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​✦ Chapter 1: 

​Roots in Exile
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Ash returned at twilight.

No warning. No footfall. Just a shift in the air, like a page turning in the middle of a sentence. El felt them before they saw them—felt the way the moss at the door thickened, how the trees pulled slightly inward like breath held too long.

Ash stood at the edge of the grove, where the brambles bowed away from the Hollowing’s reach. Their body was different now. More held. The bark of their skin had darkened into something smooth and ridged like black cedar. Their limbs moved more like a person’s—though not quite.

Still root. Still spiral. Still them.

But El felt the difference in the space between.

They stepped from the doorway of their small hut—once Rynna’s, now grown over with curling spirals in the beams—and paused, unsure if they should speak first.

Ash met their gaze.

No smile.

Just eyes like resin set in dark wood, holding light but not reflecting it.

El took a slow breath. “You were gone a while.”

Ash nodded.

“Did you go deeper?”

Another nod.

El waited, but no words came.

Silence stretched, thick with something else—not resentment, not warmth.

Distance.

And yet—

Ash stepped closer. They reached out—not to touch, not quite—but their fingers hovered near El’s sleeve. Not demand. Not comfort. Just proximity.

The Spiral inside El stirred.

Ash noticed. Their eyes shifted downward for a fraction of a second. Then they pulled their hand back.

“You’re quieter,” El said.

Ash finally spoke—low, dry, like wind through reeds.


“So are the roots.”


That was all.

They turned, walking past the hut into the grove without another word. El watched them go, the spiral on their arm faintly pulsing under the sleeve.

Something had changed.

Something deep.

Ash had returned.

But they had not come back.



The grove was quieter now.

Not in sound—but in shape.

The Hollowing Tree stood whole again, its bark healed over where once it had split, the old scar now a spiral-knot darker than the rest of its trunk. It pulsed faintly, but only when touched. And no one touched it.

El walked the path around it barefoot.

The moss had thickened. Small spiral blooms dotted the edges of the roots—tiny white-green flowers El had never seen before, each curling in on itself, each opening only at dusk.

They bent to check one.

The flower turned slightly toward them, just once.

They smiled, just a little.

But the grove did not return the smile.

The people still came to gather water from the spring or gather herbs from the outer circle, but they avoided the center. They avoided El. Some nodded as they passed, tight-lipped. Some looked away. No one used their name.

No one called them anything.

El had not been asked to bless a crop, or mix a poultice, or walk a child’s naming path.

Not since the rite.

Not since they stopped being something the coven could contain.

They weren’t feared.

They weren’t followed.

They were... unwritten.

El crouched at the base of the tree. The first seed had taken—just barely. A single green shoot curled up from the soil. No one had watered it but the rain.

From their pouch, El took a second seed.

This one darker. Spiral-marked.

They pressed it into the soil near the first.

As they stood, the wind shifted.

The Spiral in their chest stirred.

For a moment, the Tree responded—a low thrum in the bark, like breath through deep soil.

El looked up.

Branches did not sway.

But something beneath the roots had noticed.



The moon was thin that night.

A sliver, curled like a secret.

El walked the grove again long after the others had gone to sleep—past the huts, past the quiet well, past Bran’s small garden left to overgrow. They moved with no lantern, their way lit only by memory and the occasional glint of spiral-glow where flowers bloomed in shadow.

The Hollowing Tree waited.

Not looming.

Not inviting.

Just present.

The second seed had not sprouted.

El knelt beside it.

Pressed a hand to the soil.

Nothing.

Then—

A warmth beneath their palm.

Not from the seed.

From the roots.

Slow and subtle, the moss began to part beneath their touch. Like fur brushing backward. The earth pressed open in a narrow line, revealing a single root, pale and thin, twined not with rot or stone but with thread.

Spiral thread.

Woven through it: a single pattern.

It wasn’t ink.

It wasn’t blood.

It was shape.

The same pattern carved into El’s arm after the Rootspell, one that hadn’t appeared in any coven text, one not taught—not even whispered.

Three spirals, layered like overlapping moons.

A path forward.

A path inward.

A path back.

Beneath it, five faint glyphs, curled in a rhythm only the Spiral understood.

El didn’t read them.

They simply felt them.


“You are not the first.”


Their breath caught.

They looked around the grove.

No footsteps.

No scent of visitor.

No echo of spell.

Only the message.

And the wind curling up from below.

El brushed their fingers across the root.

The thread unspooled.

And vanished.



The stranger stood at the treeline before El even realized the sky had begun to change.

It was just past moonset—still too early for birds, too late for dreams. El had stayed beside the Hollowing Tree, seated near the base where the second seed lay hidden in soil. Sleep hadn’t come. The message from the root still pulsed behind their eyes.

At first, El thought it was Ash—returning from wherever they vanished to when the Spiral grew too loud.

But this figure moved differently.

Not silent.

Not rooted.

Just... slow.

The stranger wore robes the color of weathered stone, unmarked by sigils or thread. Their face was half-covered by a light scarf, not ceremonial—practical. A traveler’s garment. Their hair, what could be seen of it, was silver at the roots and black at the ends. Not from age.

From choice.

They stopped several feet away.

Not cautious.

Just polite.

El stood.

The stranger inclined their head.

Not a bow.

A greeting between equals.


“I saw it,” they said.


Their voice was low and even, without accent. Like a statement handed over rather than spoken.

El blinked. “What?”

The stranger lifted one hand and pointed—not to the Tree.

To El.


“The Spiral. It bloomed. From here, yes. But through you.”


El said nothing.

Not yet.

The stranger nodded once, as if El’s silence confirmed something.


“We felt it in our grove. At first, it was only the initiates who noticed. Then the land began to twist. Not in revolt. In return.”


A pause.

Then:


“I came alone. But I’m not the only one coming.”


El narrowed their eyes. “What do you want?”

The stranger stepped closer.

Not threatening. Still deliberate.


“To warn you. And to ask something only you can answer.”


El waited.


“Will you walk it again?”


El didn’t respond.

The stranger reached into their cloak and withdrew a scroll—not parchment, not sealed. A weave of barkstrip and thread. Spiral script stitched into its edge. Unreadable.


“The Spiral Wild is waking. And so is the Crown. One will try to root. The other to consume.”


They handed the scroll to El.

Then added, almost gently:


“If you stay here, the
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