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Chapter 1: The Accusation
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The mud squelched beneath Seraphina Harold's bare feet as she stood frozen in the centre of White Forest Village's grand square, her heart hammering against her ribs like a caged bird desperate for freedom. The executioner's gleeful smile stretched wide across his weathered face, revealing yellow teeth —a result of years of drinking ale and smoking tobacco. His eyes held the sick pleasure of a man who had found his calling in death.

"Red Witch! Confess your dark dealings!" The crowd's voices swelled, a cacophony of hatred and fear that sliced through the cold morning air like sharpened blades. 

Seraphina's fingers twitched at her sides, the familiar tingle of magic igniting inside her like liquid fire. Every instinct screamed for her to leap forward, to unleash the death spell simmering within her, aimed directly at the executioner. Yet she remained frozen, her dark eyes locked on the noose that hung, swaying gently in the breeze, above the wooden platform.

Her mother, Cruscendo Harold, stood tall, her chin raised high despite the rope biting into her flesh. Even in these final moments, she exuded a quiet dignity that had once made her the village's most revered herbalist—before the whispers turned into accusations that echoed through the townsfolk.

"Cruscendo, the herbalist, stands accused of dark magic and the creation of poisons that have brought harm and death to the villagers of White Forest," the magistrate declared, his voice slicing through the tense air with practised authority. "Numerous witnesses claim to have seen her gathering forbidden ingredients and heard her dark incantations in the dead of night. They speak of a trail of victims, their lives snuffed out by her nefarious potions and cursed tongue."

The lies and witnesses were endless. Seraphina knew the truth—her mother had never harmed a soul. The woman who had taught her to tend wounds with gentle hands and brew healing teas was no more capable of murder than the sparrows that nested in their cottage eaves. Today's events were nothing short of a spectacle to frighten others and weave a web of distrust in the village.

Above all of the chaos, a shadow passed across the pale morning sun. Phoenixus circled high overhead, his magnificent wings catching the light like burnished copper. The phoenix's golden eyes found hers despite the distance, and she felt his frustration at the situation echo her own. He could not land, for fear of the villagers' arrows and stones, a majestic bird they linked to witchcraft. So he waited, as she waited, both of them bound by circumstances beyond their control, with no way to help her mother.

Marta Whitmore, the baker's wife, clutched her chest as her voice rose to a piercing shriek, echoing through the air. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her hands flailed wildly. "The animals die suddenly! My chickens—every last one!" Her face twisted, a mask of grief and rage. "And the sickness that took my youngest—it was her potions, I tell you! The Red Witch's curse!"

Around her, the villagers surged forward, anger igniting in their voices, drowning out any respect for Seraphina, who watched from the sidelines. They gestured wildly, faces flushed with outrage. The ominous storms that had ripped through their home, the relentless grip of disease that had claimed half their families, the crops, once golden, now lifeless in the fields—all whispered of doom that they laid at Crescendo's feet. Each ill-fated event festered into a chorus of blame, fuelled by fear and desperation.

But Seraphina knew better. She knew that because she was the one they were after, the Red Witch of legend, the one who carried the power of ancient magic in her blood. Her mother was dying to save her life, taking the blame for powers she had never possessed. Her mother never once denied any of the accusations; in fact, she refused to speak at all.

The executioner's hand hovered over the lever, poised to unleash the doom that awaited below. Seraphina's heart raced, each beat echoing in her ears, as she focused on her mother standing just a few feet away. She could see her lips moving, a whisper barely audible over the murmurs of the crowd—a silent prayer, a lifeline forged in desperation. It was the same prayer her mother recited during those long nights by the bedsides of the dying, the words laced with a sorrow she knew all too well.

Desperation surged within Seraphina, bright and fierce. I cannot let this happen. My mother hasn’t done anything wrong. The thought sliced through the tension, sharp and electric, igniting a spark of resolve deep inside her. 

Without conscious thought, her hands began to move, tracing intricate patterns in the air—symbols steeped in her family's forgotten magic. She felt the chill of ice swirl around her fingers and the whisper of wind dance through her hair. Time seemed to bend, flowing through her veins like a mighty river carrying the weight of her purpose, urging her to seize control of the moment.

