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Introduction

Adira Meryn’s world was little more than a crooked stone-walled cottage on the edge
of the world and the threadbare fields that wove their way through the misty valley of
Kareth. Life was measured by seasons: planting and harvest, cold winters by the
communal hearth, warm summers spent chasing sunlight through the woods. Though
the village of Hollenford was tight-knit, Adira was always set quietly at its perimeter.
Orphaned as an infant and left swaddled beneath the ancient yew tree in a storm, she
was a foundling—accepted, yes, but never truly one of them. Whispers about her
origins ran just beneath the surface, surfacing only in wary glances or hurried
mutterings when she passed by.

Adira grew up on stories: wild tales spun by her foster-mother, Maerith, about clever
foxes and lost kings, enchanted rivers, and dynasties swept away by fate. Even as she
laughed at these bedtime wonders, something restless tugged inside her. She felt the
ache of not knowing where she belonged, or whose blood ran in her veins. Sometimes,
she’d linger at the yew tree, feeling its roots beneath her hand and willing it to
whisper secrets she could not quite hear.

For most, village life was a circle: children grew, learned, loved, and died as their
mothers and fathers had before them. But strange things happened around Adira.
Plagues would pass the cottage where she lay feverish as a child, leaving her
untouched. Lost livestock would be coaxed home days after vanishing, following paths
only she could trace. She learned to hide her oddities, fearing what the others might
think. Yet, sometimes, in moments of solitude or sorrow, wild breezes seemed to
answer her silent questions, and the world would feel curiously tuned to her heartbeat.

Still, her life was defined by ordinary aches and small joys: the comfort of Maerith’s
bread, the scrape of callused hands after a day’s work, moonlit walks by the riverbank.
There was a tenderness to the everyday, though it was colored by longing—a constant
yearning for place, family, purpose. Hollenford, while home, had never truly fit around
her shoulders.

Adira’s eighteenth birthday was meant to be a quiet thing, marked by her foster-family
with simple celebrations. It was to be a day like any other, yet filled with the fragile
hope that she might finally carve out a place for herself among the people who had
taken her in. Instead, it would become the day when a hidden power ignited within
her—a day of revelation, ruin, and the opening of a path as wondrous as it was
dangerous. Before the sun had set, Adira’s life, and the fate of a long-sleeping
dynasty, would be set spinning far beyond the quiet valley she once called home.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Eighteenth Dawn

The morning air of Adira’s eighteenth birthday was crisp and smelled of damp earth
and the distant smoke from Maerith’s hearth. Sunlight, still pale, filtered through the
gnarled branches of the ancient yew tree that stood sentinel at the edge of Hollenford.
Adira stood beneath it, as she often did, her fingers tracing the deeply furrowed bark.
It was tradition, Maerith had told her, that the yew tree held the memories of the land.
Adira always hoped it might release some of her own.

Today, though, the quiet reverence was broken by the grumble of her stomach.
Maerith would have fresh bread, warm from the oven, and probably a small pot of
elderflower tea, her usual birthday treat. Adira allowed herself a small, secret smile.
Despite the whispers and the feeling of being an outsider, Maerith and Father Elara
had made Hollenford as much a home as she had ever known.

She ran a hand through her unruly dark hair, noting how a few strands seemed to
catch the light, almost shimmering. It was a peculiar trait, one she’d inherited from no
one in Hollenford. Her eyes, too, were an unusual shade of amethyst, a color she’d
only ever seen in rare mountain flowers. They were the kind of features that invited
questions, so she’'d learned to keep her gaze down, her movements unassuming.

As she turned to head back to the cottage, a faint tremor ran through the ground. It
was barely perceptible, like a distant cart rumbling, but it made the leaves on the yew
tree shiver. Adira paused, her brow furrowed. It wasn’t an earthquake; she knew the
subtle shifts of the valley earth. This felt...different. More alive. She shook her head,
dismissing it as nerves. Eighteen was a big number, a threshold. Perhaps it was just
the world acknowledging her arrival into true adulthood.

Maerith was indeed waiting, her round face beaming, flour dusting her apron. "There
you are, sleepyhead! Thought the yew tree had swallowed you whole." She pulled
Adira into a warm embrace, smelling of yeast and lavender. "Happy birthday, my little
star-child."

