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Flames crept low across the roots of Sylvalis, slow as breath.
The Queen knelt among them, palms pressed to soil still pulsing with life.
Every beat of the ground answered her touch — steady, aching, afraid to stop.
Smoke clung to her hair. It smelled of sap and salt and endings.
The tree before her was older than kingdoms. Its bark split open in a thin wound of light.
Gold seeped through, then deepened to green. The light ran up her arm and caught at her throat.
She didn’t pull away.
“Be still,” she whispered to the trembling air. “The earth forgives those who listen.”

Behind her, a small voice: “Mama?”

The boy stood barefoot in the ash, his eyes bright as new leaves after rain.
He shouldn’t have been awake to see the world ending.
But the forest had called him. It wanted him to remember.
She turned. For a moment, even the wind stopped. The Verdancy waited —
that vast, living river under soil and stone —
to hear whether its queen would keep its heart or give it away.
“You must remember,” she told the child. “The earth is not cruel. It only keeps what we forget to love.”

He stepped closer, small hands trembling. “Will it hurt?”

“Yes,” she said. “Everything worth keeping does.”

Roots stirred around them, restless. The hollow tree groaned as the Song of Life reached its last verse.
She gathered him into her arms and felt his heartbeat answer hers, weak but true.
The light beneath the roots brightened, turning the air to liquid gold.
“When the world goes silent,” she breathed against his hair, “you must be its sound.”

The light rose through her spine and opened her mouth. For one heartbeat, her voice and the forest’s voice were one — a single tone that shook the stars beneath the soil.
Then the glow folded inward.
Heat turned to silence.
The roots shuddered once and grew still.
When the boy lifted his head, there was no body, only a hollow tree rimmed in green fire.
The air trembled with her voice — not gone, only changed — whispering through leaves and breath.
He reached out and touched the bark. It was warm, like skin still remembering a heartbeat.
The sound beneath his feet began again, slow, enormous.
He didn’t cry. The forest was already crying for him.
Dew fell from the branches, heavy as tears, and the soil pulsed with the rhythm of her name.
Far above, dawn tried to rise but found the sky full of smoke.
Still, in the dim light, the roots beneath the boy’s hands began to glow —
as if the world had chosen him to carry what she left behind.
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Chapter 1: The Crimson Dawn
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Before dawn, the forest held its breath.

Mist hung low among the roots of Sylvalis, turning the gray light copper. The air was damp, warm as breath, and every leaf trembled though there was no wind. Beneath the canopy, where no bird dared sing, Queen Lirien knelt before a hollow in the earth. Her palms pressed to the soil; the pulse beneath her fingers answered like a heart half asleep.

The ritual had no words. Only soundless rhythm—root against root, heartbeat against ground. Auren stood behind her, small and still, his toes buried in moss. The light on his skin flickered green, the same shade as his mother’s veins when she whispered to the world.

He did not know this was farewell.

The Queen exhaled once, and the forest bent toward her. Branches bowed. Sap shimmered. Even the stones seemed to wait. Then the air shivered—a sound like something tearing softly apart.

A figure stepped from the gray, the scent of iron cutting through soil and resin.

“Father?” Auren’s voice was no louder than a leaf falling. The man turned, but the eyes were wrong—not green, not kind, but hollow light, reflecting nothing. His smile belonged to someone else.

The Warlock had found them.

The forest recoiled, leaves turning their faces away. Lirien rose, hair damp with dew, light flickering at her temples. “You should not be here,” she said, but the wind swallowed her words.

Steel sang.

The sound did not fit this forest—too hard, too human. The blade crossed the ritual circle, breaking the roots drawn in blood and sap. Sparks of green flared, then dimmed beneath red.

Auren blinked. Time faltered. The Warlock’s body moved like a puppet—the father’s face strained beneath unseen strings. The sword thrust once. Lirien gasped. Light burst from her chest, gold tangled with green. The air filled with the scent of wet earth and blood.

He saw the world shatter in color.

Her hands stayed on the ground even as she fell. Roots crawled up her arms, eager and desperate. They took her into the soil as if to hide her from pain. Her breath became the hum beneath the forest floor.

Auren stumbled forward. His knees struck mud. He reached for her, fingers brushing the roots that pulsed with her heartbeat. They were warm.

“Mother—”

No answer. Only the thrum beneath the ground, steady, growing louder until it matched his own pulse. He pressed both hands to the soil. The vibration climbed through his skin, through bone, into blood. It hurt. It felt alive.

The Warlock watched. The false eyes flickered. Then he turned away, leaving the boy and the dying forest behind.

Silence returned, thick and wet.