"Mother, please forgive me," she whispered, her voice lost in the crowd's bloodthirsty cries.

The magic erupted from her fingertips in a wave of crystalline energy that swept across the square like winter's first breath, touching every man, woman, child and animal in its path. The executioner's hand froze mid-reach towards the lever. The crowd's voices died in their throats, their mouths open in silent screams. Children who had been running and laughing stood like statues, their joy captured in ice.

Even the rope around her mother's neck stopped swaying, becoming as still as carved stone. 

In the sudden, terrible silence that followed, Seraphina stood alone in a world of frozen ice and time, the only moving thing in a tableau of accusation and death. Above her, Phoenixus cried out once—a sound like silver bells in the wind—before he too became still against the pale sky.

Now she had to find a way to prove her mother's innocence. And perhaps, more importantly, she had to find a way to show the villagers that the Red Witch they feared was not the monster of their legends. The Red Witch is far from being the monster their stories portray her to be.

The real question was: how much time did she have before the spell broke, and how much truth could these people bear? But this burden fell on her shoulders, a call she had no choice but to answer and mend a situation before the villagers committed a crime by murdering her innocent mother. 

Seraphina walked through the crowd of frozen villagers, noticing those who had been mid-shout and those who remained quiet, just watching. She reached the platform where Crescendo stood with the rope around her neck. Her silver hair was almost white, looking against the frozen ice encapsulated around her. 

"I will find a way, mother," she whispered, stroking her mother's cold, hard cheek. "I'm sorry I had to use my magic, but I couldn't let them hang you for something you have not done."

She looked around for a second time and noticed her friends weren't among the crowd. The two people who had been her friends since childhood were Elyra and Finnian. She hadn't even trusted them, and she had told them she was the Red Witch. Her mother had warned against telling anyone, and so she hadn't, only now she wished she had. 
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Chapter 2: The Revelation
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The leather satchel of medicinal herbs they'd collected slipped from Elyra Kildred's fingers as she and Finnian Blackwood reached the top of the hill overlooking White Forest Village. The carefully gathered supplies were scattered across the dirt path, forgotten the minute they saw their home.

"By the ancient gods," Finnian breathed, his voice barely a whisper. "What has happened here?"

The village square stretched before them like a scene carved from a nightmare. Hundreds of people, their relatives and friends, stood motionless and frozen as statues, their faces twisted in expressions of rage and bloodlust. Children who had been running were suspended mid-step, their laughter trapped in throats that no longer moved. The executioner's hand hung frozen inches from the lever that would have sealed Cruscendo Harold's fate. The village speaker stood frozen with his lips pressed into a firm line, holding his parchment in his frozen hands. 

"This isn't possible," Elyra whispered, her green eyes wide with disbelief. She took a tentative step forward, then another, as if approaching a wild animal that might spring to life at any moment. "Finn, look at their eyes," she pointed. "They're... they're still aware."

Finnian followed her pointed finger and felt his stomach suddenly lurch. The frozen villagers' eyes tracked their movement, filled with confusion and terror. They were conscious but completely trapped within their own bodies, witnessing, seeing and hearing everything, but unable to speak or move.

"The execution," Finnian said suddenly, his voice cracking. "We're too late. Cruscendo—"

"No, look." Elyra pointed toward the platform where the frozen noose around the Crescendo's neck was still in place, and her feet were firmly on the platform underneath her. "She's still alive, they haven't dropped the platform. But how?"

That's when they heard a scuffle of a shoe, looked over to the left and saw her.

Seraphina stood in the centre of the square like the eye of a storm, the only thing moving in a world of frozen stillness. Her silver hair whipped around her face in a wind that touched nothing else, and her hands... her hands glowed with an ethereal, brilliant light that seemed to pulse with each beat of her heart. She drifted slowly away from the platform, her eyes cast down to the ground.

"Seraphina?" Finnian called out, his voice echoing strangely in the unnatural silence.

She turned toward them, and for a moment, neither of her childhood friends recognised the girl they had grown up with. Her eyes burned with an inner fire they hadn't seen before, and one that seemed ancient and powerful. They felt the power that radiated from her like heat from a forge, making the air around them shimmer and vibrate in response.

