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Introduction
In the twilight between ages, legends are whispered on the wind—stories of magic
that shaped the bones of the earth, of civilizations lost to time, and of relics whose
power could tip the scales of fate. It is in such a world that our tale takes root, where
history is not simply recorded, but is alive, mutating, and sometimes, fiercely guarded.
The realm of Estrith is a tapestry woven with threads of both wonder and sorrow, and
at its frayed edges lie secrets yearning to be unearthed.

Eira was never meant to be a hero. Once a prodigious historian in the esteemed halls
of Eldiriam, her passion for uncovering forbidden truths marked her as a threat to the
rigid order of her peers. Cast out for pursuing “dangerous and unorthodox
methodologies,” Eira found herself drawn to ruins and relics that others feared or
dismissed. Her exile was supposed to be an end, but history, as she has always known,
is never truly buried.

Within the labyrinthine shadows of a forgotten library, Eira’s fateful encounter with the
Timeworn Thorn changes everything. More than a mere artifact, the Thorn pulses with
ancient magic, calling to those who dare listen. Its touch unlocks portals to
fragmented worlds once sealed away—places of splendor, terror, and unimaginable
possibility. Each whisper from the Thorn erodes the boundaries between realities,
pulling Eira deeper into a tangled web of prophecy and intrigue.

Yet, she is not alone in her pursuit. Vaelin, a sorcerer burdened by his own secrets and
haunted by omens of catastrophe, has long sought the Thorn’s extraordinary power.
His motives are as mysterious as the man himself, setting the stage for a partnership
fraught with mistrust and necessity. The relic’s awakening draws both of them into a
cascade of events neither can fully control, as the fate of every realm hangs in the
balance.

As Eira journeys through worlds both beautiful and harrowing, she will encounter
creatures whose names have faded into legend and forge alliances with those whose
loyalties constantly shift. What begins as a quest for knowledge becomes a race
against time, for the convergence prophesied in myth is approaching—and if left
unchecked, threatens to erase all existence. To prevail, Eira must decipher the true
purpose of the Thorn, confront her own convictions, and seize a courage born of loss
and hope alike.

The tale woven within these pages is one of magic, mystery, and metamorphosis—a
journey across realms and through the very heart of what binds the worlds together.
Step now into the unknown, where every choice reverberates across the ages, and
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where whispers of the timeworn thorn beckon the brave to rewrite destiny itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Exile at Markhollow
The air in Markhollow tasted of damp earth and stale disappointment, a flavor Eira had
come to know intimately over the past six months. It clung to her clothes, seeped into
the pages of her worn journals, and settled in the corners of the ramshackle cottage
that served as her unlikely refuge. The village itself was less a thriving community and
more a collection of weathered stone huts huddled beneath the perpetual gloom of
the Whispering Peaks. Its inhabitants, mostly hardy farmers and gruff miners,
regarded Eira with a mixture of suspicion and a vague, discomfiting pity.

She wasn't blind to their sentiments. Her sudden arrival, cloaked in the formal, if
slightly frayed, robes of an Eldiriam scholar, had caused quite a stir. News traveled,
even to the forgotten fringes of Estrith, and the whispers of her "heresy" had arrived
long before her. "Unorthodox research methods," the official decree had stated, a
polite euphemism for "unearthing inconvenient truths that challenged the established
narrative." In Eldiriam, history was a carefully curated garden; Eira, it seemed, had a
penchant for digging up buried weeds.

Her daily routine was a stark contrast to the scholarly debates and hushed library
aisles she’d once frequented. Mornings began with a trek to the village market, a
sparse affair offering root vegetables, tough bread, and the occasional string of dried
fish. She’d haggle, not out of necessity but out of a perverse desire to appear ordinary,
to blend into the drab tapestry of Markhollow life. It was a futile effort. Her hands,
calloused by ink stains and parchment, not manual labor, betrayed her.

