
​

​

​

​

​

​🌿 CHAPTER 1 — THE LANTERN IN THE ROOTS

ROOTBOUND

© 2025 Richard J. Johnson

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

RootBound

🌿 CHAPTER 2 — THE GUARDIAN OF STONE

🌿 CHAPTER 3 — THE FOXLING’S TRUTH

🌿 CHAPTER 4 — THE CAVERN OF ECHOES

🌿 CHAPTER 5 — THE SHADOW ON THE BRIDGE

🌿 CHAPTER 6 — THE HEART OF THE WEAVE

🌿 CHAPTER 7 — THE RISE OF THE GREAT DARKNESS

🌿 — A NEW DAWN

Sign up for Richard Johnson's Mailing List

About the Publisher

For everyone who still believes in magic.

Kaela had walked the Gloomwood a thousand times, but tonight the forest felt different. The air was thicker, like it was holding its breath. The trees leaned in as if listening. And the roots—normally still and tangled—seemed to pulse faintly beneath her boots.

She tightened her grip on the strap of her satchel.

“Just a quick walk,” she whispered to herself. “In and out.”

But the forest didn’t answer.

It only watched.

A soft green glow flickered ahead.

Kaela froze.

Lantern light? Out here?

She stepped closer, brushing aside a curtain of low branches. There, nestled in a cradle of twisted roots, sat an old metal lantern. Its glass panes glowed with a strange green fire—soft, steady, alive.

Kaela knelt beside it.

The roots curled around the lantern like fingers.

Like they were holding it.

Or protecting it.

“Who left you here...?” she murmured.

The lantern pulsed once—bright enough to light her face—then dimmed again.

Kaela stumbled back.

“Okay. Nope. No thank you.”

But the lantern pulsed again, softer this time.

Inviting.

She reached out.

Her fingertips brushed the metal—

A shock of warmth shot up her arm.

Images flashed in her mind:

A forest swallowed by shadow.

A village crying out.

A towering figure made of twisting roots and darkness.

And a voice—deep, ancient—whispering:

“Find the Weave.”

Kaela gasped and fell backward. The lantern’s glow steadied, as if waiting.

She swallowed hard.

“Grandmother is going to kill me,” she muttered.

Then she picked up the lantern.

The forest exhaled.

And the roots beneath her feet began to move.
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Kaela ran.

Roots shifted under her boots, guiding her path like living rails. The lantern swung wildly in her hand, its green glow slicing through the darkness. She didn’t know where she was going—only that the forest wanted her to move.

A branch snapped behind her.

Kaela skidded to a stop.

“Who’s there?”

The forest held its breath again.

Then something massive stepped out from behind a tree.

At first she thought it was a boulder.

Then it moved.

A giant figure—eight feet tall—made entirely of stone. Cracked granite skin. Moss growing in the seams. Eyes glowing faintly like embers buried in ash.

Kaela raised the lantern like a shield.

“Stay back! I’m warning you!”

The stone giant tilted its head.

Then, in a voice like grinding mountains:

“Child... you carry the Lantern of the Weave.”

Kaela blinked.

“You... talk?”

“I guard the forest,” the giant rumbled. “And now... I guard you.”

Kaela lowered the lantern slightly.

“Why me?”

The giant knelt, lowering its massive face to her level.

“Because the darkness has awakened. And only the lantern chooses its bearer.”

Kaela’s stomach dropped.

“Oh no. No no no. I’m not chosen. I’m just Kaela. I pick berries. I feed chickens. I am extremely unchosen.”

The giant’s stone lips curved into something like a smile.

“The Weave disagrees.”

Kaela groaned.

“This is the worst walk I’ve ever taken.”

The giant stood again, towering above her.

“Come. The foxling waits.”

“The what now—?”

But the roots beneath her feet shifted again, pointing deeper into the forest.

Kaela sighed.

“Fine. But if I die, I’m haunting everyone.”