"Finn. Elyra." Her voice carried across the square with an otherworldly echo. "You shouldn't be here. Why are you here?" She demanded. "Neither of you saw this entire spectacle or what they were about to do to my mother."

"Sera, what have you done?" Elyra's voice was barely a whisper, but in the silence, it might as well have been a shout. "Seraphina, what exactly are you?"

The question hung in the air like a blade swinging between each of them like a pendulum. Seraphina's expression crumpled, the mask of power slipping to reveal the frightened girl beneath. She couldn't hide it anymore, the past few months of accusations, meetings with the village elders and the final result had taken their toll.

"I'm the one they're looking for," she admitted, her voice breaking. "I'm the Red Witch." For once in her life, she felt the freedom the minute she admitted who and what she is.

Finnian staggered backwards as if she had walked up to him and slapped him. "No. No, that's impossible," he muttered, shaking his head. "You're Seraphina, Sera. You're our friend. You help your mother with the herbs, you laugh at my terrible jokes, you—" he breathed deeply, unable to make any sense of the entire situation.

"I'm a monster," she finished, her hands beginning to shake. The glow around her fingers flickered like a dying flame as she looked down at them, blinking rapidly. "Everything they've accused my mother of, everything that's been happening to our village—it's because of me. Because of what and who I am."

Elyra stepped forward, her healer's instincts overriding her fear of the predicament; her friend needed her, and for the moment, that's all she cared about. "The animals dying, the sickness, the storms—that was you? Why would you do such a thing?"

"No!" Seraphina's denial came out as a sob. "I would never hurt anyone, it's not what the Red Witch does, regardless of the terrible stories and rumours. I've been trying to help and heal, but something's wrong; there's something else at play here that I cannot stop," she breathed in deep, steadied herself before continuing. "Something dark has come to our village, and it's twisting everything I do. It's twisting the people, their minds—can't you see it? The way they turned on my mother, the bloodlust in their eyes? Can't you feel it? I have felt it for a while, but I never thought this would happen."

She gestured to the frozen crowd, and for the first time, Finnian truly looked at their faces. The baker who had given them sweet rolls as children now snarled with inhuman rage and looked more like a savage animal than the gentle-mannered man he was. The village seamstress, who had always been kind and gentle, held a stone grasped tightly in her hand that she had raised to throw, her features contorted and twisted in rage and hate.

"They're not themselves," Seraphina continued, her voice growing stronger with confidence. "Something called Anubis—an overlord of darkness—has spread his influence here. He's corrupting their minds, turning them against each other. And somehow, my powers are connected to it all, but I don't know how or why."

"An overlord?" Finnian's hand moved instinctively to the dagger at his belt as he grasped the handle, ready to fight. "Seraphina, you're talking about legends that have been going around for years. Ridiculous old stories parents use to frighten children into behaving, none of it is real."

"Aren't they?" She raised her hands, and the frozen villagers seemed to press closer, straining against the invisible bonds that held them in place. "Look around you, Finn. Does this look like a children's story? Does this look real enough?"

Elyra moved closer, her face pale but determined. "If what you're saying is true, if this Anubis is real, then what do we do?" How do we stop him? How do we stop something as powerful as this?"

Seraphina's eyes lifted to the sky, where Phoenixus remained suspended in flight, his golden feathers catching the light of the sun. "I have to learn the truth about what I am. And learn about the Red Witch's heritage that flows in my blood," she pulled her cloak around her tightly. "And I have to find the Red Castle."

"The Red Castle?" Finnian's voice was hollow. "Sera, that's a myth," he gasped. "It's just a story from the old books."

"So was the Red Witch," she replied, meeting his gaze with eyes that held depths he had never seen before. "So was magic itself, until you saw me use it," she said, determined to convince him. "The castle is real, Finn. And it's the only place I can find answers. The only place I can learn how to stop Anubis before he destroys everything we've ever known."

The spell around her hands began to waver, and several of the frozen villagers twitched as if awakening from a dream. Seraphina turned and watched several of the villagers slowly move their fingers, and the children slowly moved their legs.

