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The Map in the Attic
Emma Vale found the map in Great-Aunt Beatrice's attic. Silver ink showed a valley called Elderwyn and a message: WHEN THE FIRST FROST SILVERS THE HOLLOW, FOLLOW THE ROAD THAT ISN'T THERE.

That evening Emma, her brother Noah, and their cousins Mei Chen and Leo Brooks followed the map into Bracken Hollow. Leo's wheelchair rolled easily over the packed trail until the official path turned left and the map pointed straight between two enormous beeches.

A hidden road appeared.

It ended at a wooden door standing alone in a clearing.

Three knocks sounded from the other side.

Emma opened it.

Snow fell beneath two moons. A white fox stumbled through, carrying a weakly glowing crystal.

"Close it!" he cried.

His name was Tavin, courier of Elderwyn. He knew Beatrice - not as a quiet old aunt, but as the Doorwarden who had guarded the passage between worlds.

A black-armored creature struck the door from the other side.

"The Hollow Guard," Tavin gasped. "The Light is failing. This shard must reach Rowan Keep."

Emma wanted no part of another world. Then black mist began leaking beneath the door toward home.

She looked at Noah, Mei, and Leo.

"We deliver it," she said. "Then we come back."

Tavin's ears twitched. "That is how adventures usually begin." 
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The Lantern Road
The door vanished after they entered Elderwyn.

A golden line appeared on Beatrice's map, leading east beneath glass lanterns hanging from silver trees. Most were dark.

Tavin explained the four Wells of Light - Sky, Tide, Ember, and Root. A shadow called the Veil was draining them, and its master, the Shade, wanted the doorway to Emma's world.

At Bellfern they found every village bell silent. A creature made of shadow had trapped the sounds beneath an inn.

The Bell Thief hunted noise.

Leo discovered the solution. He threw a metal cup across the cellar. The creature lunged toward the clang. Soon the children were tossing spoons and bottles in every direction while Tavin reached the jar of stolen sounds.

When the creature turned toward him, Emma rang an old dinner bell.

The sound cracked the shadow apart.

Hundreds of bells burst free. Bellfern rang from one end to the other, and a dark road lantern flared gold.

Tavin's crystal brightened.

The innkeeper gave Emma a small silver bell. "Ring it when you need to remember you are not alone."

At dawn a Hollow Guard rider blocked the road.

"Doorwarden," it said. "Give us the shard."

Emma rang the bell.

Every bird in the forest swept from the trees.

The children ran beneath a storm of wings.
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The Bridge of Feathers
The road ended at a canyon crossed by a white bridge.

CARRY ONLY WHAT YOU NEED, read a sign.

Halfway across, their packs became impossibly heavy.

Words appeared on the rail: WHAT DO YOU CARRY THAT YOU DO NOT NEED?

Emma admitted she blamed herself for opening the door. Her pack lightened.

Noah admitted he joked whenever he was frightened.

Mei confessed she believed perfect planning could prevent every disaster.

Leo remained silent until the bridge sagged beneath his wheels.

"I'm tired of people deciding what I can do before I do it."

The bridge rose level.

Tavin nodded. "Elderwyn has fools too."

On the far side, the bridge dissolved into feathers.

By afternoon they reached Rowan Keep, where a dead tree stood beneath a glass dome.

Lady Sera, keeper of Rowan, knew Beatrice.

"She guarded the door for forty years."

Emma stared. "She collected teacups."

"She did that too."

Tavin placed his shard into the tree. Golden veins spread through the bark, then stopped.

"The Rowan Heart cannot live until the four Wells answer," Lady Sera said.

Beatrice's map opened by itself.

Feather. Wave. Flame. Leaf.

Four roads.

Then black vines smashed through the windows.

The Hollow Guard had reached the keep.
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The Root Well
They escaped Rowan Keep through an old garden passage and entered the Whispering Grove.

The trees moved behind them. Moss whispered their names. At the center stood a hollow oak containing the Root Well, now a pool of black mud.

A stone face opened its eyes.

"Nothing grows because nothing is given."

The guardian demanded something each traveler truly valued.

Leo understood first. He removed his notebook of invention sketches and tore out his favorite design: an all-terrain handcycle.

Emma tried to stop him.

"If I don't care about losing it, it isn't a sacrifice."

He placed the page in the mud.

Green light spread through the pool.

Mei surrendered a treasured letter. Noah gave his lucky coin. Emma placed Beatrice's map into the water.

For one terrible second it disappeared.

Then the Well erupted.

The map floated back covered with new roads, and a leaf-shaped crystal rose from the water.

Every tree whispered:

ONE WELL WAKES.

From somewhere far north, another voice answered:

THREE WILL FALL.
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