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This book contains scenes and themes that may be distressing to some readers. It includes:

Graphic depictions of battle, death, and injury

Descriptions of blood, gore, and burning

Intense scenes of grief, mourning, and loss

Psychological trauma and emotional distress

Depictions of creatures and transformations that may be unsettling

The story is written in a dark, epic tone, with moments of horror and tragedy. Reader discretion is advised. The novel and its series contain scenes and themes that may be distressing to some readers. This work includes depictions of violence, death, psychological horror, dark magic, supernatural entities, and unsettling imagery. It also explores themes of loss, transformation, and the corruption of memory.

Reader discretion is strongly advised.
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For the ones who stayed when the light dimmed,

Who believed when silence answered back.

Your faith grew where the roots took hold.
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Before memory had roots, the world was nothing but hollow darkness. Before the first word was spoken, before breath had meaning, there was only silence. From that silence stirred a single pulse, deep and slow, like the breath of something vast beneath the skin of the world. The pulse became a rhythm, and the rhythm became life. The root that formed from it glowed faintly beneath the black soil, coiling and twisting until its veins spread like fire through the dark. The old tongues called it Vaelmiren, the First Root, the heart that beats beneath all things. From its glow came warmth and hunger, both born in the same breath. The Root reached upward, and where it touched the cold sky, the heavens began to bleed green light. From that light, the land awoke.

It named itself Brackengloom.

The forests of Thornreach were the first to rise. Towering trees broke through the crust of the world, their bark slick with sap that whispered to the wind. The thorns along their limbs carried memory, and when they cut the flesh of a beast, they learned its name. From these trees came the Thornborn Wyrms, serpentine creatures born of bark and flame. Their scales shimmered like dying embers beneath moss, and their eyes glowed with the knowledge of the Root’s dreams. 

The Thornborn were neither beasts nor gods, but the bridge between both. When they breathed, the vines grew thicker. When they slept, the forest dreamed of blood. From the glow of the peaks to the west came storm and fire. The Obsidian Peaks cracked open and bled molten rivers that carved the land into shapes unknown. From that flame were born the Dragons, first children of the mountain's heart. Their wings carried storms. Their fire burned without heat, turning the air into song. Each dragon bore the memory of the Root’s wrath, and through them, the world learned fear. Griffins rose to hunt them, carved from wind and lightning, noble yet doomed to eternal hunger for the sky. The grifflets followed, smaller, horned, sharper claws, stealth hunters of the foothills. In the deep places beneath Thornreach, where the roots hung heavy with moisture and the soil was black as rot, the first Goblins crawled from the mire. They were molded by decay and shadow, the refuse of the Root’s earliest dreams. Their eyes burned with the pale fire of the swamps, and their laughter carried through the fog like breaking glass. They built their kingdoms in hollowed trees and fed their young on the marrow of the dead. 

When the Root whispered, they heard only madness. To them, the world was a wound that never closed. Far above the mire, light pooled among the branches. From that shimmer, the Elf-Kin were born. They took shape from the Root’s yearning to remember beauty. Their skin bore the silver of moonlight, and their eyes reflected the stars that still watched the newborn land. The Elf-Kin sang the first songs, words that carried power enough to bend the air. They built citadels woven from branches and glass, where light was trapped like water and poured into mirrors. Yet in their music lay sorrow, for they knew the Root was not sleeping. It dreamed through them, and they through it, never free of its memory.

In time, the Elf-Kin’s purity fractured. Some among them sought to walk the shadowed paths, curious of the dark beneath the world. These became the Serathi, born of forbidden mingling and blood once thought lost. They were half-light, half-root, and within their veins glowed the pulse of Vaelmiren itself. The Serathi learned to commune with the Living Veins, glowing roots that wound beneath every forest and marsh. In their dreams they heard whispers of worlds forgotten. They learned to ride the Mountclaws, great cat-like beasts shaped from the same soil as their masters. 

Together they roamed, memory-keepers of the land. Yet every dream they carried pulled them closer to madness, for each vision showed the same truth: the Root remembers everything, even what should remain buried.

From the eastern bogs came the Gloom Rabbits, creatures born of moonlight swallowed by mud. Their fur absorbed light until their bodies became shadows that breathed. They wandered the marsh, their burrows leading through folds in time, and wherever they fled, death soon followed. To glimpse one before dawn was to know your name had already been remembered by the soil.

The Nomadic Wizards came next. Traders and Weavers of a hybrid magic, sacred, mixed between dark and light... light-shadow magic. Both creators and destroyers, their songs create balance through the lands, where at times, chaos ran rampant.

The Elder Gnomes came last. They did not crawl or fly. They stepped from beneath the molten crust, eyes bright with forge-fire, voices low and steady. The Root had given them purpose, to shape what others only dreamed. They built halls beneath Elderroot Hollow, where metal sang like wind and stone remembered touch. They forged the Heartshard Chalice, a cup filled with the Root’s own sap. Any who drank from it saw the true age of the world and never slept again.

As the ages turned, and cycles completed, each race carved its dominion. Dragons ruled the peaks. Elf-Kin guarded the groves. Goblins drowned their dead in the mire. Serathi rode between realms, carrying songs that no longer belonged to them. The Gnomes whispered to the stone, and the Wyrms slumbered beneath the forest, coiling through the bones of Brackengloom. 

But the Root beneath them never ceased to dream. It dreamed of what had been, of what was lost, and of what would one day return. When it dreamed of death, the rivers darkened. When it dreamed of fire, the sky bled crimson. And when it dreamed of memory, the living forgot themselves. The Root’s breath still moves through the soil. It remembers the names of kings turned to ash. It hums beneath the marshes and whispers through the thorns. 