"The magic is weakening," Seraphina said urgently. "I can't hold it much longer. When they wake up, they'll want blood. My mother's blood. And mine."

She looked at her two oldest friends, the people who had shared her childhood and her secrets, except for the greatest secret of all.

"I have to go," she whispered. "I have to find the Red Castle and learn the truth. But I understand if you can't follow me. I understand if you're afraid of what I am. I just hope they leave my mother alone now they know it's me they want."

The first villager began to stir, his eyes blinking in confusion. Then another. And another.

Time is running out. 
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Chapter 3: The Choice
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"They might spare your mother, Sera," Finnian replied. "But if you think your two best friends are going to stand back and let you go on a journey alone, then you are so wrong."

Breathing a sigh of relief, Seraphina ran to them and hugged them. A sudden noise broke their embrace, and as they turned around to face the now fully defrosted villagers, they realised their journey was beginning a lot sooner.

The first villager to fully awaken was Thomas the blacksmith, his massive frame shuddering and shaking as consciousness returned to his frozen limbs. His eyes darted around the square in confusion and fear before settling on Cruscendo Harold, still standing on the platform with the noose around her neck. Then realisation struck and his face turned red in anger.

"Kill the witch!" he bellowed, his voice raw with an inhuman hunger that made Elyra's blood run cold. "She has cursed us all and cursed the lands! Kill her before it's too late."

More villagers began to stir, their movements jerky and unnatural, like marionettes being pulled by invisible strings. The hatred in their eyes was not entirely their own—Elyra could see it now, the way their pupils dilated with an eerie darkness, the way their faces contorted with a malice that seemed to come from somewhere beyond themselves. None of the villagers, people they'd known their entire lives, had ever reacted like this to anyone before.

"Seraphina," Finnian said urgently, his hand closing around her wrist. "We need to go. Now."

But Seraphina pulled away, her gaze fixed firmly on her mother. "I can't leave her. Not like this," she said. "They will kill her for sure."

"You have to," Elyra said, surprising herself with the firmness in her voice. "Look at them, Sera. They're not our neighbours anymore. They're something else. Something twisted. They might keep her alive to trap you, and if they do, there's a chance we can come back once we've found out the truth, and all will be ok."

The crowd was waking faster now as more and more became animated, their voices rising in a cacophony of bloodlust and fury. But their movements were still sluggish, their limbs heavy with the remnants of the freezing spell as they struggled to coordinate their movements.

"The Red Witch lives among us!" shrieked Marta Whitmore, pointing directly at Seraphina with a gnarled finger. "Right there! The Harold girl! She has the devil's fire in her hands!"

The crowd's attention swivelled toward them like a pack of hungry wolves scenting their prey. Seraphina's power flared instinctively, but she was exhausted from maintaining the freezing spell for so long. The golden light around her fingers flickered weakly, and she felt the elements draining away from her.

"I can't do another spell like that," she gasped. "I'm too drained."

Finnian stepped in front of her, his dagger drawn. "Then we run."

"No." Elyra's voice cut through the growing chaos with unexpected authority. "We all go. Together."

Seraphina stared at her friend in amazement. "Elyra, you don't understand what you're saying or what you're getting yourself into," she said. "I know neither of you wants me to go alone, but the Red Castle—it's not just a journey. It's dangerous. And I... I don't know what I might become when I fully embrace this power I have."

"I know exactly what I'm saying." Elyra's green eyes blazed with determination. "You're our friend. You've always been our friend. And if you're right about this, Anubis, then the whole realm is in danger. Not just our village but every village."

"She's right," Finnian said, though his voice trembled slightly. "Besides, you think we'd let you face this alone? After all the scrapes we've gotten into together over the years?"

"This isn't like sneaking into the miller's orchard to steal a bunch of apples," Seraphina protested, even as warmth bloomed in her chest at their loyalty. "This is life and death. This is about powers that could destroy everything and everyone."

"Then we'll face it together," Elyra said simply. "Like we always have. We aren't letting you go alone, Sera."

The crowd was fully awake now, surging toward them with murder and hatred in their eyes. The executioner had abandoned his post to join the mob, his axe gleaming in the morning light as he raised it high in his hands.