Auren did not cry. He could not. His chest was too tight, his ears full of the world’s heartbeat. Every time he breathed, the ground answered. When his fingers bled from clutching the soil, the roots stirred and glowed faintly, green veins spreading like breath through mud.

He felt something move inside him—a tremor, not of fear but of recognition.

The earth knows my name.

He tore his hands away, stumbled back, but the pulse followed, beneath his feet, beneath his ribs. The trees leaned closer, whispering in a language without words. Auren covered his ears, but the sound came from within.

Blood and dirt. Breath and root.

He looked once more at the hollow where his mother had been. The soil was smooth now, save for a single leaf, wet and red, fluttering though there was no wind.

He picked it up.

The leaf beat once, faintly—as if it remembered her heart.

And the world answered, deep and low, a heartbeat vast enough to swallow the dawn.

The forest did not give him the sun.

Cloud kept dawn thin and old. Frogs held their voices in their throats. Somewhere far off, a fox stepped on dry leaves and then stood still, listening the same way he did. The soil pressed its slow music into his bones until standing felt like wearing a too-heavy coat.

He wiped his hands on moss. The smear stayed dark and wet. When he lifted his fingers to his face, the smell of iron and sap crowded his breath, thick as a warm night.

Rootlines, still bright where the blade had cut, crawled back toward each other across the ground.

He crawled closer to the circle. The broken lines met, missed, tried again. They made a sound like teeth finding a cup rim in the dark—soft, careful, stubborn. The hollow that had swallowed his mother looked innocent now, a shallow dip in the earth ringed with fern. But when his shadow crossed it, a low thrum rose, as if something beneath turned its head.

Auren pulled back.

A drift of green light pulsed once under the mud, as if the forest were blinking. Dew rolled from a blade of grass to the leaf in his hand. The leaf drank it, red deepening, the vein down the center beating so slowly he might have imagined it if not for the way the ground agreed.

He knew the shape of his father’s hand. He knew the sound of boots on roots. The man who had stood there wore the same boots. The voice he had carried into Auren’s cradle had not come with him today. The memory hurt the boy behind the eyes, a pressure that tried to be tears. He swallowed it until it turned into heat in his throat.

The cut on his fingertip opened again when he curled the leaf. A single bead of blood gathered, round and bright, and fell.

It struck the soil with no sound.

The earth sighed.

A pulse rose from deep below, slow and heavy as a sleeping animal rolling in its den. It came up through his knees, up the inside of his thighs, into the hinge of his hips, and lodged beneath his ribs. He pressed his palm down to catch the second beat and found it before it arrived. The moment it met his skin, heat flared along his forearm—thin lines under his flesh, lines that did not hurt but insisted.

Roots, he thought without the word.

He jerked his hand away. The lines dimmed but did not vanish. He held the leaf up to the gray light. It was no longer the color of simple blood. It had turned the old red of crushed berries, of autumn, of things that tasted sweet and made you sick if you ate too much.

Something moved beside him.

A beetle pushed from the mud and froze when his shadow touched it. Its shell mirrored the forest in a dull way: green in one angle, brown in another, a hint of copper where dew clung. It lifted one leg, hesitated, then continued on its private road, carrying a crumb the size of its head. Around it, the surface of the soil swelled and sank, shallow breaths of a thing too large to see.

Auren set the leaf where his mother’s hands had pressed. The ground accepted it without sound. When he lifted his fingers away, fine hair-roots rose to taste the air and found the salt he left. They writhed toward him, tiny and blind.

He flinched and scooted back, heels slipping. Mud took his weight with a sucking sound. The forest’s breath grew louder for a few beats, then eased again, like a patient thing choosing not to wake fully.

Far off, the first bird broke and then swallowed its song.

He stood. His legs shook, thin as young trees in wind. The air had cooled a little; the damp on his neck felt like someone’s long exhale. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and tasted iron again.

“Mother?” he said to the ground.

The thrum did not answer with words. It deepened, and in that deepening something small in him settled. He did not understand the settling. The lack of understanding made him angry. He pressed his heel to the earth as if to step on the sound and stop it.

It came up around his foot, gentle and unstoppable.

He staggered from the hollow and listened. The Warlock had walked here with his father’s stride. There should have been broken ferns, dragged roots, the sharp oil-smell of metal where the sword cut air. There was the iron, yes, thin and bright, a taste at the back of his tongue. But the ground had already begun to knit itself. The track of the boots blurred at its edges, softened by the slow push of new sprouts.

He followed anyway.

Two steps. Three. The pulse stayed with him, patient. Then the pattern of roots changed under his feet. He knew the old paths, the friendly lines that held when he ran. This was new: a mesh, a weave, as if the forest had laid a net to catch him.