But even deeper, another force whispers. Each whisper grows louder with the turning of the moons, and in the stillness before dawn, it is almost a voice.

“All that breathes must return, Thorns guard, wyrms rise, legends awaken.”
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Prologue
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The wind moved like smoke through the trees, curling around gnarled branches and drifting along the forest floor, carrying a thousand whispers. Not the voices of men or women, nor the songs of birds or the rustle of animals, but something older, patient, deliberate. Beneath the soil, unseen and unfelt by most, a pulse thrummed—a slow, steady heartbeat that matched no clock or rhythm known to the living.

No one remembered when the forest had grown so deep, so impenetrable. Children who wandered too far came home pale, eyes wide, their stories fractured and trembling. Travelers spoke of roots that shifted beneath their feet, of shadows that lingered in corners too dark to hold light. And those who tried to record it in journals or maps found their words smeared, blurred, unreadable by the time morning came.

In the hollows of the world, the root thrived. It crept in silence, winding through stone, soil, and water alike, a dark network of intent and hunger. Its pulse, faint but unwavering, reached outward in search of life, of breath, of anything that could feed it. The trees leaned toward it as if they could feel the secret pulse threading through their veins. The forest listened. The wind carried its rhythm, and the mist above the soil trembled in time.

A lone purple fox padded softly across the fallen leaves, nose low, ears alert, tail bobbing. It froze mid-step, a shiver running through its fur. The pulse beneath the soil was subtle, almost imperceptible, yet the creature felt it, a tug against the world it had known. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called, and the sound hung in the air, swallowed immediately by the mist. The pulse continued, steady, quiet, insistent.

At the edge of the forest, where the trees thinned and shadows lengthened, a house stood, dark and shingled in blackened wood. Its windows reflected the faint silver of the moon, trembling with the light of candles within. Inside, the residents shifted in their sleep, murmuring in dreams they could not remember. Some felt the chill of the wind slipping beneath the doorframe, a breath not their own. Some dreamed of roots curling around their ankles, lifting them from the world as they slept.

The forest was alive in ways no human eye could see. Leaves shifted with purpose, branches bent as though listening, and the mist flowed in shapes that seemed deliberate. It was patient. It was still. It waited. The pulse beneath the root reached for those who came too close, probing without malice, testing boundaries they did not know existed.

Vaelric moved along the forest path, boots silent against the moss and leaf litter, cloak brushing the undergrowth. He had come seeking nothing yet found himself compelled, drawn by a tug he could neither name nor resist. His hand brushed against the rough bark of an ancient tree, gnarled and twisted like a sentinel of the past. He paused, feeling the tremor beneath his feet, faint yet insistent, a rhythm that seemed to echo his own pulse.

It was subtle, almost gentle, like a heartbeat beneath the world. Yet it demanded attention, tugging at something deeper than thought, deeper than fear. He did not see the root, did not know how far its tendrils stretched beneath stone and soil. He only felt its small, steady insistence, and the weight of something unseen pressing against the world above.

All that breathes... will be returned. 

The words whispered in the mist, neither wind nor voice, but something older, heavier, inevitable. Vaelric shivered, and though he did not understand why, he knew he had crossed a threshold. The forest held him in its gaze, patient and unwavering, and he was small in its presence, a visitor in a realm older than any memory he had ever known.

The mist thickened. Shapes moved at the edge of his vision—branches that bent too far, leaves that shimmered with a life of their own. The scent of soil, of wet stone and rotting leaf, mingled with something faintly metallic, impossible to name, curling in the air around him. The pulse beneath his feet grew stronger, a whisper that pressed at his chest, tugging in quiet insistence. He felt it in the marrow of his bones, a rhythm that was not his own, a presence that measured him, considered him.

Somewhere, water trickled over hidden stones, a stream too small to see, yet it spoke in the same language of rhythm and pull. Vaelric knelt briefly, pressing his palm to the moss, letting the tremor seep into him. The forest exhaled around him, a sigh older than language, older than the town at the forest’s edge. He understood nothing of it, and yet something within him trembled in recognition, a thread of memory that was not memory, a resonance that was not sound.

The forest shifted. Leaves rustled, branches arched, the wind stilled as if the world itself were holding its breath. The root pulsed beneath the lands, stretching tendrils farther, deeper, threading around stones, under streams, through every hollow it could reach. And through it all, the rhythm never faltered. It was patient, insistent, eternal, and unaware that it carried with it a weight no living thing could name.

By the time dawn brushed the edges of the forest with pale light, the mist had thinned and the pulse had quieted, but it did not stop. It merely waited, growing, probing, remembering. Vaelric stood at the edge of the path, boots wet with dew, cloak damp, heart still trembling in echo of the rhythm beneath the soil. He turned back toward the town, unaware how deeply he had been marked, unaware of the thread the forest had left upon him.

All that breathes... will be returned. 

The whisper lingered in the air, neither promise nor threat, neither warning nor judgment. It was a truth that threaded through leaf, root, and stone, carried in the rhythm of the forest itself, and recorded silently in the pulse beneath the soil. And beneath it all, the heartbeat continued—steady, patient, eternal, waiting for a world that had yet to notice.
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Chapter One

Whispers of the Elder Gnomes
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The Deep Forge of Emberhollow slept beneath the mountains like a buried heart, its molten green glow pulsing through ancient channels carved by forgotten hands. A slow rhythm traveled through those veins, steady and deliberate, matching the beat of the forges above. The heavy scent of coal and burnt copper drifted through the air, blending with the faint perfume of moss clinging to the stone ceiling like a memory too old to release. 

Every sound lived here. 

