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Souls Beneath the Ice

The Whispering Shard

The biting wind howled a mournful song across the endless expanse of the Frost-Fell, a land sculpted from ice and forgotten dreams. It was a place where the sun dared only to cast a pale, fleeting glow upon the horizon, leaving the vast majority of the day to the twilight dance of the twin moons, Elara and Cygnus. Their silvery light painted the snow-covered plains and colossal glaciers in shifting shades of blue and white, a beautiful yet desolate panorama that chilled the soul as much as the air.

Elara, the elder moon, shone with a steady, serene luminescence, while Cygnus, her smaller companion, pulsed with a faint, almost imperceptible rhythm, like a distant, frozen heartbeat. The people of the scattered settlements, hardy folk known as the Frost-Born, believed the moons were the eyes of the All-Mother, watching over her slumbering children. But old tales, whispered around flickering hearths, spoke of something else beneath the ice, something ancient and restless. They spoke of the *Aethel*, the lost souls.

These were not the vengeful specters of common folklore, but spirits bound to the land by a sorrow too deep to release. They were the echoes of a long-dead civilization, a people who had thrived in a vibrant, green world before the Great Frost had claimed it. Now, their whispers were said to travel on the wind, their faces sometimes glimpsed in the shifting auroras that painted the night sky, their collective grief a palpable presence in the profound silence of the ice.

In the heart of this frozen world, nestled in a valley carved by a long-vanished river, lay the settlement of Oakhaven. It was a small, resilient community, its timber-framed longhouses huddled together for warmth and protection against the relentless cold. Smoke curled from their snow-dusted roofs, thin gray ribbons against the bruised purple of the twilight sky, carrying the scent of pine and roasting meat into the crisp air. Life here was a constant struggle, a testament to the enduring spirit of its people.

Among them was Anya, a young woman on the cusp of her nineteenth winter. Unlike the other villagers, with their pale skin and hair the color of frost, Anya’s features held a hint of a sunnier clime. Her hair was the rich, dark brown of fertile earth, and her eyes were the deep, vibrant green of a summer forest, a stark and often commented-upon contrast to the world around her. She was an outsider, found as a babe swaddled in furs at the edge of the Whispering Woods, a place most villagers feared to tread.

Old Man Hemlock, the village elder and the one who had found her, had raised her as his own. He was a kind man, his face a roadmap of wrinkles etched by time and worry, his eyes holding the wisdom of countless winters. He had taught her the ways of the Frost-Born, how to track a snow hare, how to read the patterns of the ice, and how to listen to the whispers of the wind. Yet, he could never fully quell the deep-seated feeling of otherness that clung to Anya like a second skin.

The whispers of the Aethel, which were but faint murmurs to the other villagers, were a constant, coherent chorus in Anya’s ears. They spoke of a world she had never known, a world of warmth and light, of towering trees and flowing rivers. They sang of a city of crystal and starlight, a place of unimaginable beauty now buried deep beneath the ice. And most unnervingly, they whispered her name.

Anya’s only tangible link to her past was a crystal shard she wore on a leather thong around her neck. It was no bigger than her thumb, milky white and opaque in the dim light of the longhouse. But in the twilight glow of the twin moons, it would pulse with a soft, inner luminescence, a warm, golden light that seemed to answer the mournful whispers of the Aethel. Hemlock had found it clutched in her tiny fist on the day he had discovered her.

He had told her it was a piece of a fallen star, a sacred relic. But Anya knew, with a certainty that resonated deep in her bones, that it was something more. The visions started when she came of age. They were fleeting at first, fragmented images of a sun-drenched land, a woman with eyes like her own, and a towering spire of crystal that seemed to pierce the heavens. The woman in her visions would often hum a haunting melody, a tune that echoed the sorrowful songs of the Aethel.

As Anya grew older, the visions became more vivid, more insistent. They were no longer just fleeting images but immersive experiences that would leave her breathless and disoriented. She would feel the warmth of a sun she had never known on her skin, smell the fragrance of flowers she had never seen, and hear the gentle murmur of a language she did not understand, yet somehow recognized. The crystal around her neck would grow warm during these episodes, its light pulsing in time with the rhythm of her racing heart.

The other villagers were wary of her. They saw her strange beauty, her far-off gaze, and the way she would sometimes stop and listen to the wind with an unnerving intensity. They called her “Star-Touched,” a name that was part reverence, part fear. They respected her connection to the unseen world, for the Frost-Born were a people who knew that there were more things in the ice and snow than could be seen with the naked eye. But they also kept their distance, their kindness tinged with a subtle apprehension.

Only Kael, the blacksmith’s son, treated her with an uncomplicated warmth. He was a young man built as strong and sturdy as the oaks that gave their name to the village, with a heart as warm as his father’s forge. He saw not the Star-Touched enigma but the lonely girl beneath. His laughter was a rare and precious sound in the quiet solemnity of Oakhaven, a melody that could, for a fleeting moment, chase away the chill of the Aethel’s whispers.
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