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Chapter 1: The Letter


[image: ]




The rain hammered down in rhythmic fury against the windows of Lyra Vance's small London flat. It was a forgotten corner of the city, tucked between crumbling brick alleys and the whispering Thames. Outside, the world blurred into grays and muted golds under the haze of flickering streetlights. Inside, Lyra sat cross-legged on the floor, a heavy book on ancient languages sprawled open before her, pages curling under the damp air.

It had been exactly four years since her parents' deaths, and though she'd buried the memory deep beneath layers of distraction, tonight the grief clawed its way up again. She absently traced the pattern of an old, faded bracelet around her wrist—the last gift from her father—when the doorbell rang.

It was nearly midnight.

Lyra frowned. She lived alone, and visitors—especially unannounced ones—were rare. Standing cautiously, she moved to the door, her hand brushing the hidden blade she kept tucked inside the bookshelf nearby. Through the peephole, there was no one.

Only a single envelope lay on the doorstep, weighed down by a small, peculiar stone.

The stone gleamed wet under the streetlamp: a perfect oval, black as onyx, etched with a symbol she almost recognized—something ancient, something wrong.

Hesitating, she opened the door and snatched the envelope and stone inside before the wind could steal them away. The envelope was thick, made of coarse parchment that smelled faintly of smoke and salt.

Her name was written across the front in neat, looping handwriting.

Lyra Vance.

No address. No stamp.

She locked the door behind her, pulled the curtains shut, and sat down at her cluttered table, heart pounding with a strange rhythm she couldn't control. With trembling fingers, she tore the envelope open.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

"To the Daughter of the Lost," it began.

"Seven seals bind the truth. Seven lands guard the past.

You are chosen, not by blood, but by will. Should you accept the path, the first seal awaits where fire kisses ice."

Beneath the words was a symbol —the same one carved into the stone. And below that, coordinates.

Iceland.

The paper shivered in her hand, or maybe it was her own body betraying her. As she stared at the message, the edges of the parchment began to darken, curling inward. Within seconds, it crumbled into ash between her fingers, leaving behind only the stone—and a smell that was not smoke, but something older. Older than cities. Older than bones.

Her mind raced.

Who sent this? And why her?

Was it a cruel prank? A threat? A summons?

She rose quickly, crossing the room to her hidden safe. Spinning the dial, she pulled out a battered leather journal—her father's. She hadn't touched it in years. Flipping through brittle pages, she found it: a crude drawing of the very symbol now seared into her memory.

The Seal of Origins.

Her father had written only a few words beside it:

"A path closed to all but the worthy. Seven to find, one to unlock."

The memory struck her like a blow—her father's fevered warnings in the weeks before his death. The whispers about "seals" and "lost knowledge" that she'd thought were mere delusions.

Apparently, they weren't.

Lightning slashed the sky outside, illuminating her small, worn world in a brief, brilliant flash. The storm wasn't just in the skies now; it raged in her blood.

Lyra pulled out her old travel pack from under the bed, the one she swore she'd never use again. She filled it with essentials—a few clothes, her worn leather gloves, a knife, the journal, and the black stone.

She hesitated before adding her father's bracelet. Then, almost reverently, she slipped it over her wrist.

It was insane. It could be a trap. It could get her killed.

But some things—some paths—called to the blood, louder than reason.

As she zipped up the bag, her laptop chimed once—an email notification. She crossed the room and opened it.

No sender. No subject.

Only two words in the body of the email:

"Run fast."

The window shattered behind her.

She ducked instinctively, shards of glass raining over her like glittering knives. A figure, all black and angles, slid through the broken windowframe, moving with fluid, silent purpose.

Lyra's hand closed around the knife instinctively, but she knew—one glance at the intruder's steady, predatory movements—that fighting would be suicide.
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