He could not tell if it meant to hold him safe or keep him from seeing something he could not mend.

His breath hitched. The pulse answered with a double-beat that made him dizzy. He put a hand on a trunk to steady himself. Bark pressed its ridges into his palm, damp and warm.

Heat spread from his hand into the tree. It was not fire. It was not pain. It was the feeling of blood remembering where to go when a limb falls asleep and wakes. The tree drank, and he felt it drink. He pulled away in fright; threads of green light stretched from his skin to the bark and snapped without sound, leaving a tingling itch.

He didn’t like it. He wanted his mother’s voice to explain why the world had become a mouth.

A shape in the mist—tall, thin, unmoving—made him stop. For a breath he thought the Warlock had not left at all. But the shape was a standing stone wrapped in ivy. Dew made its face shine like a dull mirror. His small reflection peered back: hair matted, cheek smeared with mud, pupils wide. He looked wrong. He looked like the night animals that hid in hedges and never let the day see their whole bodies at once.

He ran back to the circle.

The hollow had settled further. Where the sword had pierced the ritual lines, new roots grew, pale as knuckles, reaching for purchase. The leaf he had placed no longer lay on the surface. It was half-gone, its edges already threaded by the fine white filaments that eat and make and eat again.

He knelt until his knees found the same cold patches as before. The thrum rose to meet him as if the forest had learned his weight.

“I’m here,” he said, and felt foolish for saying it, and said it again because the soil felt less cold when he said it.

A strand thicker than the rest lifted from the mud and touched the cut on his finger.

His skin sparked. Not pain. Not comfort. An instruction.

He let the root taste him.

Warmth ran up his arm, into the soft place where the arm meets the chest, into his throat. The world grew brighter without light. The smell of wet earth shifted from simple dirt to a dozen separate smells he had never noticed: sweet rot, clean clay, resin that stung the nose like nettles, the animal breath of mushrooms, the faint smoke from last winter’s branchfall.

He could hear more now. The hush had changed from emptiness to layers. Mud moving where worms turned. The creak of a small root colliding with a buried stone and sliding along it until it found a seam. Water far below, working a hollow through old clay. Everything slow. Everything patient. Everything full of decision.

His mother’s last breath was in it, spread thin and wide.

He bent until his forehead touched the ground.

The first true wordless understanding arrived then, not in speech, not in any thought he could have broken into the names he knew. It hit where breath happens. It opened and kept opening.

He made a sound. Not a cry. Not a song. The sound a child makes when the body recognizes something older than fear.

Auren had held his mother’s hair once while she laughed, and it had smelled like rain. The earth smelled like that now. His teeth stopped chattering. His shoulders fell. The shiver in his legs quieted.

The Warlock had called iron into a place that does not like iron. The wound in the circle ached with an ache he could count. With every count, new growth crawled to seal it.

He touched the broken line with the leaf-stained finger and drew a mark where the circle should have been whole.

The roots accepted the correction. They rose and braided themselves where he had guided, then sank again, as if embarrassed to be seen mending.

Auren did not know the ritual. He drew what felt right. Three short lines, one long, three short. Short–long–short. The pattern he had listened to in his mother’s chest when she held him against her in storms.

When he finished, the forest exhaled. Mist lifted an inch from the ground as if a hand had passed beneath it.

From the trees’ edge came a sound he knew: his father’s whistle, the soft two-note call he used when he came home hands full of berries. The notes skated over the ground and cracked, thin as ice under a too-heavy step.

He stood fast. The whistle came again, farther now, then stopped.

He did not run to it.

He did not know how to go anywhere without stepping on the sound that now lived under his feet. He feared breaking it. He feared what it would make of him if he didn’t.

He sat.

Time thinned. He watched light try to be morning and fail. Gray stayed gray. The copper in the mist cooled toward tin. He counted breaths until counting bored him, then he counted the moments between the ground’s beats and his own and tried to trick them into happening together.

On the seventh try, they did.

The two pulses met and held. The world paused in a way that tasted like holding the last sweetness of a berry on your tongue without swallowing. The pause gave him a glimpse of something—his mother’s face not as it was when she died, but younger, the line between her brows uncreased, eyes full and clear. She lifted her hand to him the way she had when he first stood on his own, not to lead, not to save, only to show that she believed he could move through the air without falling.

The pause ended. He landed in his body again, small and dirt-wet and shaking.

He laughed once, short, surprised by the warm bubble in his chest, and then the laugh turned into a cough. Mud flecked his lips. He wiped it with the heel of his hand.

A small root had wrapped his wrist while he drifted. He stared at it. It did not dig. It did not tighten. It lay there as a bracelet might, cool and slightly sticky. When he raised his arm, it raised with him, unwilling to let go. He eased a finger under it and pried. It released with the softest sound, like someone letting go of a breath held too long.

