its blossoms and silence. Somewhere beyond the trees waited answers no man sought but all would find.

And in the hush that followed, the forest seemed to breathe.
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Chapter 2: The Village of Blossoms and Ash
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The paintings had not lied. Sheil rose from the folds of the land as though drawn by the careful hand of some patient artist, ivy draping its walls in green veils, blossoms spilling in cascades of red and blue from stone crowns. From a distance, it might have been mistaken for some timeless dream, a place where centuries had softened rather than scarred.

Few living eyes had seen it. Even fewer had stayed long enough to recall its details. For Sheil was not a village that welcomed the world. It endured apart, pressed against the creeping wall of the Thurnwode Forest, older than most cities of Talla Bath’ra, older even than memory. Nearly three thousand years it had stood, once the cradle of the realm’s high princes, now dwindled into half-forgotten quiet.

Time had not spared it.

The walls remained, but ivy clutched at their stones as though intent on drawing them back into the earth. Towers leaned with the sag of weary age. Gates creaked, their wood softened by rot. And though the blossoms spilled as bright as ever, crimson fireflies and sapphire ice crystals, as the villagers named them, they were no longer garlands of triumph, but shrouds draped over neglect.

The Thurnwode Forest pressed close on every side, its green tide swallowing the old northern road that once led onward to other lands. That way had long since dissolved into bramble and moss, as if the forest itself wished to seal Sheil away from all but those determined, or doomed, to find it.

Within the walls, layer upon layer of generations had left their mark. Timber halls of the first forest princes had long since rotted away, but their outlines still lingered in the crooked foundations beneath newer homes. Stone houses, weathered and scarred, leaned upon one another like tired men. Roofs of dark slate sloped steeply against the rains, their ridges lined with carved figures, wolves, ravens, foxes, mute guardians from ages when such things were believed to watch over hearth and kin.

Every house carried its own story. Families had dwelled here for centuries, their names gnarled together like roots beneath the cobblestones. A child born in Sheil might walk the same worn path to fetch water as his grandfather, past the same leaning shrine where herbs dried in neat bundles, sage for cleansing, lavender for sleep, rosemary to sharpen the mind. The villagers were not learned in sorcery, but in the quiet remedies of soil and leaf, they carried wisdom older than kingdoms.

At the heart of Sheil, an old brick wall ringed the inner quarter where the most venerable structures stood. There rose the tall-spired town hall, once a royal palace of forest lords, its roof patched and its tapestries long faded. There, too, stood the ancient church, leaning with age, and beside it the crumbling armoury, its racks empty save for rusting spears and dented shields no hand had lifted in years. The houses clustered around them bore carved doors and latticed windows, proud remnants of a time when Sheil had been more than a backwater village.

Beyond that inner ring spread the outer wards, where shops and a market square drew what little life the village still possessed. Here the folk sold honey, wool, clay pots, bundles of herbs gathered from hedgerow and stream. Here they haggled in low voices and gossiped in still lower, wary of strangers even among their own.

Encasing it all was the stone wall, high but crumbling, more ornament now than bulwark. In summer, the blossoms cascaded down in sheets of crimson and blue, painting the walls in fire and sky. Travelers who stumbled upon Sheil, rare though they were, sometimes lingered simply to stare, caught by the strange beauty. Some swore the flowers glowed faintly in the twilight, their colors deepening as the sun withdrew. Yet for all their loveliness, they concealed cracks where ivy rooted deep and rainwater bled into mortar.

No garrison manned the wall. The towers stood hollow. The armoury was empty. The gatehouses leaned, timbers soft with age. Sheil had not seen war in centuries, and it lived as though war would never return.

Only one road led into the village now, the southern path, winding like a crooked finger through the forest, narrowing until it broke upon the gate. Once it had been a thoroughfare carrying merchants and armies alike, passing through Sheil and out again to the north. But the forest had reclaimed that way, wrapping it in green silence until no hoof nor wheel dared it.

Even the farmlands bore signs of neglect. To the east and south, fields of barley and flax lay stretched across the Ethlarn River’s nourishing banks. Yet no watch kept guard over them. In older days, a tall wooden tower had stood sentinel, its gong sounding whenever wolves or raiders threatened. Now it leaned with the wind, the iron gong a rusted husk, the watch platform empty save for nesting crows.

And still, life went on.