Afternoons were spent in the solitude of her cottage, surrounded by precariously
stacked scrolls and maps. The cottage, inherited from a distant, eccentric aunt, was
surprisingly spacious, if a little drafty. Its main virtue was its isolation, nestled on the
outskirts of Markhollow, where the gnarled fingers of ancient trees reached towards
the sky, obscuring the view of the more populated areas. Here, Eira could indulge in
her true passion without the judging eyes of her former colleagues.

Her current obsession was the local legend of the "Sunken City of Aethel." Old wives’
tales spoke of a grand metropolis swallowed by the earth millennia ago, its remnants
supposedly lying beneath the very peaks that loomed over Markhollow. Most
dismissed it as folklore, but Eira had found fragmented references in obscure Eldiriam
texts, tantalizing hints of a civilization far more advanced than conventional history
allowed.

The official Eldiriam doctrine maintained a clear timeline of human civilization, neatly
categorized and thoroughly vetted. Any discovery that disrupted this carefully
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constructed narrative was met with skepticism, then dismissal, and finally, for
persistent transgressors like Eira, exile. The elders of Eldiriam valued stability above
all else, and the past, they believed, was best left undisturbed.

Eira, however, held a different philosophy. To her, the past was a living thing, a mosaic
with missing pieces that, once found, could reveal a completely new picture. Her
greatest crime, in the eyes of her superiors, was not just her pursuit of these forgotten
fragments, but her insistence that the gaps in their knowledge were not just
accidental, but deliberately suppressed.

One particularly blustery afternoon, as rain lashed against her windowpanes, Eira
meticulously cross-referenced a faded map with a local miner’s rambling account of
strange rock formations. The map, acquired through illicit channels, depicted a
network of ancient tunnels beneath the Whispering Peaks, far older and more intricate
than any known mining operation. The miner, a gruff old man named Kael, had spoken
of a "hollowed-out place" deep within the earth, unlike anything he’d ever seen.

"A place where the stone sings," Kael had grumbled, nervously clutching a flask of
cheap ale. "And the air… it feels old, lass. Older than the mountains themselves." Eira
had pressed him for details, promising him a substantial sum of coin, but Kael had
merely shaken his head, his eyes wide with a fear she understood implicitly. There
were places the common folk knew to avoid, places where the veil between their world
and something else felt thinner.

Eira circled a cluster of markings on the map, a series of concentric circles around a
central, undefined symbol. It was near the location Kael had described, a place he'd
called the "Shadowed Maw." The name alone sent a shiver down her spine, a thrill of
anticipation mixed with a healthy dose of trepidation. This wasn't just a dig; it was an
expedition into the unknown, a journey that could either validate her life’s work or
solidify her reputation as a madwoman.

She spent weeks preparing, gathering supplies, poring over old treatises on ancient
languages and forgotten construction techniques. Her academic rigor, though scorned
by Eldiriam, was her greatest strength. She left nothing to chance, meticulously
checking and rechecking her equipment: ropes, lanterns, a sturdy pickaxe, and most
importantly, a collection of divining instruments designed to detect subtle magical
energies.

The day she finally set out, the sky was a bruised purple, promising a storm.
Markhollow was quiet, its inhabitants busy with their own struggles. No one noticed
Eira as she slipped away, a solitary figure disappearing into the mist-shrouded foothills
of the Whispering Peaks. The path was treacherous, winding through dense thickets
and over slick, moss-covered stones. The air grew colder, heavier, as she ascended.
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Hours later, as the last vestiges of daylight faded, Eira found herself standing before a
gaping fissure in the mountainside. This was it: the Shadowed Maw. It wasn't an
impressive entrance, just a jagged tear in the rock, overgrown with thorny vines. But
the air emanating from within felt different, a cool, dry breath that carried a faint,
metallic tang. Her divining compass, usually placid, twitched violently in her hand, its
needle spinning wildly.