"Burn them all!" someone screamed. "Burn the witches and their accomplices!"

"We have to move," Finnian said, grabbing Seraphina's arm. "The spell is broken. They'll tear us apart."

Above them, Phoenixus suddenly came alive, his cry piercing the air like a blade. The great bird dove toward the platform where Cruscendo stood, his talons extended. Seraphina stood transfixed; she couldn't move even if she wanted to. The platform had been dropped, and her mother was fighting for her life, swinging from the rope around her neck.

"No!" Seraphina called out, but it was too late. 

The phoenix's claws closed around the rope, and with a mighty pull, he snapped it in two. Cruscendo dropped to the platform, gasping and clutching her throat, but alive.

"Mother!" Seraphina started to run toward the platform, but Finnian caught her around the waist, swinging her around.

"Look!" he pointed to where Cruscendo was struggling to her feet.

Her mother's eyes found her daughter across the chaotic square. Despite the rope burns on her neck, she mouthed a single word: "Go."

Then she raised her hands, and to everyone's amazement, pale blue light began to emanate from her fingers. Not the raw, elemental power that flowed through Seraphina, but something gentler—a healer's magic that had been hidden for decades. Seraphina was momentarily surprised but then grinned when she realised her mother had harboured her own secret of magic. 

"She has power too," Elyra breathed. "She's been hiding it all this time."

Cruscendo's magic washed over the advancing crowd like a cool breeze. For a moment, the unnatural hatred in their eyes flickered and seemed to falter. Some of them staggered backwards, confusion replacing the rage.

"This is our chance," Cruscendo called out, her voice carrying despite her injured throat. "The spell won't hold them long. Find the Red Castle, my daughter. Learn the truth about our bloodline. Stop this darkness before it consumes everything."

The crowd was already beginning to stir again, the momentary clarity fading as Anubis's influence reasserted itself stronger than before. 

"We go now," Finnian said, his decision made. "All of us."

"I'm with you," Elyra added, shouldering her pack. "Whatever comes and whatever happens."

Seraphina looked at her two dearest friends, then at her mother, who was preparing to hold off an entire village to give them time to escape. The weight of destiny pressed down on her shoulders like a physical thing.

"The Red Castle," she said, her voice steady despite her fear. "We find it together."

Phoenixus swept down from the sky, his wings spread wide as he landed beside them. The great bird's golden eyes met Seraphina's, and she felt his silent question and his confidence sweep through her.

"Yes," she whispered, placing her hand on his feathered neck. "It's time that we go, my friend."

The phoenix let out a cry that echoed across the square, and suddenly the air around them shimmered with heat. Fire danced along Phoenixus's wings, not to burn, but to shield them from the mob's reaching hands, giving them precious time to escape and enabling Crescendo to run into the nearby woods to hide.

"This way!" Finnian shouted, leading them toward the forest path that would take them away from White Forest Village—and toward a destiny none of them could have imagined would ever have happened to them.

Behind them, Phoenixus's magic finally faltered, and the crowd's roar of rage followed them into the woods like a promise of pursuit.

But they were together. Whatever lay ahead, they would face it as they always had, side by side.
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Chapter 4: Into the White Forest
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The ancient trees of the White Forest closed around them like protective arms sheltering them from the crowd, their pale bark gleaming in the dappled sunlight that filtered through the canopy above. Seraphina's legs burned as they ran deeper into the woods, following deer paths that twisted between massive trunks that were older than all of them combined. They followed paths they knew well from childhood, keeping a safe distance between them and the onslaught of villagers behind them.

Behind them, the sounds of pursuit grew fainter with each step—the villagers' shouts, the barking of tracking dogs and the crash of bodies pushing through underbrush. But Seraphina knew they wouldn't give up easily. Anubis's influence ran too deep for that. While the hatred and darkness flowed through their veins, they'd still continue to pursue them and her mother.

"This way," Finnian gasped, veering left toward a stream that bubbled over moss-covered stones. "The water will mask our scent and give us time to put a sizable distance between us. We might have a chance to lose them."