The blacksmith’s hammer rang each morning, though his forge burned low. The baker’s oven sent forth the smell of bread, though fewer came to buy. The healer’s hut hung its bundles of drying herbs, marjoram for pain, chamomile for fever, valerian for troubled sleep, though the villagers crossed themselves as they passed, muttering about her bloodline.

Visitors to Sheil rarely came. Some who arrived found themselves lulled into staying, as though the blossoms themselves tangled their hearts. Others left quickly, unsettled by the village’s strange stillness, as if the walls concealed more silence than comfort.

For years, the only reminder that Sheil belonged to something greater was the annual tax, a detachment from the prince’s men arriving to collect coin and wool. But even that reminder had faltered. The tax collector sent months past had never returned.

When weeks passed, the mayor dispatched a messenger to the principality. He vanished. Another followed. Then two soldiers, armed and sworn, took the path. They, too, were swallowed by the forest, never to return.

At first, the villagers muttered that the world had forgotten them at last. A strange comfort lived in the thought. But then Bellio vanished.

He was a farmer from the western edge, known for his loud voice and his kindness, a man who sang old songs as he cut his grain. One evening he did not return from tending his fields. At dawn, neighbors found his body on the edge of the trees, half-eaten, his skull cracked and hollowed like a broken shell.

Whispers stirred, low and fearful.

Soon after, others working near the tree line reported movement, dark shapes slipping through mist, vanishing as quickly as they appeared. Then a family living just beyond the walls was found skinned and torn, their bodies gnawed.

The guard searched, but found nothing, no raiders, no tracks, no sign of men. They laid the blame upon wolves. The forest was thick with them, and hunger had made them bold before. Yet no one could explain the sudden glut of dead wolves found near the village, their carcasses twisted unnaturally, eyes blackened as though something had soured the very marrow of their bones.

Still, no one wished to see the truth. It was easier to believe in wolves than in something darker.

And so they turned away, fixing their eyes on harvest, on the rhythm of markets and prayer, on the familiar remedies of herbs steeped and dried. Mothers tucked lavender beneath their children’s pillows. Old men chewed willow bark for their aching bones. The healer crushed leaves and roots, her mortar ringing softly as though she worked against time itself.

But beneath it all, fear spread its roots.

The children stopped playing near the trees. Women walked in groups to the river. Men sharpened tools that had not been lifted as weapons in generations. And each night, the villagers barred their doors earlier, listening to the wind for sounds they could not name.

Had they remembered the world beyond the forest, had they kept their walls strong and their spears oiled, they might have been ready. But Sheil had forgotten.

And what came for Sheil did not knock.

Morning still brought a rhythm to Sheil, though it was slower than in past generations. When the first bell tolled from the old church spire, its cracked note rang across the village like a voice grown hoarse from centuries of use. Smoke rose from hearths, curling through the damp air, mingling with the scent of wet earth and stone.

The market stirred. A handful of stalls creaked open, their cloth awnings sagging with rainwater. The baker’s wife laid out loaves whose crusts glistened with honey glaze, the air warm with their sweetness. The blacksmith hammered at ploughshares, his strikes measured, though he glanced too often toward the gate. The weaver displayed bolts of dyed fabric, muted shades of ochre and blue, her hands smelling faintly of hot wax and herbs used in the dyeing vats.

Children played at first, chasing one another across the cobbles, but their laughter always faltered near the shadow of the gate or the mouth of the alleys leading outward. Their mothers called them back with sharper tones than usual.

At the edges of the market, the healer’s stall stood half apart. Its shelves bore bundles of dried leaves, roots, and jars of tinctures, nettle for blood, fennel for the stomach, valerian root for sleep. The woman who kept it, Arianna, was avoided by most in daylight, though few hesitated to slip to her door at night with whispered ailments. It was easier to call her strange than to deny her skill.

Villagers had long believed that Sheil’s blossoms, the crimson fireflies and sapphire ice crystals, possessed strength no other flowers held. Dried and steeped, their petals made infusions said to cure fever or ease childbirth. Crushed, they lent a poultice to soothe wounds that should have festered. No one knew who first learned such uses, but every household kept a jar of dried petals in its cupboard. Some swore the flowers’ roots drew strength from whatever lay buried deep in the soil beneath Sheil. Others muttered that the forest gave gifts only to bind men in debt.