He placed it back on the soil. It slid away, content.

He tried to remember the exact angle of the sword.

The blade had been fast; the gasp afterward had been slow. He could still see the wrong eyes above the right mouth. He could still feel the way the world had stepped forward to meet the wound, not as a person might, with panic, but as a forest does—making use of fallen things.

He wanted fire to come and clean the smell.

Only damp air and old ash from last year answered.

A leaf fell from a branch above and landed on his shoulder, cold and wet. He flinched. The simple touch called him back into the smallness of his body. He stood again too quickly and the edges of his vision went black. He steadied himself with a hand on the ground; the earth steadied him back.

When he blinked the dark away, there were tracks in the moss that had not been there before—light, almost nothing, a brushed pattern more than a pressed mark. As if someone had walked on the air just above the ground and their shadow had signed the place beneath.

He crouched and put two fingers to the faint line.

Not a hoof. Not his father’s boot. Toes blunt as stones, a heel narrow as a branch. He did not know it. The forest knew it. The beat under his skin changed again, a respectful caution.

He turned his head toward the thicker trees where the track aimed. The mist closed the distance like cloth drawn over a sleeping face.

He did not go in.

A drop fell from his hair to the circle line he had mended. The root-glow answered the drop with a shiver. He traced the new seam once more with his nail and watched the fine silt settle. He thought of sleeping. He thought of staying and letting the ground carry his breath for him.

The whistle came again, a ghost, then died.

His mother had told him: if you are lost, listen for breath. Breath will tell you what is alive. He listened.

His breath: quick, thin at the top, catching on edges.

The forest’s: steady, heavy in the low places, faint and high in the canopy where mist thinned.

Something else moved breath through broken ribs somewhere to the east—an animal, not dying, only sleeping too close to pain.

Iron stayed in the west.

He faced east and then didn’t move. He was seven. The world under him had just put its mouth to his skin. He did not know how far any step would carry him now that the ground answered.

He lowered himself to sit once more and tucked his feet under him the way his mother liked so knees and ankles would learn patience. He put his hands on his thighs. He lifted his chin the way she had taught when asking the trees for quiet.

“Thank you,” he said into the soil.

The ground’s answer rose not louder but nearer. It filled the small shell of his chest until the tight place loosened. The tight place did not leave. It softened.

He waited.

Light finally changed. Not much. Enough to give the bark more shape and the moss more shades. A fly stitched a short line in the air before him, then unstitched it. The rootring took on the color of old coins. He touched the cut in his finger and found that it had closed without crust.

When he stood again, he did not sway.

The first step he chose, he chose slowly. He set his heel down on a patch of ground where the beat felt strong. He let the beat rise into the bones in his leg and then moved his weight forward. His foot sank a finger’s depth and then lifted clean. The soil held no grudge for being pressed.

He left the circle in small circles, widening, then came back with smaller steps until he could stand where he had begun and feel that he had been gone and returned.

On his second circuit outward, he found the sword-mark in a fern frond. A kiss of brown along a green edge. He brushed it with his finger and the frond curled, embarrassed. He whispered apology and the fern uncurled slowly, forgiving what was not his to forgive.

He smiled. It hurt his face. He did it anyway.

Near the third ring of trees he found the thing that had made the brushed tracks: a shape low to the ground, stone-colored, with eyes the color of wet bark. It watched him without moving. He watched it back. The ground between them filled with steady breath. The animal’s chest rose once, twice. It decided he was nothing to eat and turned into the mist without noise. Where it had stood, a shallow dent remained that filled with water as he looked.

He returned again to the hollow.

Nothing rose from it. Nothing more sank. A single thread of light ran under the surface and then went dark, like a worm seeking a new seam. He placed his hand over it one last time.

Heat met his palm. Behind the heat, a slow promise.

His name moved under his hand, syllable by syllable, as if the earth itself were learning how to say it.

“Au—ren.”

He did not correct its shape. He let it find him.

The forest held its breath, then gave it back to him.

He breathed with it.

And the ground, patient and near, breathed back.
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Chapter 2: The Queen’s Last Song
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The iron slid out of her chest with a sigh.

Lirien knelt where she had fallen, the soil opening beneath her like a slow breath. Warmth left her body in ripples; every heartbeat sent threads of gold through the roots beneath her palms. The forest had gone still, listening.

Her son’s cry did not reach her ears. Only the world’s pulse did—the deep throb of Verdancy waiting to be told what to remember.

She pressed her hands harder into the soil.

A low hum began in her throat, no louder than wind through hollow bark. The sound spread through her ribs, across her shoulders, down into the earth. Sap answered. Leaves trembled. A circle of light widened around her knees, turning the mist green-gold.

