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Chapter One: The Silence That Speaks
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The flame was a dying dancer, its final flicker casting long, skeletal shadows that trembled across the cottage walls. In that precarious silence, the raven-feather quill stirred upon the scarred oak desk. Elara’s hand, poised just above it, jerked back as if scorched. Her fingers curled into a helpless fist, nails biting into her palm, a futile protest against the force seizing the instrument. It was moving again. The polished feather, dark as a starless midnight, dragged its sharpened nib across the creamy parchment with a dry, scraping whisper. Each stroke was deliberate, a puppet’s motion guided by an invisible, merciless hand. The ink, thick and black, welled up and seeped into the page’s fibers like venom into a wound, each letter a fresh brand upon her soul.

She watched, breath trapped in her constricted chest, as the sentence completed itself with chilling finality. A boy will not see tomorrow’s sun. His laughter dies at dawn. The quill’s tip lifted, hovering for a moment before settling heavily onto the page’s edge, a serpent resting after its strike. A coldness, deeper than any winter chill, seeped from the words into the very air of the room. Elara’s own breath escaped in a ragged, soundless gasp. Her trembling hand, defying her mind’s command to flee, reached out and dragged the parchment into the candle’s guttering light. She did not need to read it again; the prophecy was already etched behind her eyes, a relentless echo.

A familiar, desolate ache tightened her throat, the phantom pain of a voice lost years ago. The curse had taken it the very day the quill had chosen her, leaving a void where words should be. Her screams were trapped behind a wall of flesh and bone, loud only in the prison of her skull. This silence was her cell, and the self-writing quill her eternal, cruel jailer. It filled page after page with truths she never sought, futures she prayed would remain unwritten, each one a stone added to the crushing weight upon her spirit. The villagers’ fearful glances and hushed curses were merely the echoes of her internal damnation.

Pressing her palms flat against the cool, rough wood of the desk, she willed her heartbeat to slow its frantic rhythm. The boy. The image of him flashed, vivid and painful, against the darkness behind her eyes. The baker’s son, Liam, with his sleeves perpetually dusted in flour and a laugh that could startle birds from the rooftops. She saw the spray of freckles across his nose, the way his voice still cracked endearingly when he tried to sing with the older men in the square. His laughter was a contagious, unbridled thing, a sound that could momentarily pierce the gloom of the poorest soul. The thought of that sound being extinguished forever, of that light snuffed out by her hand, made her stomach lurch violently.
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