Yet life continued. Fields had to be sown and harvested. Sheep needed shearing. The Ethlarn River’s nets still drew silver-scaled fish that glistened on market day. The village had lived this way for centuries, its routines unbroken, its eyes turned inward, pretending the forest was merely a boundary, not a presence.

But unease was spreading.

At the tavern by the market square, voices rose in quiet argument. Men leaned across rough-hewn tables, tankards untouched.

“Wolves,” said one, his face pale and drawn. “It has always been wolves.”

“Wolves don’t hollow out skulls,” another replied. He spat on the floor, eyes dark. “Bellio was no fool. He carried iron. His dog was trained. What beast leaves no trail?”

The blacksmith, wiping soot from his hands, muttered, “Better not to speak of it. Some things answer when called.”

His words fell like a stone into a still pond. None argued further.

In their homes, women whispered the old remedies more fervently. Salt scattered across thresholds. Rowan branches tied above doors. Sprigs of sage burned at night, smoke curling in corners to drive away unseen things. It was not sorcery, but it was the knowledge of herbs and the stubborn belief that what grew from soil could shield against what walked in shadow.

The days wore on, each one heavy with waiting.

At dusk, the light faded faster than seemed natural. Shadows deepened as though the forest leaned closer, blotting out the sky. The bells rang earlier, villagers retreating indoors, shutters closed, doors barred. The streets that once rang with song and chatter at dusk now emptied, leaving only the drip of water and the rustle of unseen leaves.

Stranger still were the animals. Dogs growled at nothing, hackles bristling. Horses balked near the gate, eyes rolling white. Chickens refused to roost until beaten back into coops. The villagers told themselves it was the weather, a change in the season, a fever in the air. But each man and woman carried the truth in their eyes: something was pressing closer.

The old folk remembered tales whispered by their grandparents, tales of the Sythinians, of dark practices hidden beneath roots and stones. They spoke of it only in fragments, for fear had pressed silence into their throats. Children who heard such stories in passing repeated them in half-playful, half-fearful games, daring one another to creep near the northern wall at twilight. Yet even they had begun to refuse.

The mayor, Banfirn, tried to calm the people. He stood in the town hall, his voice echoing against damp stone, declaring that Sheil had survived three thousand years and would endure three thousand more. He told them to keep their gates closed, their hearths burning, their prayers steady. But his words rang hollow, and his eyes betrayed the same unease that hollowed every other face.

The healer alone seemed unafraid. Arianna walked the lanes barefoot, gathering herbs from the cracks in cobbles, from the walls where ivy crept. She carried baskets of elderflower, angelica, and mugwort, her fingers stained with their green oils. She spoke softly to those who came to her door, prescribing teas and poultices, telling them to breathe deeply of rosemary and thyme to clear the fog that weighed upon their hearts. Some muttered that she courted the forest’s favor. Others muttered that perhaps they owed her for standing at all.

Nights deepened.

At first, it was small things, the sound of something brushing against shutters though no wind stirred, the sight of footprints in soft soil by morning though no man had passed. Then came worse: cries in the distance, sharp and abrupt, cut off before they could swell. Smoke seen rising beyond the trees though no fire was found.

And all the while, the wolves’ corpses multiplied. Their bodies lay twisted, as though wrung out by unseen hands. Their eyes were pits of black, their mouths open in silent howls. The villagers buried them in haste, but the earth did not seem to want them, and more always came.

Still, denial held. They told themselves it was hunger, it was storm, it was wolves. Better wolves than the nameless.

But the forest was no longer waiting.

The villagers had forgotten how to defend. Their walls were crumbling, their armour rusted, their weapons long neglected. And when the first true shadow crossed Sheil’s threshold, it came not as raider nor beast, but as something older, silent, and unrelenting.

What came for Sheil did not knock.
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Chapter 3: The Droning in the Bones
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The first sound came with the rising of the sun. It was not birdsong, though the robins stirred and the wrens trilled. Nor was it the creak of the mill wheel or the clop of hooves upon cobblestones. It was stranger, lower, as though the earth itself had chosen to hum.

At first it seemed almost playful, an odd vibration threading through the morning air. Housewives paused at their chores, tilting their heads. Farmers stopped as they yoked their oxen, their brows furrowed. Children, braver than most, laughed and clutched at one another’s hands, spinning in circles as though the strange hum were music meant for dancing.