Father Elara, a man whose kindness was as deep and quiet as the valley itself, sat at
the small table, already buttering a thick slice of bread. He had the thoughtful eyes of
someone who saw more than they spoke. He simply nodded a greeting, a small,
knowing smile playing on his lips.

The breakfast was simple: fresh bread, honeycomb, and a steaming mug of tea. Adira

felt the familiar warmth of their company, a comfort that momentarily quelled the
persistent ache of not knowing. She told them about the strange tremor by the yew
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tree, but Maerith laughed it off as the earth settling, and Father Elara merely hummed,
stirring his tea.

Later that morning, Adira set out for her usual chores. Her task for the day was to
gather herbs from the shadowed slopes above the village—winter’s breath, frostroot,
and the elusive moonpetal, used in Maerith’s salves and tinctures. The air grew colder
as she ascended, the familiar path twisting through ancient pines.

She moved with an easy grace, her eyes scanning the undergrowth, her senses alive
to the subtle shifts in the forest. It was here, in the quiet solitude of nature, that Adira
felt most at home, most herself. She could breathe, could simply be.

She found the patch of moonpetal she sought, delicate white blossoms clinging to the
mossy rocks. As she knelt to pluck them, a tingling sensation began in her fingertips,
spreading up her arms. It was a familiar feeling, one she’d learned to ignore or
attribute to a limb falling asleep. But this time, it was stronger, like a low thrumming
deep within her bones.

Then, a sudden burst of light, violet and ethereal, erupted from her outstretched hand.
It wasn't bright enough to blind her, but it pulsed, like a living heartbeat, illuminating
the small cave mouth beside her. Adira gasped, pulling her hand back as if burned.
The light vanished as quickly as it had appeared, leaving behind only the scent of
ozone and the faint echo of a distant bell.

Her heart pounded against her ribs. This wasn’t like the usual oddities. This
was...something else entirely. Her mind scrambled for an explanation, but none came.
She stared at her hand, flexing her fingers, as if expecting the light to reappear.
Nothing.

Shaken, Adira quickly finished gathering the herbs, her mind racing. What was
happening to her? Was she ill? Had she imagined it? The rational part of her insisted it
was a trick of the light, a figment of her overactive imagination. But a deeper, intuitive
part of her knew it was real, and profoundly unsettling.

As she descended the path, the sun began its slow descent, painting the valley in hues
of orange and purple. Below, the scattered lights of Hollenford flickered into existence,
tiny beacons of familiarity. She longed for the reassuring presence of Maerith and
Father Elara, but a new kind of fear curled in her stomach. How could she explain this?
Would they look at her differently?

She reached the edge of the village, the air growing colder, carrying with it the smell

of woodsmoke and cooking fires. Just as she was about to step onto the main path, a
shadow detached itself from the deepening twilight beneath the great yew tree.
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It was a man, tall and cloaked, his face obscured by the hood drawn low. He moved
with a quiet precision that spoke of training, not the clumsy gait of a weary traveler.
Adira’s breath hitched. Strangers rarely came to Hollenford, especially not at dusk. Her
hand instinctively went to the small carving knife she carried for cutting herbs.

The figure stopped, perhaps thirty paces from her, and simply stood there, unmoving,
watching her. A prickle of unease turned into a cold dread. He wasn't looking at the
village; he was looking directly at her.

A strange, almost magnetic pull emanated from him, a sense of ancient power that
resonated with the inexplicable thrumming still echoing in her bones. He lifted a hand,
a single finger extended, and pointed directly at her.

"Adira Meryn," a voice, low and resonant, cut through the quiet evening. It was a voice
that seemed to carry the weight of forgotten histories, a voice that settled deep in her
chest. "The time has come."

Adira froze, her mind a whirl. How did he know her name? Who was he? Before she
could react, before she could even form a coherent thought, a cacophony of shouts
erupted from the direction of the village. The peaceful evening was shattered by the
harsh clang of steel, the terrified cries of villagers, and the unmistakable scent of
burning wood.

A plume of black smoke began to rise over the rooftops, visible even in the dimming
light. Hollenford was under attack. And the man, still standing motionless beneath the
yew tree, had known. The tremor, the light, the stranger, the attack—they were all
connected. Her quiet, unremarkable life, the one she had yearned to fit into, was
unraveling before her very eyes. Her eighteenth dawn, instead of marking a gentle
transition, had erupted into a violent, terrifying awakening.
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