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Introduction
In the quiet corners of Eldenmark, where ancient tomes gather dust and time itself
feels sluggish, the name Arundel is spoken only in the softest tones among scholars.
Histories written in fading ink recount, in fragments and riddles, a kingdom swallowed
by shadow and memory. For Liora Everwood, a young historian and dreamer, the
stories of Arundel have always been more than myth—they were the pulse beneath
her every curiosity, the reason she walked forgotten paths and searched for truths
others had abandoned.

Liora's world is one of contrasts: bustling city streets edged by wild, untamed forests;
candle-lit libraries hiding secrets in their shadows; and a sky forever caught between
dawn and dusk. Amid such uncertainty, things are easily lost—languages, legends,
entire kingdoms. What remained of Arundel sparked Liora’s obsession: what power
once thrived there, what calamity extinguished its light, and most haunting of
all—could the kingdom ever return?

Her journey begins as an ordinary pursuit, a desire to record the past and keep it alive
against the relentless march of time. Yet everything changes when, tucked deep
within the hidden shelves of the Royal Library, Liora discovers a prophecy almost too
fanciful to believe: the return of Arundel, heralded by one who wields both knowledge
and faith. The lines blur between research and fate as Liora realizes the prophecy
points to someone uncannily like herself. 

Haunted by dreams and driven by an unshakable sense of destiny, Liora is thrust into
a tangled web of intrigue and magic. She finds allies in the most unlikely of
companions—a scribe who speaks to spirits, a reformed thief with ties to lost royalty,
and a brooding swordsman cursed by Arundel’s own undoing. Each holds a fragment
of the lost kingdom, and together, they awaken more than legend: they stir the
ancient powers sleeping beneath the world’s skin.

The journey that follows asks more than courage. It demands that Liora face shadows
both external and within herself. Amid cryptic clues and relentless adversaries, she
must grapple with the cost of remembering and the dangers of truth. The echoes of
Arundel call to her from every corner of the land, tugging her toward revelations that
could remake—not only what has been forgotten—but the very fabric of the world she
knows.

This is where our tale begins—on the cusp of mystery and awakening, where one
young historian’s hunger for understanding sets in motion the unraveling of a
kingdom, a curse, and perhaps, the redemption of her own heart.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Faded Map
The scent of aging parchment and forgotten dust was Liora Everwood's truest comfort.
It clung to her clothes, her hair, even the soft leather of her satchel, a constant
reminder of her chosen sanctuary: the Grand Archives of Eldenmark. Sunlight, strained
and fractured by ancient leaded glass, painted shifting patterns across towering
shelves, illuminating motes of dust dancing in the hallowed air. Liora, perched
precariously on a rolling ladder, her spectacles balanced on her nose, navigated the
labyrinthine aisles with the practiced ease of a seasoned sailor charting familiar
waters.

Today’s quest, however, felt less like a familiar voyage and more like an expedition
into uncharted territory. She was seeking out the most obscure texts, those rarely
requested tomes banished to the deepest, most neglected corners of the Archives –
the realm of "Uncategorized Antiquities." Her fingers, nimble and precise, traced the
spines of books whose titles were all but erased by time, searching for anything, 
anything, that might mention Arundel. Most scholars considered Arundel a myth, a
fanciful tale spun by bored bards in forgotten taverns. To Liora, it was a profound
historical question, an insistent whisper at the back of her mind.

Hours blurred into one another. The rhythm of her search was meditative: pull a book,
crack its spine, scan for keywords, return it to its dusty perch, and repeat. Her neck
ached, her eyes burned, but a stubborn resolve fueled her. The Grand Archives held
the collective memory of Eldenmark and beyond; if a shred of truth about Arundel
existed, it would be here. She’d already exhausted the standard historical accounts,
the sparse mentions in regional chronicles, and even the more outlandish folklore
collections. Now, she was digging in the truly unmined earth.

Just as frustration began to prickle at the edges of her patience, her fingers brushed
against something unexpected. Not the rough texture of ancient leather or the smooth
chill of vellum, but a thin, almost brittle wooden cover. It was tucked between a
treatise on obscure dwarven metallurgy and a collection of Gnomish nursery rhymes.
The book itself was unassuming, no larger than her hand, and utterly plain. No title, no
author, just the raw, unpolished wood.

Curiosity, a potent force within Liora, overruled her exhaustion. She carefully
extracted the slender volume. It felt lighter than it looked, almost insubstantial. Back
on the ground, she carried it to one of the heavy oak reading tables, its surface
scarred by centuries of scholarly endeavor. The air in this particular alcove was cooler,
the light dimmer, as if guarding its secrets with a palpable hush.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

With a deep breath, Liora opened the wooden cover. Inside, instead of pages of script,
she found a single, meticulously folded sheet of parchment. It was aged to the color of
weak tea, crisscrossed with delicate lines and faint, unfamiliar symbols. It wasn’t a
book, but a container. Her heart gave a peculiar lurch. This was different. This wasn’t
just text; this was a thing.

She unfolded the parchment with practiced care, smoothing it flat on the table. It was
a map. Not of Eldenmark, or any known land. The coastlines were unfamiliar, the
mountain ranges alien. And in the very center, marked with a small, faded star, was a
single word, rendered in an elegant, almost forgotten script: Arundel.