It came from the forest, deep within the green heart of the Thurnwode. No source could be named. No direction could be traced. The sound simply existed, seeping into Sheil as dawn spread its pale light.

By midmorning, it had grown heavier. The hum pressed against the walls, rattled the shutters, vibrated through cobblestones until mugs on tables shivered and jars rattled upon shelves. It entered the bones of the villagers themselves, burrowing into marrow, clinging to nerves like damp to cloth. It was no longer sound alone, it was presence.

The jokes faded quickly. The laughter of children thinned into whimpers. Old men shifted uneasily upon benches, muttering of storms that carried no wind. Mothers pressed sprigs of rosemary into their children’s palms, murmuring that the herb kept the heart steady. The healer’s shop saw a trickle of furtive visitors, asking for infusions of valerian, teas of chamomile, anything that might steady a trembling hand.

By midday, fear had settled like a second skin.

The council was called.

Within the old town hall, where bricks sweated damp and ivy crept through cracks in the walls, the village elders gathered around the scarred oak table. The hum throbbed faintly even here, vibrating in their chairs, in the stone beneath their boots. Faces were pale, jaws tight, voices low.

Henlak the weaver spoke first, his voice breaking the silence like glass. “What is to be done?” His hands trembled, though he clenched them together until the knuckles blanched. “My wife is frightened. My children are frightened. And I, ” he swallowed, “I too am frightened.”

Henlak was not easily shaken. His trade had made him precise, patient with the long hours needed to dye and weave fabric, his hands often marked with wax and dye. Yet today even his steady temperament frayed.

The others sat grim and wordless. A name lingered in every mind, though none dared speak it until Danric, the baker, cleared his throat. Flour dusted his apron and his thick moustache alike, as though he had carried half his trade with him into the chamber. His voice was roughened by years at the oven’s heat, but it wavered as he said, “I fear we dare not whisper it aloud, yet all here know. The Fen’il.”

The word cracked the silence.

Hensel, the blacksmith, muttered, “Stories only. Tales to cow children. Eat your greens, or the Fen’il will take you.” His hand rested white-knuckled on the table’s edge. Though his tone scoffed, his eyes kept straying to the doorway, as if expecting something to stride through it.

Mayor Banfirn shifted in his chair, clearing his throat. His belly pressed against the table’s edge, his red nose and sagging moustache giving him the look of a tired ox. He had spent his life presiding over quarrels of fences and sheep, not matters of dread. Yet now all eyes fell upon him. “Where is Captain Marco?” he asked, his voice edged with forced authority.

The door opened.

Marco entered with a nervous guard trailing. His figure was long and narrow, his shoulders hunched as though his very body tried to fold in upon itself. His eyes darted around the room, uneasy, and he accepted a cup of watered ale from Danric with quick gratitude, draining it before speaking.

Henlak’s voice was sharp. “Well?”

“Well what?” Marco snapped, then immediately winced, as though ashamed of the crack in his composure.

“What is that sound, Captain?” Banfirn pressed. “You have the title, the charge of the guard. Tell us something. Anything.”

Marco’s voice steadied, though the tremor beneath it remained. “The short answer... is nothing. I do not know.”

It was truth. He had never left Sheil. His appointment as captain had been little more than ceremony, bestowed because no one else desired the duty. He had worn the title like a borrowed coat, and now it smothered him.

“We must shut the gates,” he said quickly, seizing on the only command that came to him. He whispered to his guard, who nodded and hurried out to see it done.

Then he asked, “Is there no one in this village who knows aught of the Fen’il?”

Danric scowled, voice thick with disdain. “Only her. The witch’s daughter.”

The word “witch” hissed across the table, though no one contradicted it.

Marco hesitated. His heart thudded. He had known the answer before he asked, yet hearing her name aloud unsettled him. “Arianna,” he said, almost whispering.

He glanced toward the council, searching for another possibility. “Surely there is some book, some scroll, something in the church records?”

Silence.

If knowledge lived in Sheil, it lived with her, the woman most mistrusted, most whispered against, yet most needed.

The council rose together.

They stepped from the hall into a square where villagers clustered in uneasy knots. The hum still rolled over them, weaving through air and stone alike. Men and women stood with slack faces, as though their thoughts had grown sluggish. The sound dulled everything, ears, limbs, even reason. Children clung to their mothers’ skirts, their eyes wide and hollow.