The cry of hammer on metal. The soft hiss of enchanted steel cooling. The deep, resonant hum of the soil remembering itself. Norn Vettle had worked inside that hum for three hundred cycles, long enough to hear changes in the mountain's breath. Today, the breath trembled. He pushed through the bronze doors of the upper corridor, blue slippers slapping lightly against the cobbled floor. Sparks leapt from the hems of his robe whenever they brushed against the living metal walls, tiny flares reacting to the magic woven within him. Beneath his arm, buried deep inside the folds of his silver beard, he clutched a scroll bound in raven thread. The parchment was warm, almost feverish, as though the ink within had not yet finished speaking. His heartbeat thudded in time with it, each step pushing him faster through the winding, rune-lit passage.

The raven that delivered the message had arrived at dawn. A creature darker than any forge smoke, its feathers drank in the light rather than reflected it. Its eyes burned like tiny green coals, bright enough to illuminate the rim of the outer gates where it perched unmoving. It refused food, drink, or coaxing from the guards. It refused to blink. No living creature would approach the scroll clasped in its claws unless driven by a will older than fear. When Norn stepped forward, the raven placed the scroll directly into his hands. A breath later, it collapsed into dust. All that remained was a faint feathered scent of decay whispering through the cold morning air.

Now, Norn hurried through the torch lit tunnels that led toward the throne hall, clutching the scroll tightly against his chest. He muttered half-forgotten prayers as he passed beneath the towering statues of past kings. Their stone eyes glowed a faint blue, tracking his steps with solemn awareness. The air cooled the deeper he moved, a warning he had not felt in many moons. The royal forge dimmed only when the mountains sensed a shadow approaching.

At the end of the corridor, two Gnome guards blocked his path, halberds crossed in unison. Their armor, crafted of living brass, pulsed with soft veins of light beneath their surface. The glow from their breastplates cast Norn’s shadow high against the wall.

“The King receives none while the anvil rests,” the guard on the right announced, voice calm yet edged with something uneasy.

Norn drew a slow breath, steadying the tremor in his chest. 

“Then rouse the anvil. Word from Gloomveil has come... from Nizbit Thornguild himself.”

The guards exchanged a glance, silent understanding flickering between them. The leftmost lowered his halberd first.

“Enter, Chronicler.”

Norn moved past them, stepping into the throne hall where the air changed immediately. The mighty forges that normally roared with flame were reduced to thin blue-green tongues licking at the edges of their braziers. Silver vines ran up the black stone columns, shifting slowly, alive and restless beneath their hardened shell. The scent of molten iron mingled with honeysap, thick and heavy in Norn’s lungs.

Hundreds of Elder Gnomes sat in carved alcoves circling the hall, their seasoned faces glowing beneath the forge-light. Each pair of eyes reflected worry, echoing the same dread pounding behind Norn’s ribs. Ravens rarely flew from the marshes, and when they did... they carried grief.

Queen Hessa noticed him first.

She stood beside the King’s throne, an emerald gown flowing like green flame along the stone floor. Silver ink shimmered across her hands, markings drawn from her morning runecraft. Her eyes—steady, ancient, and full of quiet storms—met Norn’s and softened briefly. Yet beneath her calm lived a tension like a string pulled tight.

“Norn Vettle,” her voice carried through the hall, soft yet commanding enough to still a raging river. 

“What burden rides upon your heels?”

Norn bowed deeply, lifting the scroll from beneath his beard. 

“A message has come from Gloomveil, Majesty. Urgent... gravely urgent.”

Queen Hessa stepped forward, descending the dais with the silent grace of someone who carried centuries in each stride. The hem of her gown whispered like wind through tall grass as she approached. When she took the scroll from Norn’s hands, her fingers brushed against his, warm with barely contained power. Sorrow pulsed beneath her touch—unspoken, but unmistakable.

She carried the scroll to King Tibric, who leaned forward on his golden mushroom-carved throne, face illuminated by the glow of the central forge.

Tibric Cindertale, Keeper of the Heartshard Chalice, wore his history openly. His beard, long and bound with copper rings etched with runes of remembrance, shimmered with the forge’s green light. His molten emerald eyes narrowed as Hessa unfurled the parchment before him.

The scroll cracked softly, brittle with enchantment older than spoken memory. Ink shimmered across its surface like dark oil, reshaping and glowing only for him. As Tibric read, the letters faded one by one, burning out of existence until the parchment turned completely blank.

For a moment, nothing moved, not even dust.

The silence felt heavier than forge smoke. The mountain’s hum softened. Even the molten streams lining the hall slowed their flow, trembling as though holding breath.

A faint tremor passed beneath Norn’s feet.

King Tibric rose slowly, one hand bracing the armrest as though the message had taken weight from his bones. A ripple of unease moved through the Elders seated in their alcoves. Queen Hessa’s breath caught in her throat.

Something ancient was listening.

Tibric’s voice, when it came, was rough—scraped raw by grief.

“We must send word to Izzaryn.”

The name struck the hall like a hammer against a brittle blade.

The name fell into the hall like a spark into oil. Izzaryn, the Nomadic Wizard of the Hollow Star, walked between worlds, between dreams, between the very threads that bound the Root. To summon her was to admit that darkness had risen beyond mortal grasp. Even the oldest Elders shifted uneasily in their alcoves, hands tightening upon staffs and rune-carved tools.

Queen Hessa laid the now-blank parchment upon the obsidian table. Her fingers moved with steady grace as she reached for her quill. Norn watched as she dipped it into the inkpot filled with forge-blood, the liquid swirling with green fire. The Queen’s hand, unlike the King’s, did not tremble. In three deliberate strokes, she wrote words that even the Elders dared not read. The quill whispered across the parchment like a blade pulled in secret. When she finished, she pressed her seal to the edge, and the ink bled outward into the shape of a single embered eye circled by roots.