They splashed through the shallow creek, their boots squelching on the muddy banks. Phoenixus flew overhead, his keen eyes scanning for signs of danger, occasionally calling out warnings that only Seraphina could fully understand. The three of them remained on alert, listening to any noise that might indicate the villagers were still chasing them.

"How far to the Red Castle?" Elyra’s voice quivered as she adjusted her healer's pack, its weight jostling against her back while she quickened her pace to keep up.

“I don’t know,” Seraphina gasped, her breaths shallow and ragged, each inhale punctuated by the rhythmic crunch of leaves underfoot. “The old stories never mentioned distances. Just that it lies beyond the Whispering Seaks, where the sun sinks into a pool of red.”

Finnian’s brow furrowed as he scanned the path ahead, his mind gathering the scraps of his knowledge like a cartographer piecing together a map. “The Whispering Seaks are a three-day journey from here,” he murmured, his voice steady despite the uncertainty that hung in the air. “But that’s if we can stick to the main roads. Through the forest, avoiding pursuit...” He let out a frustrated breath, shaking his head slowly. “Could be a week or more. I’m not entirely sure, but either way, we’ve got a long journey ahead of us.” 

They pressed on in silence, their feet finding rhythm on the forest floor carpeted with fallen leaves. The White Forest was aptly named and incredibly beautiful—the bark of its trees was pearl-white, and even the leaves seemed to shimmer with a magical pallor. It was a place where the old magic lived, where the boundary between the mortal world and the realm of spirits was at its thinnest. But no one feared the forest despite the lore surrounding it.

As the afternoon wore on, the sounds of pursuit faded entirely, leaving the three of them grateful but still extremely tired from the hot pursuit they'd endured. Either the villagers had given up the chase, or they had successfully thrown them off the trail; either way, they weren't chasing them anymore. But Seraphina couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. She felt eyes watching her every movement, but as she searched the surrounding area for any signs of life, there weren't any.

"We need to rest," Elyra said finally, leaning heavily against a tree trunk. "I know we want to put distance between us and the village, but we'll collapse if we keep this pace for much longer."

Finnian nodded, his gaze sweeping the landscape until it landed on a small clearing, a natural embrace of earth and stone. "There," he said, pointing to the ring of white stones that suggested a history of travellers resting, their stories absorbed by the ground. "It's defensible, and we can see anyone approaching from all angles."

As they stepped into the clearing, Elyra let her backpack slip from her shoulders and dropped to the ground with an exaggerated sigh. She sprawled out on her back, arms wide as if aiming to embrace the sky. Finnian, however, remained vigilant, his eyes scanning the trees for any signs of movement. At the same time, his hands busily gathered twigs and dry leaves for a fire.

In the fading light, the sun dipped lower, casting a warm glow that blended with the golden and amber colours that brushed the white tree trunks. Phoenixus, ever watchful, settled on a low branch, his head tilting slightly as he listened intently to the whispers of the forest.

"I still can't believe it," Elyra murmured, her eyes fixed on Seraphina, whose fingers danced in the air, coaxing a flickering flame from nothingness. The warmth of the fire began to push back against the evening chill. "All these years, and we never knew."

Finnian chuckled softly, his gaze still on Seraphina’s effortless magic. "If I had known you could summon fire, then I wouldn't have bothered collecting fire materials," he teased, the corner of his mouth lifting in a half-smile, the flicker of the flames reflected in his eyes.

"You didn't ask," she shrugged. "When my mother first saw my magic, she made me promise to keep it secret from everyone. Over the years, I begged and begged for permission to tell you, but she was afraid of everyone," Seraphina replied, her voice heavy with old pain. "She said the world wasn't ready for what I am. That people would fear me, hunt me." She looked up at her friends with haunted eyes. "She was right."

"Not all people," Finnian said firmly. "We're here, aren't we?"

"But for how long?" Seraphina's hands trembled as she fed twigs to the flame. "What happens when you see what I'm truly capable of? When the Red Witch's power fully awakens inside of me? What if I become dangerous?"

"Then we'll face it together," Elyra said, settling beside her friend. "Like we always have. You're far from evil, Sera, and even if you have to learn to control the magic at the beginning, we will still be here."

