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Chapter 1: The Whispering Forest
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The forest had always spoken in small ways—soft sighs through leaves, the creak of boughs shifting against one another, the gentle murmuring of roots drinking deep from hidden springs. Lina had grown up with those sounds. They were familiar as breathing, as the rhythm of her own heartbeat. But tonight, the forest whispered differently.

It spoke her name.

She paused at the edge of the treeline, a woven basket balanced against her hip. The last light of evening filtered through the branches in slanted ribbons of amber and moss-green.

Somewhere deeper within, an owl called, its cry hollow and lonely.

“Lina...”

She froze.

The voice was not quite sound, not quite thought. It brushed against the inside of her skull like a memory she could not place. She turned slowly, scanning the narrow path behind her. No one stood there. Only the worn earth, the hedgerows heavy with briar, and beyond them the distant thatched roofs of Briarholt village, already darkening as hearth-fires were lit.

She swallowed and tightened her grip on the basket’s handle.

“You’re imagining things,” she muttered to herself, as she often did when the world felt too large and she felt too small within it. Orphan thoughts, Mistress Fenwick used to call them. Too much silence in your head makes room for nonsense.

Still, Lina hesitated.

She had been sent to gather late herbs—featherleaf and dusk-thyme for the healer’s draughts. Normally she enjoyed these twilight errands. The forest felt like a companion then, sheltering and calm. But now, the air felt taut, as though it were holding its breath.

She took one careful step forward. Twigs snapped beneath her boots.

“Lina...”

Again.

This time she was certain she had not imagined it.

Her pulse quickened. She did not believe in spirits—not truly. The elders spoke of them often enough, warning children to behave lest the old things in the woods take notice. But Lina had lived beside the forest her whole life. She had never once felt afraid of it. Until now.

A faint glow flickered between the trunks ahead.

It was no lantern-light. No villager would wander this far after dusk, and certainly not carrying flame without cause. This light was softer, cooler—like moonlight caught in glass.

Against every sensible instinct, she moved towards it.

The undergrowth parted more easily than it should have, brambles bending aside as though granting her passage. The glow grew brighter with every step, pulsing gently, like something alive.

At the centre of a small clearing stood an ancient oak, its trunk twisted and knotted with age. Its roots rose from the soil like the backs of buried serpents, coiled and contorted. And nestled between two of those roots was the source of the light.

A relic.

At least, that was the only word her mind could find for it.

It was a small object, half-buried in dark soil: a stone no larger than her palm, carved with intricate spirals and symbols she did not recognise. A faint blue radiance seeped from the lines, illuminating the roots around it.

Lina knelt slowly, breath shallow.

Every sensible voice in her head told her not to touch it. She reached out anyway.

The moment her fingers brushed the carved surface, the world seemed to tilt.

Light flared, brilliant and blinding. The forest vanished. She gasped, trying to pull her hand away, but her body no longer seemed to belong to her.

Images flooded her mind.

A towering city of white stone and gold, its spires gleaming beneath twin suns. Banners snapping in the wind—emerald and silver, emblazoned with a sigil she somehow knew was her own. A woman standing upon a balcony, dark hair braided with jewels, eyes full of sorrow as she whispered a name.

“Lina.”

The vision twisted.

Fire. Screams. Shadows spilling through the streets like living ink. A crown falling from bloodied hands.

Then—darkness.

She collapsed onto the forest floor, gasping.

The glow from the relic dimmed to a faint shimmer. Her heart thundered in her chest. She stared down at her hand, half-expecting to find it burned or marked. But her skin was unchanged.

Except for the warmth.

A strange, steady heat lingered in her palm, spreading slowly up her arm and into her chest.

Not pain. Something else. Something like... recognition.

She staggered to her feet.

“What was that?” she whispered to the silent trees.

No answer came. Only the normal forest sounds returned, as though nothing had happened at all.

She glanced once more at the relic, then, with a decisiveness that surprised her, she scooped it up and tucked it into the pocket of her cloak.

Whatever this thing was, she knew one thing with bone-deep certainty. Her life in Briarholt would never be the same again.
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The village felt oddly distant when she returned, as though she were walking through a memory rather than a place she had known all her life.

Mistress Fenwick’s cottage glowed warmly at the windows. The scent of boiling herbs drifted into the lane, familiar and grounding. For a moment, Lina considered saying nothing—slipping into bed and pretending the forest had never spoken her name.

But her hand closed instinctively around the hidden relic. She knocked.

“About time,” Mistress Fenwick called from within. “I was beginning to think you’d taken root out there.”

Lina stepped inside. The old healer barely glanced up from her cluttered worktable, hands busy grinding dried leaves with a mortar and pestle. Her grey-streaked hair was tied back in its usual messy knot, spectacles perched precariously on the end of her nose.

“You’re late,” the woman added. “I know,” Lina said quietly.

Mistress Fenwick finally looked up, her sharp gaze narrowing slightly. “Something’s happened.”

It was not a question. Lina hesitated.