She turned and placed the scroll into Norn’s hands. Her voice steadied itself before she spoke. 

“Carry this to the Surface Gate. Find the next dark raven. One will come. It must reach Izzaryn before the third moon wanes.”

Norn bowed sharply, clutching the scroll against his chest. As he straightened, he caught a glimmer of tears pooling in the corner of the Queen’s eye. One drop slid down her cheek and struck the stone floor. It hissed as it fell, the scent of scorched copper spreading through the air.

King Tibric stepped down from the throne and gently took her hand. The green forge-light carved long shadows across his face, sharpening the lines of age. 

“She will know what to do, Hess. Have faith. Not all is lost.”

Hessa’s breath trembled. 

“If Izzaryn must be called, my love... all may already be lost.”

Tibric did not answer. His silence carried more weight than stone.

Norn bowed again, then turned, his footsteps light but hurried on the polished stone. As he left the throne hall, the chamber behind him began to hum once more. At first soft, then growing in slow intensity, rising like breath reawakened. The roots woven into the walls stirred restlessly. They did not stir for hope. They stirred for memory.

The corridor outside the throne hall felt colder now. A thin metallic tang rode the air, sharp on Norn’s tongue, something new, something off-pattern from the mountain's usual breath. His slippers scuffed softly along the spiraling stones as he climbed toward the Surface Gate. Sconces flickered in uneven rhythms, casting shapes upon the walls that shifted like half-formed memories.

As Norn ascended, the stone seemed to listen. The old gnome paused, caught between steps, his beard trembling with the faint vibrations that traveled through the floor. The hum beneath his feet shifted pitch. No longer the heartbeat of a forge. No longer the steady pulse of Emberhollow. This beat felt alive, thoughtful, waiting for something.

“Steady, old fool,” he breathed. 

“The stone always breathes before it settles.”

But the stone did not settle.

Higher still, a tremor passed through the corridor. Dust rained softly from the ceiling, sparkling green as the torchlight caught it. Norn steadied himself with a hand against the wall. The stone there pulsed once beneath his palm, warm as living skin. He flinched and pulled away. Emberhollow had always been alive, but not like this... never this awake.

His thoughts drifted to Nizbit Thornguild, the scout who had sent the message. Nizbit, with boots always caked in marsh mud, with a grin sharp as a carving knife, fearless enough to sleep in the Gloomveil itself if it meant capturing a rare glow-moth for study. 

What had he seen out there in the mire? What could shake a Thornguild?

Norn forced a ragged breath. The raven’s burning eyes still seared behind his lids, green and merciless. He crushed the memory down and clenched the scroll until the parchment creaked.

“Let this be nothing more than a frightened scout’s dream.” 

His voice cracked, small, pleading. 

“Let it be wind and marsh-light and nothing more.”

The mountains answered with a pulse that felt like laughter, ancient and unkind.

He stumbled at last beneath the great arch of the Surface Gate. Obsidian and living vine knotted together into something that resembled a scream frozen mid-throat. The statues flanking it exhaled in slow, patient rhythm, stone chests rising and falling with the patience of glaciers. Beyond yawned the ascent—a black gullet that swallowed starlight and spat back only winter.

Norn’s knees shook as he reached the summoning brazier. The old words tore from him like splinters. 

“Shadow-winder... night-wing... flame-sworn messenger... wake.” 

Grief soaked every syllable.

The flame imploded, knotting into a heart of black fire. Smoke devoured itself. Wings stirred the dark above—slow, deliberate, inevitable. The raven descended, runes sliding across its feathers like oil on water, older than blood, older than mercy. It settled on his forearm with the weight of every doom ever written. Emerald eyes bored into him until his soul felt flayed.

His hands trembled so violently the scroll nearly slipped. He bound it with fingers that felt borrowed from a corpse. 

“Fly fast, shadow-bird.” 

The plea broke. 

“Let no storm turn you aside.”

The raven dug talons deep, deliberate, loving. Blood welled hot and bright. Then it launched. Wings thundered. Black fire roared up the shaft, blinding, searing, gone.

Silence slammed down, thick, listening, cruel.

The mountains breathed in slow, wounded surges. Each pulse slammed against Norn’s ribs until he could not tell whose heart was dying. He lingered beneath the arch, beard quivering in the updraft, while shadows leaned close enough to taste his fear.

Cold wind poured down the passage—storm, pine, and the reek of graves ripped open after ages of silence. It clawed his beard like desperate fingers.

Norn turned. Each descending step dragged at him as though the mountains themselves begged him to stay and witness. Carved vines writhed in the corners of his eyes, freezing whenever he looked directly. Sconce flames shrank to dying embers, stretched into pleading hands, shrank again.

Halfway down the spiral a new hum clawed upward—not the forge’s song, not the Root’s familiar heartbeat, but something dredged from beneath the world’s oldest scars. The stone shuddered. A whisper braided through the tremor, too soft for words, too heavy for hope.

Norn’s hand clamped the railing until knuckles split. 

“Not now.” Terror cracked his voice into shards. 

“Not tonight. Let me reach the hall before I break.”

The whisper caressed him once more—gentle, intimate, merciless—then withdrew. He exhaled a sob that tasted of blood and iron.

Lower halls should have cradled him in molten warmth. Instead the rivers crawled, green fire thick as poisoned blood, sparks guttering out like snuffed prayers. Before the mural of Vaelmiren’s birth he stopped. The wyrm’s stone eyes blazed awake, ancient, grieving, furious.

