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Storm over Hollowpine




The wind that swept down from the Witchwood’s northern crags was no ordinary gale. It was a predator, a thing of teeth and claws that howled with the voice of a thousand lost souls. It tore at the thatched roofs of Hollowpine, rattling windowpanes and clawing at the stout oak doors of the village nestled in the valley’s basin. Snow fell not in gentle drifts but in a furious, horizontal torrent, a shroud determined to bury the world and freeze time in its crystalline heart.




From her small cottage at the edge of the village, Eira felt the storm in her bones. The cold was a physical presence, a pressure against the wattle-and-daub walls, but it was the *unnatural* silence within the storm’s roar that coiled in her gut. The forest was dead quiet. The ancient trees of the Witchwood, which normally groaned and whispered like old men in slumber, held their breath.




Inside, her world was a bubble of warmth and flickering gold. A single lantern, her own creation, hung from a central beam. Its light was not the harsh, greasy yellow of tallow or oil, but the soft, pure glow of a captured summer dusk. As Hollowpine’s lumina, it was her duty to tend the lights—not just in her home, but the dozen lamps that kept the village from being swallowed by the oppressive, ever-present shadow of the forest. Her magic was simple in its telling, yet profound in its execution: *what you illuminate becomes real.* She did not conjure flame; she coaxed a memory of sunlight from the ether, weaving it into a tangible, enduring warmth.




A flicker of movement in the corner of her vision drew her gaze. From the deepest shadows beneath her herb-drying rack, a form coalesced. It was a creature of midnight and starlight, its body a fluid, shifting silhouette that defied easy description. One moment it was a lithe cat, the next a curl of smoke with eyes like polished obsidian. This was her Shadow Familiar, a being tethered to her since birth, her silent confessor and oldest friend. It made no sound, yet she heard its disquiet in the “Whisper System” that bound them—a cool thrum of anxiety that resonated in her own chest.




She reached out, and the Familiar flowed toward her, its form solidifying just enough for her to stroke its fur, which felt like cool, spun silk. “I know,” she murmured, her voice a low counterpoint to the wind’s shriek. “This is no mere squall. She is stirring.”




A sharp, insistent knock on her door made them both start. The Familiar dissolved back into the shadows in an instant. Eira hesitated, her hand hovering over a small, glowing crystal on her mantelpiece. No one in Hollowpine ventured out in a storm like this unless the need was dire. She drew the heavy bolt and pulled the door inward, a blast of wind and snow invading her sanctuary.




Rowan stood on her doorstep, a giant of a man made larger by the thick furs he wore. Snow clung to his dark beard and the shoulders of his cloak. He was the village woodcutter, his hands calloused and his face weathered by the elements, yet his eyes held a softness that he reserved only for her. In his arms, he held a perfectly split log of silver birch.




“Eira,” he said, his voice a low rumble that was nearly lost to the gale. “The wind took the roof off the weaver’s shed. Your light on the market post is flickering badly.”




“I will tend to it,” she promised, her gaze fixed on the concern etched around his eyes. She knew he had not come just to report a failing lamp.




“That’s not all.” He stepped inside, bringing the scent of pine and frozen earth with him. He placed the log carefully by her hearth. “The elders are worried. The snow is too deep, too fast. It feels…wrong. Old Man Hemlock says it’s the Witch’s breath, a curse to seal us in for the winter.”




The name hung in the air between them, cold and sharp. The Witch of the Witchwood. A creature of story and shadow, a darkness that had bled into the edges of their lives for centuries. Eira had always felt her presence as a weight, a constant pressure on the borders of her own light.




“The trees are afraid,” Rowan added quietly, his eyes finding hers. “When I was in the wood’s edge this morning, I could feel it. They’re closing in on themselves. Their memories are…fading.”




Her heart clenched. The trees were the keepers of time, their rings a history of the valley. If their memories were fading, it was because a greater, colder memory was overwriting them.