The council pressed on, making for the apothecary at the edge of the market.

Arianna was startled when they knocked. The front door was rarely used. Those who came to her came discreetly, through the back, whispering ailments at night. To be summoned openly was rare, and seldom kindly meant.

Her shop was small, cluttered with shelves and herbs. Bundles of dried lavender and sage hung from the beams, their scent heavy in the close air. Jars lined the walls: willow bark, elderflower, nettle, chamomile, peppermint, wild garlic. The mortar and pestle upon her table bore stains from years of grinding roots and berries. The air carried the mingled aroma of earth, resin, and ash.

She wiped her hands on her patched dress as the men entered. Her hair was a tangle of golden-brown curls, freckles dusting her nose. She was barefoot, as always, her feet calloused but steady. There was something untamed about her, as though the forest itself had shaped her.

Banfirn cleared his throat. “Arianna. Forgive the intrusion. We need your counsel.”

Marco’s eyes strayed downward, despite himself. He had long noticed her feet, unshod, perfect in their strength and simplicity. He tore his gaze away, ashamed, as if the thought itself betrayed his fear.

Banfirn pressed on. “This sound, the hum. Is it something you know? Something in your books?”

Arianna tilted her head, her lips curving into a faint smile, unreadable. Her voice, when she spoke, was soft, almost lyrical. “No. Nothing I have read.”

It was a lie.

She remembered. She remembered her grandmother’s whispers by firelight, stories told when the wind moaned through shutters and the hearth fire burned low. Stories of the Sythinians, their rites and their decline. Stories of the Fen’il.

But why should she share them? These were the same men who spat when she passed, who called her witch, who took her cures yet never her company.

Marco saw her hesitation. His voice softened. “Arianna. If you know anything, anything, we need you. We may not have time.”

Her gaze was cold as she looked at him. She remembered him standing at the gate when his guards jeered at her, doing nothing. His silence had cut deeper than their words.

And yet... something in her shifted. Perhaps pity. Perhaps duty.

She sighed. “Long ago, before our ancestors raised these walls, the Sythinians ruled this land. They sought to speak with their gods, and they turned to the plants of the forest for aid. They brewed and burned, steeped and swallowed. In time, the herbs twisted them. Their bodies lengthened, faces stretched, teeth grew sharp, spines arched. They cast aside grain for flesh, wine for blood. They became the Fen’il.”

The men stood in silence, their faces pale.

“And when they came,” Arianna continued, “their approach was always heralded by sound. A droning, maddening noise that drowned thought. It came from an instrument, part weapon, part warning. When the sound ceased, they fell upon their prey.”

Silence pressed after her words, heavier than the hum.

Henlak whispered, “Where was their land?”

Arianna’s eyes moved slowly from face to face. “Here. We are standing upon it.”

The council blanched.

Marco licked his lips, his throat dry. “And if... if it is true? What do we have? Eighty men, scarcely trained. Farmers with spears. Old armour that would crack beneath the first blow.”

Arianna looked at him, her green eyes unwavering. “If it is true, captain, then you are already too late.”

The hum deepened, rolling through the floor beneath their feet like the heartbeat of something vast.

And for the first time, all of them wondered not if the Fen’il were real, but how long it would be before the hum ceased.
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Chapter 4: Into the Greenwood’s Throat
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The column halted as one when the scout lifted his hand. A hush swept over the men, as if the very gesture had stolen sound from their lips. Sixty heads turned forward, eyes straining, ears listening, though all they could hear was the rain dripping from the canopy. The scout stood at the bend of the old road, still as stone, head slightly cocked, his gaze fixed on what lay beyond. For a moment he might have been carved into the forest itself, stone listening to stone. Then, without a word, he slid around the bend and was gone.

Sebastian reined in his horse, dark eyes narrowing. He glanced toward Balian, who rode a half-step behind. No words passed between them. They did not need them. A slight nod was enough.

Balian dismounted, stretched his shoulders, and moved forward at a crouch, vanishing into the trees with a soldier’s ease. The column held its breath.

Time slowed. The men waited, armor creaking softly as they shifted. Horses stamped and blew steam into the cool air. The forest itself seemed intent on listening.

At last, the sound of feet returned. Balian reappeared, his face unreadable. The scout walked beside him, and over the knight’s shoulder hung the carcass of a deer, antlers catching in the low branches.

