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A mighty bellow rippled across the forest. 

Lily tensed as the canopy shook, sending flocks of birds fleeing into the sky. She was used to the perpetual whistle of wind through the tree branches, the chirping of birds and insects, and the occasional animal call. It all paused in the wake of that great roar. A brief but unnerving quiet took hold.

“Karunnos?” Lily said. 

Such a cry only came from the god of this forest... Karunnos. Lily had never seen him in person, but as a nature priestess, she nonetheless lived in service to him. The priestesses of Elkwater Shrine lived simple lives, honoring the god of the forest and protecting his lands from those who would stain its purity. 

Isolated as they were, the forest never left them wanting. An expanse of vast, fertile green surrounded the young woman. Lily carried a bowl with her, filled with ripe, plump berries as she picked them fresh off the branch. She popped one into her mouth and savored the tart sweetness.

As the least experienced of the shrine keepers, she was forbidden from tending to him directly. The elder priestesses were the ones to travel into the heart of the forest where Karunnos resided. However... Lily had a feeling that it would all be changing soon. In the years since the priestesses took her in, she’d grown from a mere girl into a budding young woman, and she performed her duties to the forest with care and devotion. 

Perhaps they would finally set her on the path to becoming a true forest keeper.

A sudden chirping from nearby broke Lily’s train of thought. Perched upon her shoulder, a magpie with plumage of white and blue chirped and trilled at her. Lily chuckled and scratched behind its neck. 

“What is it, Avi? Did Dahlia send you over?”

The magpie gave an affirmative chirp. Her connection to the forest and to nature gave Lily a degree of understanding with the wildlife, although she was untrained compared to the elder priestesses. She sensed the bird’s intent and nodded. 

“She wants me back at the shrine?” Lily asked. 

Avi thrummed and stretched out its wings. 

“I see... Tell her I’ll be back in just a moment, okay, Avi? I was just picking some berries for jam. Here!” She flicked a berry into the air, which Avi happily snapped up. 

With a thankful chitter, Avi flew off towards the shrine. 

Lily sighed and ate another berry to calm her nerves. It couldn’t be a coincidence, right? Karunnos was calling — it was their duty as priestesses to tend to the needs of their god. She was of age, and the leader of their order was calling upon her. 

Chewing her lip, she gathered another few berries and followed Avi’s trail back towards the shrine. 

...

Elkwater Shrine was carved into the base of an enormous Eldergrey tree. Not only a place of worship, but it also served as a home for the forest priestesses, where Lily had spent much of her life since being taken into their ranks. Its mighty trunk stood wide enough to comfortably house the three of them; the inside was arranged into different floors that served as their living spaces, and on the very top floor was where they prayed, worshiped, and performed rituals.

Lily hurried into the shrine, holding the bowl of berries tight to her chest as she looked around. 

“Mother Dahlia! I’m back!” she called. 

Inside, a tall older woman stood by the window, a contemplative look on her face as she gazed across the forest. 
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