As darkness fell over the forest, strange sounds began to echo around them from the depths of the woods. Not the familiar calls of owls and nightbirds they were used to hearing, but something else—whispers that seemed to come from the trees themselves as if they'd suddenly sprung to life.

"The forest is alive," Seraphina murmured, her eyes reflecting the firelight. "I can feel it," she said, closing her eyes. "The magic here is old, older than the village, older than the stories of the Red Witch."

"Is it dangerous?" Finnian asked, his hand resting on his sword hilt as he scanned the area around them. "Is there anything we should be afraid of here?"

"I-I don't think so," she squeezed her eyelids together in concentration. "Not to us." Seraphina tilted her head, as if listening to voices they couldn't hear. "It's... curious. The forest spirits want to know what we're doing here, why a Red Witch walks among the white trees and why I'm not in the village protecting the people."

"Can you speak to them?" Elyra asked, fascination overriding her fear.

"Not speak, exactly. But I can feel their presence. It's more like feeling the gentle breeze flowing through you rather than around you," she described. "They're not hostile, though, just... watchful and curious of us." Seraphina's eyes suddenly widened. "Wait," she gasped. "They're trying to tell me something."

She stood abruptly, moving to the edge of the clearing where the shadows seemed deepest and most significant. Her hands began to glow with that familiar golden light, and the whispers in the forest grew louder and louder.

"What is it?" Finnian demanded, rising to his feet.

"Danger," Seraphina said, her voice tight with concentration. "Not from the forest, but from beyond the forest. The spirits are warning us to keep us safe." She turned back to her friends, her face pale in the firelight. "Anubis knows we've escaped and is taking his revenge. He's sending something after us. Something that isn't human, and the spirits are restless because of what he released."

As if summoned by her words, a howl echoed through the night, long, mournful, and filled with an ancient hunger that made their blood run cold. It was answered by another, and another, until the forest seemed to fill with the sound of a hunting pack.

"By the ancients, shadow wolves," Seraphina whispered, her face draining of colour. "Creatures of the dark realm, bound to Anubis's will. They can track us across any distance, through any terrain."

"How many?" Finnian asked, drawing his sword. "I'm sure we can handle them."

Seraphine shook her head. "Too many," she replied, her power flaring brighter as she prepared herself to defend them. "And they're impossibly fast. Much faster than we are."

The howls were getting closer, and through the trees, they could see pairs of red eyes flickering in the darkness. The shadow wolves moved like liquid night, their forms barely visible to anyone until they chose to be seen.

"We can't outrun them," Elyra said, her voice remarkably steady. "So we have to fight."

"No," Seraphina said, her eyes blazing with determination. "I fight. You two need to get to safety."

"Like hell," Finnian growled. "We're not leaving you to face only the ancients know how many shadow wolves."

"This isn't a debate!" Seraphina snapped. Her power erupted to life around her, turning the clearing as bright as day. "These creatures are here because of me. Because of what I am. I won't let you die for my curse, and neither can I let you die knowing I can defend you."

The first shadow wolf stepped into the clearing, its massive form rippling with dark energy. It was twice the size of any natural wolf, with fangs that gleamed like obsidian and eyes that burned with hellfire.

"I am Seraphina Harold," she said, her voice carrying a power that made the air tremble. "Daughter of Cruscendo, inheritor of the Red Witch bloodline, and I hold the power to destroy you. And I will not let darkness claim my friends, family or me."

The wolf snarled, and behind it, more shapes emerged slowly from the forest, all of them frothing at the mouth and dribbling drool as they approached. They were surrounded, with nowhere to run and no hope of conventional escape.

But as Seraphina raised her hands, preparing to release the powers she had never thoroughly tested, Phoenixus suddenly cried out from above to capture their attention. The great bird's voice carried a note of triumph, and following his call came an unexpected sound—the thunder of hoofbeats.

"Riders," Finnian breathed. "Someone's coming, but who?"

The question was: friend or foe? And would they arrive in time to make a difference?

The shadow wolves tensed, preparing themselves to spring, and Seraphina's power reached its peak, fully activated and waiting for the final release. Whatever happened next would determine not just their survival, but the fate of their quest to reach the Red Castle.