The giant nodded solemnly.

“That is fair.”

Together, they walked into the dark.
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The forest opened into a clearing lit by moonlight. At its center stood a creature Kaela had never seen before.

It was small—barely taller than her waist—with russet fur, pointed ears, and a long, bushy tail tipped in white. Its eyes shimmered like molten gold, and it wore a cloak stitched from leaves and feathers.

Kaela blinked.

“Are you... a fox?”

The creature bowed.

“I am a foxling. My name is Thistle.”

The stone guardian knelt beside Kaela.

“He is a speaker of truths. Listen well.”

Thistle stepped forward, his tail flicking.

“The lantern chose you, Kaela. That means the Weave has begun to stir.”

Kaela held up the lantern.

“This thing? It shocked me. It showed me weird visions. I didn’t choose it.”

Thistle tilted his head.

“No one chooses the lantern. It chooses you. And it only awakens when the Great Darkness begins to rise.”

Kaela’s stomach twisted.

“Great Darkness? That sounds... bad.”

Thistle nodded solemnly.

“It is. Long ago, the Weave kept balance. Light and shadow. Growth and decay. But something broke it. Something buried deep beneath the forest.”

Kaela looked around.

“And now it’s waking up?”

Thistle’s eyes glowed brighter.

“Yes. And you must find the other lanterns before it’s too late.”

Kaela groaned.

“Other lanterns? There’s more?”

“Seven,” Thistle said. “Each hidden in a different part of the realm. Each guarded by a trial.”

Kaela sat down hard on a mossy rock.

“This is a lot. I was just picking herbs.”

Thistle stepped closer.

“You are more than you believe. The Weave sees your heart.”

Kaela looked at the lantern again.

Its glow pulsed gently, like a heartbeat.

She sighed.

“Okay. Where’s the next one?”

Thistle smiled.

“In the Cavern of Echoes. But beware—the shadows there do not sleep.”

Kaela stood.

“Great. Creepy cave. Love that for me.”

The stone guardian rumbled.

“I will carry you.”

Kaela climbed onto his shoulder.

Thistle leapt ahead, tail streaming like fire.

And together, they vanished into the trees.
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The entrance to the cavern yawned like a mouth carved into the earth. Jagged rocks framed the opening, and a cold wind blew from within, carrying whispers.

Kaela shivered.

“Why does it sound like it’s talking?”

Thistle crouched beside her.

“The Cavern of Echoes remembers everything. Every word spoken inside becomes part of its voice.”

The stone guardian stepped forward.

“I will remain outside. My weight would collapse the tunnels.”

Kaela nodded, gripping the lantern tighter.

“Okay. Just me and the talking cave. No big deal.”

Thistle placed a paw on her hand.

“Remember—do not speak unless you must. The cavern twists words.”

Kaela swallowed hard.

“Got it. Silent mode.”

She stepped into the darkness.

The lantern’s green glow lit the walls, revealing carvings—faces, symbols, eyes. The whispers grew louder.

“Who are you?”  

“Why do you carry the light?”  

“Will you fail like the others?”

Kaela clenched her jaw and kept walking.

The tunnel narrowed, then opened into a vast chamber. At its center stood a pedestal made of bone and crystal. On it sat another lantern—this one blue, flickering like a storm.

Kaela stepped forward.

A voice boomed from the shadows.

“Speak your truth, bearer of the green flame.”

Kaela hesitated.

Then whispered:

“I’m scared.”

The cavern pulsed.

“And yet you came.”

Kaela nodded.

“I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”

“Strength is not the absence of fear. It is the choice to keep walking.”

The blue lantern flared.

Kaela reached
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Her roots run deep.
So must her courage.
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ROOTBOUND

she finds an ancient lantern glowing with
emerald light among the roots of an old eak wree.

Toushing the lantern reveals a vision of one-
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embrazing oné's inner strength, and speaking
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