The Song of Roots had no language. It was breath drawn through the spine, turned into rhythm, then given back. Each note fell heavy as resin and sank through the floor of the forest toward the sleeping Heartroot.

Warm blood trickled from her collarbone, dark as sap. She felt it slide between her fingers into the dirt—a slow joining. The pulse below caught it, matched it, welcomed it.

The air smelled of resin burning.

She lifted her face. The Warlock still stood beyond the veil of smoke, the father’s body holding him up like a cruel frame. His sword dripped red and green light. He did not move, only watched her. The eyes behind her husband’s eyes were flat as iron.

She met them once. Then never again.

Her gaze found the child instead. Auren—small, barefoot, face streaked with earth. The light on him flickered like breath through leaves. He was not crying now. His hands were on the ground. She saw the rhythm of her own heart reflected in his shoulders.

Good.

The Warlock stepped closer, steel whispering through grass. The temperature changed—a cold too sharp for the green world. Lirien felt it bite the edge of her light, but she did not stop. Her song deepened, the tone vibrating between ribs and roots.

The forest answered.

Runnels of light crawled outward from her knees, veins of gold dividing the ground. Moss burned, not in flame but in color. Every root it touched awoke. The air thickened with pollen, glowing dust drifting like slow rain. Her body shook with the sound that was not hers alone anymore.

The Song of Roots turned into many voices.

The Warlock lifted his blade, uncertain now. The light made his shadow stutter. He spoke, a word of breaking—but Verdancy drowned it, swallowing the command before it reached her.

She did not look at him again.

She looked at her son.

Her lips parted, but no word formed. Words were too small. She let the forest speak through her mouth—a sound half hum, half heartbeat. The tone wrapped the boy, brushed his skin, entered him the way warmth enters water.

Auren’s eyes widened. He reached toward her but stopped, hands trembling. She felt the moment his pulse aligned with hers. The roots knew it too; they tightened beneath him, drawing his name into their slow language.

Light thickened. Her vision swam in gold.

Every exhale tasted of soil and iron. Her body felt larger, less hers. The roots took her wrists first, gentle as vines seeking sun. They slid under her skin, followed the rivers of her veins, and found her heart.

She opened it for them.

The hum became a tone so low the air wavered. Trees leaned inward, branches shedding dew like tears. The world’s rhythm shifted—a new pattern forming, slower, steadier, meant for a smaller body to bear.

She gave it to him.

The Warlock shouted. The blade swung once, struck the light, and rang as if hitting stone. Sparks burst, silver against green. His borrowed hand smoked. He stepped back, teeth bared, and vanished into shadow.

Her song did not pause.

It could not. Once begun, the Root Song must reach the Heartroot or all would unravel. She followed it down, voice thinned to thread, spine curved to meet the earth’s shape. Her hair spilled forward, dark and heavy with sap. Each strand carried the smell of burned resin and rain.

The ground opened to take her. Beneath her, warmth pulsed—ancient, slow, forgiving.

She whispered the last tone directly into it.

The light beneath her hands flared white-green, then dimmed to ember. The hum in her chest fell from sound into vibration, then into nothing the ear could catch. She exhaled. Her mouth filled with the taste of clay and sap.

The forest breathed in.

Roots moved. They rose from the soil around her arms, up her shoulders, over her throat. Each was fine as thread, shining where her blood touched. They wove without haste, sealing her into the ground. The warmth in her veins answered their rhythm once, twice, then rested.

She felt the last beat not as pain, but as passing.

Auren’s heartbeat took over.

The roots paused, listening. Then they pulsed again—his pulse—echoing through the network beneath Sylvalis. The forest had learned a new rhythm: the sound of a child still alive.

Lirien’s eyes stayed open long enough to see the gold fade to green. Dew gathered on her lashes. Her reflection lingered on the blade lying beside her, a flicker of light, then nothing.

In the silence that followed, the forest began to sing back.

The tone was faint at first, a breath through hollow stems. Then stronger, deeper, until every root, every leaf, carried it. Birds stirred in nests. Sap flowed faster. The wound in the ground closed without scar.

Her name fell away. The world spoke her in another language.

The Heartroot, far below, accepted the offering. The soil around it flushed gold. Through the veins of Verdancy, a single new name joined the old songs.

Auren.

The Queen’s last song faded, but did not end.

It continued in the hush between heartbeats, in the low hum of roots drinking light, in the warmth of soil beneath a child’s hands.

And when the dawn finally reached the forest floor, it found no blood—only the sound of the earth breathing, steady and alive.