Norn folded nearly to the floor, forehead brushing cold stone. 

“May the Root dream gently.” 

His voice came out raw, stripped of dignity.

The mountains answered with a shudder that tore a single pebble free. It rolled, bounced, settled against his boot like a verdict.

He closed his eyes until tears burned. 

“So be it. No gentle dreams tonight.”

Tibric watched the last Elder vanish, silhouette flickering like a candle someone had already decided to snuff. The throne hall yawned suddenly too vast, too hollow, as though the mountains pressed its ear to his throat and waited for the lie.

Hessa stood at the obsidian table, fingertips still welded to the place where the scroll had scorched its truth. Emerald light bled across her skin, turning the runes on her hands to liquid silver. Tibric stepped beside her. The tremor in his fingers betrayed every lie of steadiness he had ever told himself. She did not turn. 

“What did Nizbit truly see?” 

The question came frayed, trembling with dread she could no longer cage. 

“You carried the sorrow like an open wound.”

Tibric laid his palm on the stone. Phantom heat seared him still. Memory rose unbidden, each letter a brand behind his eyes. 

“Darkness in the marshes. Light beneath the mire. Goblins fleeing their dens. Waters moving against the wind.” 

His voice cracked like cooling iron. 

“A great root... black as void, and alive.”

Hessa’s breath caught hard enough to bruise.

“It should not breathe.” 

The whisper tore from her, raw, reverent, terrified.

“But it did.” He swallowed hard. 

“Nizbit heard voices inside its cracks.”

Hessa’s hand flew to her lips, muffling something between prayer and scream. 

“Whose voices?”

Tibric’s jaw locked until bone creaked. 

“...The dead.”

Forge-fire hissed as though scalded. A pulse of green light washed the hall—cold, intimate, accusing. 

Hessa stumbled back; shadows carved fresh graves beneath her eyes.

“You think the Prophecies stir.”

Tibric turned to the carved kings watching from the walls, their stone gazes heavier than any crown he wore. 

“I think the dream beneath us turns again. And the song it hums will unmake us all.”

Hessa reached for him blindly. Her fingers found his, small, trembling, fierce with love that felt suddenly too fragile for the dark. He crushed them in his rough grip like the last honest thing left in the world. They stood beneath the restless light, two mortals clinging to warmth while the mountains  learned how to fear.

Dust sifted from the ceiling like ash from a cremation no one had lit. Roots in the columns brightened, slow, listening, hungry.

Hessa’s gaze lifted to them, voice barely a breath. 

“If the Root truly wakes, it will not remember us kindly.”

Tibric’s eyes drifted to the Heartshard Chalice. Emerald depths swirled deeper, patient, ravenous, ancient. 

“No.” 

The single word broke. 

“It never does.”

Long after the last spark died, Tibric remained. Molten streams throbbed like failing hearts. Living metal sighed along the walls in ragged, wounded breaths. The mountains were not merely restless. It was waking, and it knew every secret he had ever buried.

Hessa lingered at the dais edge, gaze fixed on the arch where Norn had vanished. Her inked hands clasped so tightly the runes went bloodless.

“I heard the stone breathe.” 

The confession trembled like a child waking from a nightmare.

Tibric crossed the floor until his shadow swallowed her.

“The stone always breathes, my heart.”

She shook her head, fierce, terrified, fierce again. 

“Not like this.”

He looked to the roots threading the walls. Their glow sharpened—inhale, exhale—slow, deliberate, listening. The pulse beneath the floor belonged to something that had never needed a name.

“The Root is stirring.”

Regret shattered her voice. 

“We should have called Izzaryn sooner, the signs have been all around us for many Moon cycles now.”

Tibric laid a hand on her shoulder, steady even while his own heart hammered like a smith beating cold iron into a shape that would never hold. 

“The Hollow Star walks her own road. She hears only when the world itself screams her name... it screams loudly now.” 

Tibric’s gaze returned to the Chalice. Light inside coiled tighter, a noose of living emerald. He stepped closer until the crystal burned his palms with cold older than fire. 

“The Chalice grows restless.”

Hessa joined him. Her reflection fractured across the surface, pale, breaking. 

“It has not pulsed like this since...”

“Since the First Prophecy.”

A shiver slid through the hall like a blade. Living vines twisted, listening for the name still unspoken. The mountains  groaned—low, intimate, inevitable.

Hessa pressed against his side, small, fierce, trembling. 

“Whatever rises in Gloomveil reaches us already.”

Tibric nodded, slow, heavy with centuries he suddenly felt in his bones. 

“The marsh lies far, but the Root binds all things beneath soil. Corruption in one tendril poisons the web.”

Hessa’s voice dropped to a thread of terror. 

“Do you fear the Root’s waking?”

Silence stretched, thin as winter ice over deep water.

Tibric’s eyes hardened until they reflected the Chalice’s hunger. 

“I fear what it remembers.”

Far below their feet, deeper than any tunnel, deeper than memory, something exhaled. The resonance rolled upward through unseen caverns, through roots older than sorrow. Air shifted, carrying damp stone and the colder scent of graves cracked open after too long. Tibric felt it settle into his bones and stay.

Hessa’s gaze flicked to the archway again. 

“Norn carries hope beyond these walls. But hope feels thin tonight.”

“Norn has walked these halls longer than I have worn the crown.” Tibric’s beard brushed his chest as he exhaled. 

“He will reach the raven’s path. He always does.”

“It is not Norn I doubt.” Her whisper cracked. “It is what waits in the sky. I felt the storm gathering before the raven came.”

Tibric touched her cheek, thumb tracing the silver rune that meant endurance. 