She had never been good at hiding things from the healer. The woman had taken her in as a child after the fever took her parents—after everyone else had stepped back, uncertain what to do with a silent, wide-eyed girl who remembered nothing of where she had come from.

Slowly, Lina reached into her pocket and placed the relic upon the table. The blue glow returned at once, brighter than before.

Mistress Fenwick went utterly still.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Then the healer’s voice came out barely above a whisper. “Where did you find this?” “In the forest,” Lina said. “It... called to me.”

Mistress Fenwick did not laugh. Did not scold her. She simply stared at the relic as though it were a coiled viper.

“Cover it,” she said sharply. Lina blinked. “What?”

“Now.”

Startled by the sudden command, Lina snatched up a scrap of cloth and draped it over the stone. The glow vanished beneath the fabric.

The old woman let out a slow, unsteady breath.

“You should never have touched this,” she murmured. Fear coiled in Lina’s stomach. “What is it?”

Mistress Fenwick studied her face for a long, searching moment. Whatever she saw there seemed to decide something.

“Sit,” she said quietly.

Lina obeyed.

“There are truths I hoped you would never need to know,” the healer began. “Not in this lifetime. But it seems fate has other plans.”

The word fate sent a chill down Lina’s spine.

“That relic,” Mistress Fenwick continued, “is old. Older than this village. Older than most of the stories people tell by firelight. It belongs to a time when Eldoria was united under one crown.”

Lina leaned forward without realising she had moved.

“There was a royal line,” the healer said. “Guardians of balance. Keepers of the realm’s deeper magic.”

The visions flashed again behind Lina’s eyes: white stone towers. A falling crown. “They were destroyed,” Mistress Fenwick said softly. “Or so the world was told.” Silence settled heavily between them.

Lina’s voice came out hoarse. “Why are you telling me this?”

The old woman reached across the table and took her hand. Her grip was firm despite her years.

“Because that relic has not awakened for anyone in over fifteen years,” she said. “Not since the night a child was brought to my door, half-frozen, with no memory and eyes full of too much

sorrow for someone so young.”

The room seemed to tilt again, though this time there was no flash of light.

“No,” Lina whispered. “You’re saying—”

A sudden knock at the door cut her off.

Not a gentle knock. A hard, urgent pounding.

Mistress Fenwick’s head snapped up.

They stared at the door together as the knocking came again.

And this time, the forest whispered once more. Not her name.

A warning.
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End of Chapter 1
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Chapter 2: The Call to Adventure
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The knocking came again, louder, more insistent. It echoed through the small cottage like a drumbeat of ill omen.

Mistress Fenwick released Lina’s hand at once, her expression shuttered. “Go to the back room,” she murmured. “And whatever happens, do not come out unless I call for you.”

Lina hesitated. “Who is it?”

“Someone who does not knock like a neighbour,” the healer replied grimly.

Another thud rattled the door in its frame.

Lina’s heart lurched. She gathered the cloth-wrapped relic in trembling fingers and slipped it into the deep pocket of her skirt before retreating into the narrow back chamber. The door was little more than a thin plank, offering scant privacy. She pressed herself against the wall and listened.

Mistress Fenwick crossed the cottage with measured steps. The latch lifted. For a moment there was only the crackle of the hearth.

Then a voice spoke — low, unfamiliar, edged with exhaustion.

“Forgive the hour,” the man said. “But I seek shelter. And information, if you have it to spare.”

Lina strained to hear more, barely daring to breathe.

“Travellers seek the inn,” Mistress Fenwick replied coolly. “Not my door.”

“Aye,” the stranger said, and there was a faint note of dry amusement beneath the weariness.

“But healers are said to know things innkeepers do not.”

There was a pause. Lina pictured the two of them standing face to face in the cottage’s dim

light: the old woman with her keen eyes, the stranger still cloaked in shadow.

“What do you want to know?” Mistress Fenwick asked at last.

“The rumours speak of strange lights in the forest,” he said. “Of magic stirring where it ought not.”

Lina’s blood turned to ice.

Silence followed. Thick, dangerous silence.

“You’ve ridden a long way for rumours,” the healer said quietly.

“Further than most,” the man agreed. “And I would ride further still if it meant finding what I seek.”

“And what is that?”

Something in his answer made Lina’s skin prickle, even before the words fully registered.

“An artefact,” he said. “Old as the kingdom that once ruled these lands. Said to be hidden near this village.”

The relic in Lina’s pocket felt suddenly heavier, as though it had heard its own name spoken.

Mistress Fenwick did not respond at once. When she did, her voice was sharper than before. “You won’t find such things here. Briarholt is an ordinary place, filled with ordinary folk who want nothing to do with ancient troubles.”

“A pity,” the stranger said softly. “Because ancient troubles have a way of finding ordinary folk

all the same.”

Lina closed her eyes.

He sounded too knowing. Too certain.

A chair creaked. She imagined him stepping further into the room, nearer the firelight.

“Show yourself properly, then,” Mistress Fenwick said. “If you expect answers.” There was the rustle of fabric, and then the stranger spoke again, closer now. “Eron,” he said simply. “Once of the king’s guard. Now of nothing
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