The forest did not understand silence yet. It trembled where her song had gone. Every leaf leaned, hungry for what had vanished. A single thread of voice lingered between the branches like perfume after flame.

Lirien’s body remained half above ground, half taken. Her hair spread through the soil in black streams, glinting with pollen. The skin of her fingers had turned translucent; beneath it, small veins glowed faintly, still echoing the rhythm she had given away.

The roots were careful with her. They had never buried a queen before.

In the far dark where the Heartroot slept, the song found its chamber. It spiraled down in light, slower than thought, warmer than sun. Around it, the ancient veins shifted. They remembered her. They accepted her.

And the child—her child—burned faintly against the edge of her awareness. The new rhythm reached down, soft as the touch of a seed splitting open. She felt the difference between his heartbeat and hers, the uneven youth of it, and smiled in the way light smiles through water.

For a moment the world seemed to stop, as if listening for her to continue. She almost did. The breath to shape another note rested under her tongue. But the forest had learned the melody. Her breath was no longer needed.

The Warlock’s scent lingered—iron, old blood, the faint copper crackle of wrong magic. His presence pressed against the boundary of the grove. The forest’s hum thickened, a growl beneath the roots. He dared not step back into the circle. Even he knew the cost of crossing a song once it reached the ground.

Lirien’s body, emptied of voice, swayed slightly with the pull of sap. Her chest moved once, twice, in echo, and then stopped fighting air. The roots accepted what they held. The glow spread outward, tracing the spiral pattern of her ritual with calm precision.

In the canopy, light began to change. The false dawn softened. A warmer tone—green through gold—slid between leaves. Dew shimmered. The smell of burned resin thinned to sweetness. The forest inhaled.

A slow wind ran through the hollow, carrying fragments of her last tone. They scattered like soft sparks, catching on bark, on moss, on the boy’s hair where he knelt not far away. The glow touched him and held.

Auren lifted his head. For him, the air was full of her—her hum, her warmth, the shape of her laughter folded into leaf and breath. The world beneath him spoke in low rhythm, repeating his name as if trying to teach itself the sound.

He pressed his hands to the ground. Somewhere deep, the Queen heard him.

The forest, through her, answered with the slow sigh of roots shifting deeper. The balance restored itself by degrees, like sleep settling into a body after grief.

The Warlock vanished into his own shadow. The iron taste of his spell drifted behind him, caught in branches that would not release it easily. Birds would not sing here for many nights.

But life began anyway.

In the soil near Lirien’s arm, a small seed cracked. Its sprout was red-veined, trembling with light. It curled upward, found a thread of her blood, and drank.

The Queen felt that too—the first drink, the acceptance of her offering. The warmth climbed back through her veins, not as her own but as promise. Her body loosened. The cold no longer bit. She existed in the movement of the sprout, in the echo of her song beneath the world.

Far below, the Heartroot glowed. It had taken her memory, her voice, and her mercy, and made of them a single word: survive.

The forest repeated it in a thousand ways—through rustle, through sap, through the turning of dew to light.

If she could have spoken again, she would have said: remember love even when it burns.

But she had no need. The world was already humming it.

A bird landed near her shoulder, wings trembling from the new dawn’s chill. It tilted its head, blinked, and began to sing a thin line of melody that matched the rhythm beneath the ground. The song was rough, small, alive. It threaded through the hollow and disappeared into mist.

The forest listened. Then it joined.

Leaves quivered in time. Roots shifted. The hum grew richer, layered—earth, air, sap, and something like heartbeat. A slow chorus born from one voice.

Lirien’s last light faded from her body, sinking into the soil completely. The moss grew over her knees. The air smelled of morning after rain. In the space where a queen had knelt, the ground gleamed with faint gold as if sunlight had remembered her.

The boy’s breath joined the forest’s.

And the Heartroot, deep and unseen, beat once—heavy, full, awake.

The Queen’s song was finished in words, but the melody went on through every living thing that would ever call her name in silence.

When the real dawn came, it found the grove unbroken and whole, its wounds closed, its air trembling with quiet gold.

The forest had learned to sing.
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Chapter 3: The Blood in the Roots
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Smoke thinned and left the grove damp.

Auren crawled on knees and palms, moss slick under his fingers. The ground held warmth like a mouth. The light stayed low and green, the kind that turns skin to leaf.

His mother’s shadow lay where the roots had closed.

Dark roots had grown from the cut earth—thick where they rose, fine where they searched. They rubbed one another and made a sound like fabric breathing. Dew clung to them. Sap seeped along their skin in slow beads that tasted of iron when the air moved over his lips.

He placed a hand on the soil.

The answer came from below, a small echo against his palm—one beat, then one more, close enough to count. He pressed harder. The hum rose to meet him, steadier now than before, as if the world had slept and woken different.