“The Hollow Star guides her messengers. Storms bend for her. They always have.” 

Yet even as the words left him, the air tasted of old iron and endings.

Hessa looked to the great pillars. Runic bands pulsed brighter, restless. 

“The runes grow brighter.”

Tibric followed her gaze. 

Light crawled along the carvings like ivy waking after winter, hungry for spring that might never come. Neither of them spoke again.

The mountains spoke for them, slow, patient, ancient, and utterly without mercy.  

Norn slipped deeper into the forge halls, small boots whispering over stone that felt fever-warm. The vast chambers lay abandoned. Tools rested untouched, anvils waited like altars no one dared approach. Even the flames crouched low, afraid to lift their heads. He paused beneath an arch where heat usually roared against the skin like dragon-breath. Tonight the air felt thin, ashamed. Molten rivers beyond the grating cast sluggish reflections that crawled across the walls in shapes no river should ever take. The gnome pressed a trembling hand to his chest. 

“All right... easy now. You are not a young spark anymore.” The self-scolding shook harder than he wanted. 

“Keep walking.”

The mountains answered.

A pulse slammed upward through the stone and bone, deliberate, intimate, ancient. Norn’s knees buckled; he caught a pillar to keep from falling. Living runes flared beneath his palm, green fire racing upward in frantic spirals. He had read of such surges in crumbling chronicles, but those pages belonged to nights when the world was raw and screaming.

“No.” 

Terror cracked his whisper. 

“Not again. We are not meant for another turning.”

The word turned and dissolved into air too thick to hold it.

Far along the wall a hair-thin fracture opened, leaking soft green light that hurt to look at directly. Metal groaned overhead. Vines etched into the stone tightened, loosened, tightened again, slow as a dying heartbeat.

A figure stepped from the shadows. Elder Tirra Nettlebrand, beard bound in silver thread, eyes bright with the same dread that lived in Norn’s stomach.

“Chronicler.” 

Her voice barely rose above the mountains breathing. 

“The hall thrums like a wounded beast. Does the King know?”

Norn swallowed the stone in his throat. 

“He knows. And he feels it more keenly than any of us.”

Tirra’s gaze dropped to the trembling floor. 

“It has been ages since the Root whispered this loudly.”

“Too loudly.” 

The admission scraped out of him like a confession.

Tirra’s fingers worried the silver beads in her beard. 

“Did the scroll speak of the marsh?”

Norn’s nod came slow, heavy. 

“Gloomveil shifts. Darkness moves in its waters. Something breathes beneath the mire that should never breathe again.”

Tirra closed her eyes. When she opened them again they shone wet. 

“Then the Prophecies were never stories to frighten children after all.”

Norn tried to smile but it broke halfway. 

“If they were, I would sleep easier.”

Another tremor rolled through the hall, stronger, crueler. Tools rattled like teeth. Green fire surged up the channels and painted their faces corpse-pale.

Tirra steadied herself against a pillar, small hand splayed as though she could hold the mountains still by will alone. 

“The others must be warned.”

“They will be.” Norn’s voice cracked with the weight of what came next. 

“But the message must reach the Hollow Star first. If Izzaryn does not come...” 

He could not finish. The sentence hung between them, bleeding.

The mountains shuddered again, and this time the sound that rose from the depths was a sigh too vast for stone, too lonely for anything mortal. The sigh slid along Norn’s spine like ice water. Tirra lifted her head sharply, beard threads trembling. 

“It’s deeper now. Whatever stirs beneath the Root is pushing upward.”

Norn felt it clawing behind his ribs. 

“The mountains remember old wounds. It does not wake without good enough reason.”

Tirra reached toward the central forge, fingertips brushing living metal. The flames flinched beneath her touch, collapsing inward, then flaring back with a wounded shimmer. 

“I can feel it in the fire. It pulls and tugs at the flame the way lungs pull at air.”

Norn stepped beside her. 

Dread tasted metallic on his tongue. 

“Flame is the Root’s oldest tongue cousin. If it speaks through the fire...” He could not finish that either.

Tirra’s face went bloodless. 

“You should not speak of them aloud.”

Norn shrugged. 

“Tonight the walls already know.”

Roots carved into the pillars tightened again, slow, possessive. Tirra stared at them as though they might reach for her throat next.

“The Elders will gather before dawn. We must decide whether to reinforce the lower chambers.”

Norn’s laugh came out cracked and hopeless. 

“Reinforce them with what? Stone? Song? If the Root truly stirs, no wall built by hand will hold.”

Tirra’s silence was answer enough.

Another tremor, crueler still. Green veins spidered across the ceiling like lightning frozen mid-flash.

Tirra’s whisper barely stirred the air. 

“This is not awakening. This is remembering.”

The words settled on Norn’s shoulders like centuries.

“Then pray it remembers mercy.”

Before she could answer, the central molten river inhaled.

Fire roared upward in a single hot green column, licking the vaulted ceiling, then collapsed with a howl that was almost human. Heat slammed them backward; light seared afterimages across their eyes.

Tirra flung an arm across her face. 

“By the Chalice...”

Norn clung to the pillar, heart hammering so violently he felt it in his teeth. 

“The Root cries through the fire. It has not done so in my lifetime, this does not sit well within me.”

“Nor me.” Tirra’s voice shook harder than her hands. 

“Nor in our grandmother’s.”

The flame settled into a sullen, rippling glow, wounded and waiting. Norn dragged in a breath that tasted of endings. 

“We must return to the throne hall.”

Tirra nodded, eyes still fixed on the quivering fire. 

“Yes. The King must know the forge speaks by now.”

Norn gathered his robe with shaking fingers. 

“Come cousin... The mountains will not wait for dawn.”

