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	Foreword

	There are places in this world where silence grows like fruit. Places where forgotten trees hum with the residue of dreams, and the earth remembers footsteps that never quite reached the light. The Sleeping Orchard is one of those places—an orchard that never bore blossoms, only whispers; an orchard whose branches cradle the remains of stories that couldn’t decide whether they wished to live or rest.

	This book is a reliquary, a vessel for things that once breathed. Here lie the bones of lullabies that were never sung, of love that dared not awaken, of shadows that learned the delicate art of waiting. Each chapter is a key, each scene a small door into the orchard’s drowsing heart. If you listen closely, you may hear the faint rustling beneath the soil. The orchard dreams, yes—but dreams can be restless. They shift, they sigh, they ask to be remembered.

	So walk softly. Hold the lantern low. And if the wind whispers your name… do not answer too quickly. Some dreams bite gently. Others do not.

	 


Chapter I – Where the Orchard Learned to Sleep

	The orchard did not always sleep. There was a time—long before lanterns learned to sway without wind and before shadows carried the weight of names—when its branches stretched awake toward the dawn, eager and bright. But something ancient shifted beneath the soil, a slow turning of forgotten roots, and the orchard curled into itself like a creature growing weary of daylight.

	On the edge of this strange, drowsing place stood a narrow path lined with stones that glimmered faintly, as though remembering the touch of starlight. Travelers rarely came here. Those who did often found themselves slowing, softening, lowering their voices without knowing why. The orchard demanded reverence. Even the crows, bold creatures of sky and hunger, refused to perch upon its limbs.

	No one knew exactly when the orchard had fallen asleep. The villagers in the valley below whispered guesses—some said it was the night the moon vanished behind a veil of stormglass clouds; others claimed a girl had once wandered inside, carrying a lullaby that was not meant for human ears. But tales in the valley were like loose leaves in autumn wind: they drifted, they scattered, they never settled on truth.

	What is known is this: the orchard breathed. Slowly. Deeply. As though its dreams were carved into the air between its branches. And if one stood still enough, quiet enough, one could feel the vibration of something slumbering just out of sight, as though the orchard wished to speak but had forgotten the shape of language.

	It was on such a night—cold, clear, and dipped in shades of silver—that a lantern flickered to life at the orchard’s heart. No hand lit it. No flame could have survived the weight of the orchard’s sleep. Yet there it was, pulsing softly like a heartbeat waking after a long, patient rest.

	The trees shivered, though no wind stirred. Leaves that had lain motionless for seasons rustled with a faint, questioning sigh. The orchard, in its dreaming, felt the lantern’s glow like a fingertip brushing against its ribs.
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