A cheer rippled through the ranks. Relief moved through the ranks like a pale sun through rain. 

Sebastian let out the breath he had not realized he was holding. He had half-expected to see blood and corpses, signs of ambush, another mystery to gnaw at his thoughts. Instead, the forest had yielded game. It was a gift, and though he knew better than to trust gifts freely given, he welcomed the respite.

They made camp at the edge of the dense wood, where the road narrowed into a green tunnel. Somehwere deep within the forest, lay Sheil; the tax collector, sheriff, bailiff, and messengers sent before had not returned.  That silence weighed heavily.

He took no comfort in the emptiness of the road. Danger unseen was danger doubled.

By late afternoon, the rain had slackened. Mist clung low among the trees, but the sky above cleared in slow swathes of pale blue. Balian and five trusted men moved out to scout the immediate area, cautious as foxes. Sentries were posted where the ground rose, their spears upright, eyes never resting. The forest had long been the subject of rumor, haunted paths, shifting stones, herbs that bent the mind into visions, but Sebastian would not dismiss any tale. To scorn caution was to court death.

The deer was dressed swiftly, the carcass washed in a nearby brook. Its meat was skewered upon spits, brushed with honey brought from the southlands, and stuffed with onions and forest herbs, wild thyme, sorrel, wood garlic. The scent of roasting venison rose rich and sweet, mingling with the cool dampness of the evening. The men ate with quiet gratitude, tearing bread, passing cups of watered wine, their voices low but steady. For a brief span, the camp breathed like a hearth-lit hall.

Sebastian ate sparingly. His mind was elsewhere, turning again to Sheil. Why the silence? Why no return? He chewed his meat without tasting, eyes fixed on the wall of trees.

As the sun lowered, the sky ignited in colors no painter could catch. Orange bled into crimson, gold into violet, the treetops kissed by firelight before darkness swallowed them whole. Sebastian paused despite himself, lifting his face to the beauty. He longed, as he often did, to climb some crag and see the land stretched beneath him, valleys and rivers laid bare. Yet duty anchored him.

Night deepened. The fire was allowed to sink low, no larger than the glow of a lantern. Men gathered close to its warmth, while others lay in their cloaks, spears within reach. Sentries kept watch. Somewhere in the darkness, an owl cried once, then fell silent.

Sebastian sat with Balian by the embers. Between them lay a strip of venison untouched, steam curling into the cold air.

“You’re thinking of Sheil,” Balian said quietly, not as question but as truth.

Sebastian nodded. “I cannot shake it. Messengers vanish, and yet no bandits claim the deed, no word reaches the borders. A village that old does not simply fall silent.”

Balian plucked a sprig of rosemary from his pouch, rubbing it between calloused fingers. The scent rose sharp and clean. “My mother swore rosemary cleared the thoughts,” he murmured, handing it across. “Perhaps it will clear yours.”

Sebastian accepted it with a faint smile. He pressed the sprig between thumb and forefinger, inhaling its bitter perfume. “Perhaps.” He set it aside carefully. “But some thoughts cannot be cleared.”

They spoke little more. The forest itself seemed to lean closer, demanding silence.

The night passed without incident. At dawn, the sentries woke him. He washed quickly in a basin of cold water, the shock clearing his mind. Fresh clothing and armor replaced the damp and sweat-stained garb of yesterday. The camp stirred with quiet discipline, tents struck, packs tightened, weapons checked. Horses stamped as saddles were cinched.

Still, unease gnawed at him.

Not fear, fear was familiar, sharp, honest. This was something softer, like a splinter under the skin, an unease that refused to show its face. The venison had been fine, the night calm. Yet his stomach churned as though some ill wind had passed through him.

He thought again of Sheil. Ancient, older than most cities in the principality. His forebears had ruled from there once, when it had been more than a village. A small palace still stood, he had been told, now claimed by the mayor. But the settlement had never grown. Always small, always half-forgotten, avoided even by its neighbors. People stayed, yes, but many left.

He had seen paintings of its walls, its blossoms. Part of him longed to see if the art spoke truth. Another part whispered caution. What if the beauty hid something rotten? What if the silence was not absence, but warning?