Taking a deep breath, Eira ignited her lantern, its fragile light pushing back against the
encroaching darkness. She secured a rope to a sturdy outcrop of rock and began her
descent into the earth. The passage narrowed quickly, the rough-hewn walls pressing
in around her. The air grew still, the sounds of the outside world fading into an eerie
silence. Only the rhythmic drip of water and the scuff of her boots against the stone
broke the quiet.

She moved with caution, her historian's eye scanning every crevice and carving. The
rock formations were indeed unusual, displaying patterns that suggested a level of
artistry and precision far beyond what a natural cave system could achieve. There
were faint etchings on the walls, symbols she didn't recognize but that hummed with a
subtle, underlying power. This was no mere miner's tunnel. This was something
ancient, something deliberately hidden.

After what felt like an eternity, the passage opened into a vast, cavernous space.
Eira's lantern beam struggled to pierce the gloom, but as she moved further in, she
began to make out shapes in the darkness. Pillars, carved with intricate, swirling
motifs, rose towards an unseen ceiling. The floor beneath her feet was paved with
smooth, dark stone, remarkably free of debris despite the passage of countless ages.

This was it, she realized with a surge of exhilaration. This was the Sunken City, or at
least, a part of it. The air here was strangely warm, despite the depth, and carried a
faint, sweet scent, like dried herbs and old parchment. The silence was profound,
broken only by the echo of her own breathing. She was utterly alone, a single point of
light in an ocean of forgotten history.

As her eyes adjusted, Eira saw what appeared to be shelves, lining the walls of the
cavern, stretching into the darkness. Not natural rock formations, but clearly
constructed, designed to hold something. Her heart pounded in her chest. A library. An
ancient library, hidden beneath the earth, untouched for millennia. The thought was
intoxicating, almost overwhelming. Her exile, her struggles, the ridicule she had
endured—it all faded into insignificance in the face of this discovery.

She walked slowly, reverently, through the silent hall, her lantern held high. The
shelves were indeed filled, though many of the contents had succumbed to the
ravages of time. Dust lay thick on everything, a shroud of forgotten knowledge. Scrolls
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had disintegrated into piles of brittle flakes, and books were little more than crumbling
husks of leather and paper. Yet, some had survived. Encased in what appeared to be
crystalline protective layers, certain artifacts and texts remained, glimmering faintly in
her lantern's glow.

Eira spent hours in a state of suspended disbelief, her historian's mind cataloging and
observing, while her adventurous spirit urged her to touch, to open, to read. She ran
her fingers along the smooth, cool surfaces of the crystal cases, marveling at their
preservation. The knowledge contained within these walls, she knew, could reshape
the understanding of Estrith's entire past. This wasn't just a discovery; it was a
revelation.

It was in a small, alcove-like chamber, deeper within the library, that she found it. The
air here felt different, almost alive, pulsing with a faint, steady rhythm. Before her, on
a pedestal of veined black marble, rested an object unlike anything she had ever seen.
It was a thorn, or rather, a piece of what looked like petrified wood, twisted and
gnarled, the color of ancient rust. It wasn't large, perhaps the length of her forearm,
but it radiated an undeniable aura of immense power.

The thorn wasn't encased in crystal like the other artifacts. It lay exposed, as if
waiting. Its surface was covered in delicate, almost invisible etchings that seemed to
shift and shimmer in the lantern light. As Eira approached, she felt a subtle pull, a
magnetic force drawing her closer. Her divining compass, which had been erratic since
entering the cavern, now pointed directly at the thorn, its needle vibrating with an
intensity that threatened to tear it from its pivot.

This was no ordinary relic. Eira reached out, her fingers trembling slightly. As she
touched the Timeworn Thorn, a jolt of energy surged through her, not painful, but
profound. Images flashed in her mind: swirling colors, impossible landscapes, and the
fleeting sensation of falling through endless space. A whisper, faint but clear, echoed
in her thoughts, a language she didn't understand yet somehow comprehended. It
spoke of doors, of pathways, of boundaries blurred. The Thorn had awakened, and
with it, Eira's ordinary life in exile was over.
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