They hurried through corridors where every footstep sounded like a heartbeat borrowed from something older than names. Dust kicked up behind them and spiraled into the air as they went. Tremors rolled beneath them in slow, deliberate waves. Living runes brightened and dimmed in frantic conversation with whatever rose below. 

The air thickened fiercely, until breathing felt like they were swallowing smoke. Norn kept one palm against the wall, feeling the stone throb like fevered skin. Each pulse carried that same metallic tang—ancient iron dragged into light after too long in darkness. Tirra’s fingers worried her bracelet runes, drawing what little warmth remained. 

“I do not like the silence between these tremors, it is... Unsettling.”

“Silence is much worse.” 

Norn’s voice cracked. 

“When the mountains go still, it listens.”

A deeper shudder answered, rattling lantern chains. Sparks leapt and died mid-air like dying stars.

Tirra glanced up, throat working. 

“The fire fears to burn.”

“Fire remembers more clearly than stone.” Norn’s words tasted of old graves. 

“It knows old wounds.”

They reached the long passage to the throne hall. Pillars shed dust like ash. Statues of forgotten kings watched from alcoves, stone eyes flaring faint blue.

Tirra slowed, staring. 

“Do you see?”

Norn followed her gaze.

The nearest statue’s fingertips had shifted—just a fraction, impossible, yet unmistakable. His throat closed. 

“The stone guardians move only when the Root calls them.”

Tirra breathed softly, “And it calls them now.”

The deepest tremor yet rolled through the corridor, slow, possessive. Carved vines coiled tighter, serpentine. Half-formed whispers drifted past their ears—names, maybe, or warnings.

Norn clenched his jaw until it ached. 

“Keep walking. The King must hear this.”

They stepped beneath the final arch. Heat slammed them, then fled, leaving the air corpse-cold. Inside the throne hall the Heartshard Chalice swirled with green storm-light, tendrils inside reaching like drowning hands.

Hessa lifted her head first. Emerald eyes sharpened with exhausted recognition.

“You felt it too.”

Norn dropped into a bow that nearly toppled him.

“Majesty... as you know, the forges cry out. The fire speaks. The stone guardians stir.”

Tibric’s gaze turned to hammered iron. 

“Aye, the Root’s waking accelerates.”

Tirra stepped forward, small frame trembling. 

“The flames erupted in the central forge. The river fire bends and falters. Something presses upward from the deepest of chambers.”

Tibric’s stare drifted to the ancient runic tapestry. Threads glowed, symbols writhing like leaves in a wind that was not wind.

“Then the first turning is already upon us.”

Norn felt the hall shrink around him until he could barely breathe. 

“Majesty... What does that mean for Emberhollow?”

Tibric’s hand settled on the Chalice rim. Crystal burned cold beneath his palm, yet he did not flinch. At last the whisper escaped him, raw, broken, reverent.

“It means the mountain remembers something it was never meant to wake.”

Norn swallowed hard, his eyes narrowing. 

“The Vesper.”

Tirra stepped back, an awkward look crossed her face.

“What now?”

Norn looked to Tibric, then to Hessa and then back to Tirra, his whisper came but it was barely audible.

“The Vesperdrake stairs.”
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Chapter Two

The Hollow Star
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THE HOLLOW STAR SANCTUM trembled above the world, and in that trembling Izzaryn awoke. For a long age she did not move. The sanctum drifted through the upper dark, a hollow sphere of crystal and shadow wrought from the bones of fallen constellations. Its walls pulsed with faint silver veins that threaded the glass like living capillaries. 

Then she felt it.

Something rose through the black between the stars. A steady whisper. 

A call. 

The Root was calling and it was remembering her name.

Green fire slashed across the heavens and struck the sanctum. The impact rang through every facet of the crystal. Floating orbs shivered in their orbits. One cracked with the muted toll of a drowned bell. Shards lifted, folded, and became a raven woven of light and ash. The bird descended without sound and settled upon her outstretched palm. Its feathers bled into smoke, leaving behind a single scroll bound in silver thread and living root. The seal glowed—an embered eye ringed by thorns. Only one hand still living bore that mark.

Tibric Cindertale.

The name carried the weight of centuries. Izzaryn had walked beside him when his beard was still black and his heart still believed the Root could be tamed. That belief had withered long ago now.

The scroll throbbed, warm and urgent. Whatever words it carried strained against the binding. For the first time in countless cycles she hesitated. The world below had kept its silence. If the Elder Gnomes summoned her now, the reason could be only one.

The dream beneath the world had begun to turn again.

She broke the seal.

Liquid green light poured from the parchment and curled through the air like breath on winter glass. It brushed her face and carried memory rather than ink. She tasted the black marshes of Gloomveil, felt cold water ripple against wind that blew the wrong direction, sensed something immense exhaling beneath the mire. Voices drifted upward, voices that belonged to no single throat, but right and still breathing. Then the light vanished. The scroll lay blank and cool in her palms.

Izzaryn closed her fingers over the parchment. 

“The Root breathes once more.”

The sanctum groaned, walls flexing with distant thunder. She reached for Lunveil where it rested against mirrorstone. The white crystal crowning the staff flickered awake, answering her touch with its pulse joining hers. Before her the air rippled into a living reflection of the world below. Obsidian Peaks glimmered with a sickly light. Rivers of green fire traced themselves along their spines. 

Beneath them, inside the mountains, the forge-city of Emberhollow trembled. The Chalice of Heartshard shone like a widely opened eye.

Tibric had written of darkness in the marshes, of water moving against wind, of voices leaking from soil. Yet what the mirror revealed was far worse. Light spread beneath Gloomveil like infection threading through root and stone. The Root had begun to remember too much.