They broke camp at a thin gray hour when mist still owned the hollows and the world had not yet decided which face to show. Breath hung from the men like torn wool, and the embers in the ash pit winked as if unwilling to confess the night was done. Beyond the ring of soot, the Thurnwode began, no gate but a close gathering of trunks, no road but a memory of carts pressed into earth in gentler seasons, a trail stitched through fern and briar by feet that had once trusted to pass.

Sebastian swung into the saddle and settled the weight of himself on a dark bay whose patience had outlived many lesser riders. The horse’s breath feathered white; his ears flicked to the wood and back to the prince as if balancing two loyalties. The mount had a quiet way, putting each hoof down as though the earth were a thing you might wake rudely. Sebastian leaned forward and spoke a low word to him, not to command, only to be known. Balian moved to his bridle briefly and ran a palm along the velvet nose, a blessing the animal accepted with a short, satisfied huff, and then the captain stepped clear, helm looped to his belt, eyes reading the understory with the patience of a wintering wolf.

They went in file between moss-dark boles, thirty men pared of tents and ceremony, burdened with what a man can carry when he means to fight afterward. Spears rode on shoulders; bows slept unstrung at hips; blades coined light whenever the canopy broke. The forest received them without interest. A thrush measured out silver somewhere unseen. Water spoke in a cold tongue not far away. Farther, a fox scolded and then thought better of continuing.

“Root to the right, eye to the left,” Balian said without turning his head. “Keep your spears from answering shadows.” He did not raise his voice. Instruction given in calm has a way of finding the ear without frightening the heart. The men nodded, as men do when they know the lesson already and still need it named again.

For a time the miles flowed easily as miles do when legs are fresh and the burden of what is unknown is still light. They kept to the trail where it kept to itself, and where it forgot, Balian read the lay: the lean of nettles away from the prevailing wind, the dry ghost of a rut where a cart had once passed in a summer that had not rained. The beeches that held the wood’s edge yielded to older oaks, wide as cottages, their bark seamed like an old man’s palm. Moss climbed them in long green tides. Light pooled beneath the leaves as in a chapel and thinned to lace whenever wind moved. The air was gentler than the day before, and harder too, something in the soil had been disturbed, and the forest had drawn itself like a shawl.

Toward noon the horse pricked both ears and halted on his own will. The column hissed to stillness shingle by shingle. Sebastian put a hand to the bay’s neck and felt muscle gone stone-still.

“Listen,” Balian murmured.

At first there was only the ordinary: flies weaving, the small tin rattle of a beetle in dry leaves, the slow draw of a man’s breath. Then a second thing, fainter than sound, as if the bones themselves had found an instrument. A rubbing, like a wet finger circling the rim of a great bowl in the earth. It rose to the teeth and laid itself there, unpleasant as a warning and just as useful.

“Feel that?” a young man asked from the file, too loud, and then swallowed the question because the answer had already taken his jaw in hand.

“Keep walking,” Balian said, voice soft as a whetstone. “The wood remembers its songs. Let it sing without you answering.”

They moved again. The path bent around a fall of rock where ivy had braided itself into ropes and hauled whole stones nearer to the trunks. Ferns reached waist-high and clipped at thighs with cool wet fronds. The horse set his hooves like coins, each one placed with consideration, and Sebastian, who had grown up with tutors and stiff rooms and mornings in the tilt-yard, found something old and correct rise in him: the way a man leans when his mount chooses care over pride, the way he breathes with the beast and not in spite of him.

By late afternoon a smell found them, the sour-sweet of spoiled grain, the flat iron of old blood, the mildew of rain in cloth that has been left to rot. The trail widened to the memory of a lane and then gave them a yard. A cottage squatted there, its thatch slumped, door half-open as if surprised in a yawn and ashamed to be caught. Chickens had been brave or foolish to the end; their feathers lay in a wanton ring as if a careless wind had cut a stray hen into the smallest possible number of birds. The cart by the lean-to had one wheel torn away and the other chewed into a polite suggestion of itself.

They went in as men go into a church after ruin, shoulders set, faces refusing to learn too much. Flies lifted and settled in a black shift upon the curtained bed. The table lay on its back like a beetle, legs in the air. A child’s wooden horse peered out from beneath the fallen bench, blue paint worn to ghosts along the flanks where small thumbs had loved it to poverty. In the corner, beneath a rush mat that had been flung aside in haste, they found the first body, an old woman, her mouth pinched in that expression that contradicts pain and chides it for its presumption. Balian knelt a moment not to pray, he had few words for gods and fewer for priests, but to look. The marks on the door spoke of claws. The floor held prints that were not boots and not paws, something in between, a long drag where a foot had not lifted enough to please any human teacher.