The real battle was about to begin.
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Chapter 5: The Guardians of the Forest


[image: ]





The ground trembled beneath their feet as the unknown riders burst through the treeline, their mounts' hooves striking sparks from the forest floor. But these were no ordinary horses—their coats shimmered with an ethereal light, and their eyes glowed with the same pearl-white luminescence as the forest. They arrived like a royal army in all their glowing grandeur.

"Forest Guardians," Seraphina shook her head, amazed, recognising them from the oldest stories her mother had told her. "I thought they were just another legend, I never even guessed they'd be real."

"She has silver hair like you do, Sera," Elyra whispered, staring at the riders.

The lead rider was a woman with silver hair that flowed like liquid moonlight, her armour crafted from what appeared to be living wood and polished bone. She carried a spear that vibrated around them with ancient power. Her mount—a magnificent stallion whose coat seemed to be made of shimmering starlight—reared as she pulled it to a stop at the edge of the clearing.

"Stand down, creatures of shadow," she commanded, her voice carrying the authority of centuries. "You dare to trespass in the sacred groves."

The shadow wolves turned toward this new threat, their red eyes blazing with increased fury as they snarled and growled at the newcomers. The largest of them, the pack leader, let out a growl that sounded like grinding stone and seemed to echo for miles around them.

"We hunt by The Shadow Lord's command and we obey his word," it spoke, its voice a horrible rasping whisper. "The Red Witch cannot be allowed to reach the castle. Stand aside, tree-singer, or face the wrath of Anubis himself."

The Guardian's laugh was like silver bells in the wind. "Anubis." She spat the name as if it tasted foul. "That upstart dabbler in corruption and darkness thinks his shadow-spawn can threaten the White Forest? He has forgotten the old treaties."

More Guardians slowly emerged from the forest, surrounding the clearing. There were a dozen of them, all mounted on the spectral horses, and all bearing weapons that seemed to be carved from the heart of the forest but gleamed and vibrated with unspent magic and energy.

"The Red Witch travels under our protection," the lead Guardian continued, her spear point levelled at the pack leader. "As is her right by blood and birthright. You will return to your master and tell him that the ancient ways still hold power, and we will not hesitate to use them."

"There are more of us coming," the shadow wolf snarled. "Hundreds more. You cannot protect her forever; we will get to her eventually."

"Perhaps not," the Guardian said with a cold smile. "But we can protect her long enough."

The battle erupted without warning. The shadow wolves lunged forward with supernatural speed, but the Guardians were ready for the attack. Their spears blazed with white fire as they struck, and wherever the weapons touched shadow-flesh, the creatures dissolved into wisps of dark smoke that evaporated in the air.

Seraphina watched in awe as the Guardians fought with fluid grace, their mounts moving as if they were extensions of their riders' will and thoughts. But she could see that despite their skill, they were severely outnumbered. More shadow wolves poured into the clearing, the numbers tripling in less than a few minutes. They came from all directions, and the Guardians' circle was beginning to tighten.

"I have to help them," she said as she raised her hands, her power flaring around her body, coming to life.

"No," Finnian grabbed her arm, pulling her away. "You're exhausted, and you cannot do anything. That freezing spell back in the village nearly killed you."

"Then what do you suggest?" Seraphina demanded. "Let them die for us?"

"We run," Elyra said suddenly. "That's what they want us to do. They're buying us time to escape, that's what they meant, Sera."

As if she had heard, the lead Guardian called out without taking her eyes off the wolves. "The girl speaks the truth! Go, Red Witch! Follow the silver stream north until you reach the Ringing Stones. From there, the path to the Whispering Seaks will be clear."

"What about you?" Seraphina shouted back. "I can't just leave you all here to fight like this."

"We are Guardians," the woman replied, her spear piercing another shadow wolf. "This is what we do. Now go!"

Phoenixus swooped down, his cry urgent. The great bird's meaning was clear—they had to leave now, while the Guardians still held the shadow wolves at bay. Seraphina stared at the battle in front of her, Elyra and Finnian tugged her cloak as they prepared to run.

"Come on," Finnian said, grabbing their packs. "We can't let their sacrifice be in vain."
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