Izzaryn stepped toward the glowing mirror. Her reflection stepped forward to meet her. For one breath the world balanced, divided only by glass and light. She reached out. 

The mirror shattered into silent silver rain.

The fall through the veil carried no sound.

Air folded around her, thick with ash and the coming rains. Gravity remembered her name after centuries of neglect. Mountains rose, peaks sharp as broken teeth, ridges bleeding molten green. She passed through stone the way wind passes through silk. Molten rivers parted. Hammersong drifted upward and faded. The vast forge-chamber opened beneath her, emerald fire painting every surface.

She landed soundlessly before the throne.

The Elder Gnomes clustered at the edges of the hall, faces pale, brittle as cooled iron. Tibric stood at the center, older now, copper rings dulled, silver beard heavy with sorrow. Yet his emerald eyes still burned with the same fierce devotion to the flame.

He dropped to one knee. 

“Hollow Star. You heard.”

Her voice felt strange after such a long silence. 

“I always hear, even the things I am not supposed to. The Root has stirred, and a guardian shifts.”

“It breathes memory,” Tibric answered.

The admission hollowed the air. Izzaryn raised Lunveil. The white crystal flared bright, turning from white to green. Green light washed across the obsidian floor and revealed faint veins beneath—roots etched into stone long before the first forge was kindled. They pulsed in time with the Chalice upon its pedestal. She placed the blank scroll upon the obsidian table. She knelt, tracing cold stone with bare fingers.

“It has indeed begun to remember.”

Queen Hessa stood beside the throne, beauty sharp and sorrowful, unchanged by the ages. Her voice trembled like glass on the verge of breaking. 

“Can it be silenced?”

Izzaryn shook her head. 

“The Root cannot forget. Only hunger stills it, and hunger must be fed.”

Hessa’s brows drew together. 

“Fed with what?”

Izzaryn rose and met the queen’s gaze. 

“With life.”

The word struck the chamber like a hammer on cold iron. Elders shifted, fear and awe mingling in their breath. They had worshipped the Root’s memory across endless moon cycles, yet none had lived to watch it wake.

“The Chalice glows too bright,” Izzaryn continued. “It is no longer a vessel alone. It has become a mouthpiece.”

Tibric’s jaw tightened. “Mouthpiece?”

“Through it the Root listens. Through it the mountains dream. Now it remembers the taste of living souls.”

He stepped back, eyes narrowing to mere slits.

“Then we must seal it.”

Her smile carried no warmth. 

“You cannot seal what was never closed. The Root lies beneath every stone you have ever laid. It has always been awake, only dreaming. Now it wakes fully, it’s hunger growing.”

She turned toward the Chalice. Its surface rippled like molten glass. Within the depths roots twisted, faces bloomed and sank, mouths opening in silent exhalation.

Hessa touched Tibric’s arm gently, lovingly. 

“The Prophecies. Third verse. When the Memory Holders forget their own names...”

“...the Root shall awaken,” Izzaryn finished. “The verses were never warnings. They were always promises.”

She pressed Lunveil’s base to stone. Green fire burst outward in a near perfect circle, carving runes that smoked and bled light. The scent of rain, moss and old blood filled the hall. Glowing light climbed the walls, igniting ancient carvings until the chamber pulsed like a living, pulsing heart.

Hessa shielded her sensitive eyes. 

Tibric stood unmoving, flame and shadow warring across his weathered face.

When the light dimmed, runes still breathed faint emerald. Izzaryn stepped back. 

“The dream cannot be stopped. It can only be delayed. The Root feeds on what remembers. Keep your forges burning. Keep the flame alive. Fire holds memory that the soil cannot devour.”

Tibric nodded once, slow and heavy, his copper ringed beard chimed and flanked together when he shifted.

“And when the fire dies?”

“Then everything ends dear King.”

Silence grew teeth. 

Far below, stone cracked like old bones. Molten veins hissed and boiled at the edges of the hall.

Izzaryn faced Tibric again. 

“Guard the Chalice. Do not let the sap within it spill forth. If it spills, Brackengloom will drown in its own memory.”

He bowed his head. 

“You honor us, Hollow Star.”

“I honor nothing. I only listen intently.”

Green light began to rise around her, coiling, tugging at skin and robe, drawing her back toward the veil. Mortal air thinned. The sanctum called to her from beyond the stars.

Hessa’s voice followed, soft and pleading. 

“Will we see you again?”

Izzaryn met her gaze one last time. 

“You will hear me before you see me. When the Root calls my name a second time, it will already have been too late.”

Light folded. 

The forge vanished. 

She rose through the sky once more, the Hollow Star sanctum waiting among fraying auroras. Stars looked thinner, edges seemed to be unravelling. From the crystal rim she gazed down through the coming storm. A green pulse spread beneath the land like veins across living flesh. Even at this height she heard the Root exhale, soft, rhythmic, patient. Each breath carried words too faint for mortal ears. But it was then that she realized, it was not the Root that was whispering. Something deeper... Too deep. Something... Older.

“All that lives must return.”

She closed her eyes and answered into the dark. 

“Not yet.”

Yet even as the words left her, she felt the truth settle cold inside her bones. The world had already begun to remember. 

The sanctum received her with the hush of a tomb that had learned to breathe. Izzaryn stepped onto the pulsing crystal floor and felt the Hollow Star shudder again, deeper this time, as though something vast had brushed against its underside. The silver threads in the walls flickered, dimmed, flared. Lunveil’s crystal dimmed to a sullen ember. She set the staff against the mirrorstone and walked to the rim where the sphere opened onto a naked sky.

Far below, the continent
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