They buried her behind the cottage where the soil gave easy. The men worked slow, not for lack of strength but from that care the living put into the dead when fear stands close by and watches how they do it. Sebastian set aside his gauntlets, slid his palms into the spade’s worn handle as if it were a sword in disguise, and lifted earth that had the smell of last autumn’s leaves. When they were done, they did not say a prayer. They said her name because they found it scratched inside the cupboard door, Elsbeth, and the name did the work that words for gods could not.

They slept that night without fire. The horse shifted once and then forgot to move again. Owls called each other by their old names and were answered by mice pleading with theirs. The strange bowl-note in the bones went on, now and then rising until teeth ached, then falling like a tide.

At dawn, fog lay in the lanes like spilled milk. They followed hedge and dike and the careful geometry of a farmer’s faith until the wood climbed close again and lifted its arms. The day passed with the quiet of a knife. In the afternoon rain came in a single firm sheet, and all their edges softened, plumes, tunics, patience. They found a wayside shrine under a rock lip, a carved woman whose antlers had been blunted by a century of fingers. Someone had set a strip of cloth beneath her hand not long ago, and a nest of juniper berries made a small green darkness beside it. Sebastian touched the rock with two fingers, then wiped the wet on his thigh, embarrassed at himself and unaltered by the small generosity.

Wolves found them at dusk.

They came sound first: a braid of voices in the timberline, thin and layered, old as snow. The men drew together not because command had narrowed them but because the body remembers what shape to be under certain moons. The horse lifted his head and made a sound in his chest that was not fear exactly but a readiness he and the wolves had agreed upon long before men came to teach either how to behave.

“Keep close,” Balian said. “They’ll count us, not rush us. They took lambs in better years than this.”

Eyes gathered, there, and there, and there again as your gaze moved to find them. A gray shape stood, sat, stood. The leading bitch, thin, teats empty, ribs counted off like tally marks, considered the men and their iron and their care. She loped left, right, testing a flank. The last of the light expressed itself along her back in a single pale brushstroke.

No attack came. The wolves shadowed. They watched the horse and were more polite than hunger wanted them to be. When a younger male, impatient and without luck enough yet to have learned sadness, skittered forward to test his courage against fools, Balian lifted the butt of his spear and thumped it twice against a fallen limb. The sound went through the wood in a way voices do not; the animal halted as if a hand had been raised in his path. The bitch looked once at Balian as if recognizing an equal, then ghosted back into leaf and lean shadow, the others unspooling after her, a thread of gray returned to the dark bolt.

They slept with a banked fire that night, a small heart red within a curve of stone. Sebastian took last watch. The horse rested one hind leg and sank into a stillness that was not sleep but its cousin. The prince listened to the rain’s slow argument in the leaves and to the way the silence between drops began to stretch and thin as the storm remembered how to leave. He did not think of palaces. He thought of a table in Sheil where bread would be set without grandeur and of the faces that would look up when he spoke. His hand drifted to the horse’s shoulder; the rough hair there felt like an oath.

On the third day the trail became a string drawn taut. The trees took on a sameness that confused the eye. Balian set a mark on a birch with his knife-blade as a man leaves a letter for himself. shortly after noon they came to a small stream and found it banked with the items people abandon not from forgetfulness but from terror. A comb. A tin spoon. A woman’s red kerchief, bright as if it had been unknotted from a throat that morning. The water ran clear. On the far bank the mud recorded a story: small prints and then none at all, a scuffle, a drag. On a willow twig someone had tied a bell like a shepherd’s toy, bent in on itself as if it had been bitten. Balian took it down with care. Sebastian pocketed it without asking why he must.

They crossed by stepping stones, the horse taking them slow, his weight committing only as each rock returned the promise. A man slipped and went knee-deep and laughed too loudly at his own clumsiness. No one joined him. Laughter sounds false where a bell has been found in a tree, folded shut like a hand.

That evening they reached another farm, this one taller by a story and careful in its small graces: a rowan planted by the door against ill chance, a window-box where the thyme had not yet given up its scent. The front door was barred from the inside. Smoke had blackened the lip of
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