Rowan placed a hand gently on her arm, his thumb brushing her sleeve. The simple touch was a spark of warmth against the oppressive chill of the day. “Be careful, Eira. The light you make… it pushes back the dark. And the dark is pushing harder than I’ve ever felt before.”




He left as quickly as he had come, a fleeting bastion of warmth swallowed again by the storm. Eira bolted the door and leaned against it, her breath misting in the air. The Shadow Familiar reappeared, winding itself around her ankles, a silent, anchoring presence.




She walked to the window, peering through a small section she had wiped clear of frost. Across the swirling expanse of white, she could see the scattered lights of Hollowpine. Her lights. Each one was a tiny star of hope, a defiant pinprick against a suffocating blanket of darkness. As she watched, the lamp on the market post, the one Rowan had mentioned, sputtered violently. It held for a moment, a brave, golden pulse, before it was snuffed out, leaving a gaping void.




Then another, near the baker’s, flickered and died.




A cold dread, far more chilling than the storm, crept up her spine. The Whisper System flared with the Familiar’s terror, a silent scream in her mind. The Witch wasn’t just stirring. She was hunting. And she was extinguishing the lights, one by one.
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The Whispering Trees




There was no choice. To let the lights die was to surrender Hollowpine to the suffocating dark, to admit that the Witch’s power was absolute. Eira pulled her heaviest cloak from its peg, the wool thick and smelling faintly of lavender and smoke. She bound her hair, a cascade of pale silver that seemed to drink the lantern light, and slid a small, satchel of finely ground crystals and focusing lenses onto her belt. These were the tools of her trade, mundane objects that helped channel the wilder magic within her.




The moment she opened the door, the storm’s fury was a physical blow. The wind screamed, tearing the breath from her lungs and plastering icy snow against her face. Her warm, ordered world vanished, replaced by a maelstrom of white and grey chaos. The Shadow Familiar flowed past her, its form a dark, streamlined dart against the snow, its presence in the Whisper System a steady, reassuring pulse that cut through the gale’s howl: *This way. Follow.*




Her first task was the market post lamp, the heart of the village. The darkness there was profound, a living entity that seemed to drink the very air. The tall post was sheathed in ice, the lamp’s glass casing frosted over. Eira had to chip away the ice with a small mallet, her fingers already numb despite her gloves. As she worked, she felt it—a cold, parasitic pressure against her mind. It was the Witch’s magic, a lingering miasma that sought to drain warmth and memory. It whispered of failure, of the comfort of giving up and letting the cold take her.




“No,” Eira breathed, her voice a plume of mist. She placed her bare palm against the lamp’s central crystal. It was inert, colder than the ice that had encased it. Closing her eyes, she reached inward, past the fear, past the howling wind, searching for the memory of light. She pictured the sun of a midsummer afternoon, the heat baking the stones of the village square, the scent of fresh bread from the baker’s, the sound of children’s laughter. She poured that feeling, that golden, vibrant memory, into the crystal.




For a terrifying second, nothing happened. The cold pressure intensified, fighting her. She pushed harder, her knuckles white, her mind screaming with the effort. Then, a flicker. A tiny, defiant spark bloomed in the heart of the crystal. It grew, pushing outward, a wave of liquid gold that drove the oppressive cold from the lamp. The light blossomed, casting a warm, steady circle of safety around her. The shadows recoiled as if struck.




She moved on, a solitary figure battling the storm, her Familiar a fluid shadow scouting ahead. She relit the lamp by the baker’s, then the one by the weaver’s damaged shed, each victory a monumental effort that left her trembling and drained. With every lamp she restored, the Witch’s presence grew stronger, the resistance more profound. She was moving closer to the source of the power, to the edge of the Witchwood itself.




The final extinguished lamp was the furthest from the village center, marking the path that led toward the forest. It stood beside a colossal, ancient oak, a sentinel whose gnarled branches were so laden with snow they seemed to bow in supplication. Here, the air was thick with a palpable dread. The snow did not swirl; it fell in heavy, silent curtains, muffling the world in a blanket of profound quiet. The very trees seemed to be holding their breath, their collective memory frozen.