Liora’s breath hitched. A true, tangible map. Not a poetic description, not a speculative
drawing from a medieval cartographer’s fever dream, but a detailed, topographical
representation. Around the star marking Arundel, intricate symbols pulsed with a faint,
almost invisible luminescence. They pulsed, she realized, in rhythm with her own
racing heartbeat. Or perhaps it was just the flicker of the dim sconce light playing
tricks on her overtaxed eyes.

Tracing the lines with a trembling finger, she noted landmarks unlike any she’d ever
studied. The “Whispering Peaks” to the north, depicted with swirling lines suggesting
constant wind. The “River of Lament” flowing southward, its banks marked by tiny,
teardrop-shaped symbols. And to the west, a vast, shadowed expanse labeled simply:
"The Veil." Dread, a cold, creeping tendril, touched her. The Veil, in ancient lore, was a
place where reality thinned, a boundary between worlds.

The map wasn't just old; it felt ancient, imbued with a forgotten energy. She turned it
over, hoping for a date, an author, anything to anchor it in time. There was nothing.
Only the faintest impression of a symbol on the reverse side, like a watermark that
had almost entirely faded: an interwoven knot of three circles. She recognized it from
some of the more esoteric texts she’d encountered – a symbol sometimes associated
with creation, destruction, and rebirth.

This wasn’t just a historical artifact; it felt like a living thing, humming with untold
stories. The faint luminescence from the map's symbols seemed to grow, casting a
soft, ethereal glow on her face. The dust motes in the air around her appeared to
shimmer with renewed vigor. She was not merely observing history; she was touching
it, feeling its pulse.

The silence of the Archives, usually comforting, now felt oppressive, as if the very air
was holding its breath. Liora pulled out her small leather-bound journal and her finest
charcoal pencil, beginning to sketch the map’s contours, trying to capture every detail
before the light faded, or the magic, if that’s what it was, dissipated. She meticulously
copied the strange symbols, the names of the places, the intricate network of rivers
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and mountains. This was a breakthrough, a monumental discovery that would shake
the foundations of Eldenmark’s historical societies.

As she worked, a strange sense of familiarity washed over her. Not that she
recognized the specific geography, but a deeper, more primal connection. It was like
remembering a dream she’d never quite had, a memory just beyond the grasp of
consciousness. The name Arundel, no longer just a word on a page, now had a place, a
form. It was real.

Suddenly, a shadow fell across her page. Liora startled, dropping her pencil with a
clatter that echoed loudly in the stillness. Standing over her, silhouetted against the
weak light, was the Chief Archivist, Master Elara Vancroft. Elara was a formidable
woman, her silver hair always impeccably coiled, her eyes like chips of flint that
missed nothing. She rarely ventured into the ‘Uncategorized Antiquities’ section.

“Liora, my dear,” Elara’s voice was smooth, betraying no emotion. “I wasn’t aware you
had taken an interest in… fantastical cartography.” Her gaze dropped to the map,
lingering on the glowing symbols. A flicker, almost imperceptible, crossed her austere
features. Recognition? Or disapproval?

Liora scrambled to gather her composure. “Master Vancroft! I apologize, I didn’t hear
you approach. I… I found this. It was tucked away.” She gestured vaguely towards the
empty slot on the shelf. “It’s quite unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

Elara leaned closer, her sharp eyes scanning the map. She reached out a gloved hand,
her fingers hovering just inches above the parchment. Liora saw a hint of something in
those flinty eyes – a flicker of ancient memory, perhaps a ghost of a long-buried fear.
Elara was known for her photographic memory of every item in the Archives, yet this
map seemed to hold her captive, drawing her in.

“Arundel,” Elara murmured, her voice barely a whisper, the name tasting foreign on
her tongue. “I haven’t seen one of these in… decades.” Her hand dropped, and she
straightened, her usual impenetrable facade firmly back in place. “Where, precisely,
did you find this, Liora?”

Liora pointed towards the narrow gap between the obscure dwarven metallurgy and
the Gnomish nursery rhymes. Elara simply nodded, her expression unreadable.
“Interesting. An unusual placement, even for this section. These old maps… they have
a tendency to resurface when least expected.” She paused, her gaze fixed on Liora.
“You understand the… sensitive nature of such discoveries, don’t you, Liora?”

Liora swallowed. “Of course, Master Vancroft. A lost kingdom, a place believed
mythical… it could rewrite entire sections of our history.”
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Elara’s lips curved into a tight, almost imperceptible smile. “Indeed. Or, it could merely
confuse it further. Some histories are best left undisturbed, Liora. They hold power,
even in their silence.” Her tone was less a warning and more an observation, laced
with a subtle undercurrent that sent a shiver down Liora’s spine.

Before Liora could respond, Elara continued, “Log this map, Liora. Catalog it under
‘Unidentified Historical Artifact, Potentially Fantastical Origin.’ Then, return it to its
original resting place. And perhaps,” she added, her eyes glinting, “focus on more…
verifiable histories for the remainder of the day.”

The implication was clear: leave it alone. But Liora, holding the faded map that still
pulsed faintly with hidden light, knew she couldn't. This was more than just a historical
curiosity; it was a beckoning, a silent invitation to a past that refused to stay buried.
As Elara turned and melted back into the shadows of the Archives, Liora gently
refolded the map, carefully tucking it back into its wooden cover. Her heart hammered
with a newfound resolve. The faded map was just the beginning. The echoes of
Arundel were stirring, and Liora Everwood had just found their first, tangible voice.
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