His breath hitched.

The roots rubbed again. The sound went through his teeth. It scraped in a way that asked for his hands.

He gave them.

Fingers curled around the nearest root, rough as bark on the outside, soft where it had split. It resisted, then yielded a thumb’s width. When he pulled, the fibers sang, a low cry, not pain, something like apology. He pulled again. The root tightened where it entered the earth and looped back around his wrist.

He froze.

The loop did not bite. It held, gentle in its weight, and trembled when he breathed. He stilled his chest. The tremble stilled. He breathed in again without meaning to. The loop answered, a faint shiver on his skin.

Auren eased his wrist free.

The root dragged over the back of his hand, leaving a wet track that warmed as it dried. He reached past it toward the place where her hair had gone under. The smell there was thicker—blood with soil, sweet rot under clean clay. He pressed both palms to that patch and felt the ground push back, steady as the tide of sleep.

He didn’t call to her. The world held the sound already.

Behind him, morning widened and failed to brighten. Mist walked between trunks and left the leaves shining. A spider crossed his bare foot, light as breath. He didn’t move. The web it trailed caught on the root beside him and hung, a single line with dew like small glass seeds.

He gripped the root again and pulled.

This time it rose enough to show the pale fibers beneath. They writhed for a heartbeat, then found one another and braided shut where he had opened them. He tried again from another angle. The same: lift, cry, close. As if the forest had agreed to no longer let go.

His chest pinched.

He crawled until his knees sank where the earth had been softest before. The hollow no longer looked like a wound. It looked like the place where a breath had entered and changed the air forever. He pressed his ear to the ground. Sound came up through his cheekbone—a throb, a slide, a faraway rush of water cutting stone.

He whispered nothing against the soil and the soil answered in rhythm.

He pressed his hand into the mud until it took his fingers like a print and then closed a little, as if to keep the shape. The roots hummed. He lifted his hand and mud held to his skin like the weight of a small promise.

He turned to the darker part of the grove.

Boot marks had blurred. The iron smell thinned under resin, but it stayed in the back of the mouth like a coin. He crawled to where the blade had cut the fern. The frond’s edge had already sealed and left a brown stitch.

He touched the stitch and the fern folded and then forgave him.

Under his palm the ground beat once faster and then settled. He pulled back. His fingers were red-brown now, earth ground into the lines until his hand looked like bark. He rubbed thumb to forefinger. Grit rasped. The sound reminded the roots to whisper again.

He leaned against a trunk.

Bark pressed pattern into his shoulder, wet and warm. A small channel in the bark carried water past his ear. He listened. The water spoke with clicks where it met knots, soft in the straights, gleeful where it jumped a crack. The roots below took up the same notes and turned them into a slow ladder of sound that ran up his ribs.

He drew his knees in.

The ground’s hum settled him for a breath and then unsettled him again, like rocking too long. He slid forward to the circle. The thin veins of light his finger had traced in the last hour still glowed a little. He placed his hand over the brightest line.

Heat gathered under his palm.

A thread of green rose along the length of his arm—not in the skin, beneath it. He watched it travel in a slow, patient river from wrist to elbow and then vanish into the upper arm where his shirt hid it. The sight made his shoulders try to crawl away from his neck. He swallowed and spat mud.

The thread pulsed twice.

He pushed to his feet and swayed. The ground’s beat followed, under heel, under toe. He took one step. The beat stepped with him. He took another. The beat joined again. By the third step it had learned and walked a half-breath ahead, guiding, like a hand at the small of the back.

He did not like the guidance.

He stepped quicker, to the edge of the grove where the green turned to the darker green of deeper trees. The hum kept up. He turned in a little circle, looking for a place where the ground would forget him. Nowhere. The world had learned his weight.

He walked back to the center and dropped to his knees hard.

The roots complained in a soft chorus and then went quiet, the way a room hushes when someone important arrives. The hush pressed on his ears. He pressed back with his palms.

He pushed fingers under a cluster of fine roots.

They squirmed. Not away—toward. Their tips found his broken skin and licked the salt there. Warmth climbed from the pads of his fingers through his wrists into his forearms. His breath tripped. The roots tripped with it, a scatter of tiny shivers that made the surface crawl in a small storm.

He yanked his hands free.

Mud stretched and broke like soft cheese. Roots clung and snapped with the quiet of hair breaking. The broken pieces writhed until they found the main body and knit back in, seamless. The ground’s beat did not scold. It did not soothe. It stayed.

He crawled backward, heels dragging, until his spine touched a stone. The stone held chill. The chill ran through his shirt and sank into the sweat along his back.

He wanted the cold and wanted it gone and could not make both happen.

A fly landed on his cheek. Its feet tapped a small pattern. He brushed it away and left a smear of earth. He licked his lip and tasted the iron again.

He stood and walked. The circle pulled at him every third step like a tide. He leaned against the pull and moved toward the trees. The hum lengthened, a line instead of a drum, as if it could stretch and still not break. He broke first and stopped.

The air was heavier here. The moss underfoot felt deeper, sog more than spring. He sank to his ankles and lifted out with a sound that made the roots near his knees twitch. He took another step and another. The hum came with him, patient, unalarmed.

He cut right and found a small trench where water had chewed the soil. He crouched and looked at the bottom. Rootlets stitched the cut like thin fingers. Water gathered at the stitch and spilled through in beads.

He extended a finger to the water.

It ran over his skin and left a clean line down the mud. The cool traveled up to his wrist, washed against the warm thread under his skin, and made it glow brighter for a blink. His breath leaped. The glow leaped. He pulled his hand back and wiped it on his shirt until the wet was gone.

A twig cracked to his left. He froze and turned his head slow.

Something moved in the mist: low, stone-colored, watching. It was the same shape as before, the one that had looked and left. Its eyes held calm. It swiveled one ear toward him and one toward the grove, then backed into the green without leaving a path.

The ground under its steps beat quieter, as if not to wake a child.

Auren let his knees drop into the trench. Cold climbed into the cloth of his trousers. The shock steadied him. He leaned forward until his weight pressed the lips of the cut. The roots there struggled for purchase and found him instead. They climbed his shins, a dozen soft ties that tugged when he breathed.

He dug at them with the side of his hand.

They loosened and slid down, not offended, more like water changing banks. They pooled at his ankles and waited. He held still long enough to match his breathing to the slow pulse under the cut. When his chest rose, the roots lifted. When he let his breath go, they fell.

He touched one with a fingernail.

It curled, tip to body, then uncurled. The motion was small, almost nothing, but it belonged to him in a way that made the back of his neck prickle.

He dragged himself out of the trench.

Back in the grove the mist had thinned. The place where the roots had pulled his mother down now lay smooth, light blurred into the grain of the soil. He crawled to it on hands and knees again because standing felt wrong here. The hum welcomed his palms like an old bed.

The leaf—the red one—had sunk deeper. Only its tip showed, brighter than before, as if it breathed under dirt. He brushed the tip with one finger and the ground around it lifted, not much, a swelling like a chest catching a hiccup.

He held his finger there.

The swelling settled. The tip of the leaf darkened. His finger came away stained, berry red with a line of brown. He rubbed thumb and finger together until the stain worked into his skin and disappeared.

Auren lay his cheek on the ground where her face had been close to his once in a storm. The soil was warm in patches, cooler where water ran. The hum moved through his jaw and softened his teeth. He breathed in and the smell climbed all the way into his head and made space there.

He closed his eyes without meaning to.

Sound rose. Not loud. Layer upon layer of small. Worms. Pebbles. The stir of a long root teasing a rock toward surrender. Farther, something that might be water finding a new seam. Closer, the quiet of sap moving. Under it all, the throb he knew now well enough to match.

He matched.

His chest rose where the ground lifted and fell where it fell. The two beats found each other, missed, found again. When they held for three beats, heat ran the length of his spine and spilled into his ribs. The urge to move fled. The urge to stay grew heavy.

A single drop fell from moss above and hit the back of his neck.

He startled and lifted his head. The beats slipped. The warmth retreated to his belly and sat there like a stone. He rubbed the drop into his skin. The root nearest his elbow coiled and then eased.

He sat back on his heels.

The air shifted. A breeze, small as a sigh, passed through and made the leaves show their paler undersides. The light brightened and the gold in it returned, thin but honest. The hum gathered itself as if to sing. He waited for a word he had never learned and did not get one, only the steady press of breath through soil.

He wanted to stand and run. The ground would come with him. He stayed.

He scratched at the cut on his finger where the leaf had kissed. The scab peeled and the sting came sharp and clean. A single bead formed, bright as a berry.

He held his hand above the earth.

The bead swelled, heavy with itself. It trembled when his breath touched it. It let go.

It fell with no sound.

The ground struck back with a beat that lifted his palm.

The roots around his knees quivered and then stilled. The hum deepened. The world under him made a space for the bead and sent the shape of his name outward along the lines he could not see. It went in four directions, then eight, then everywhere at once.

Auren’s breath turned thin.

He pressed his other hand to the soil to stop himself from floating. The beat took both palms and tied them to the ground. The thread under his skin brightened until he could have sworn the forest could see it through him.

He slid his hands outward and found the circle
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