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Chapter 1 – The Breath of the Forest

Evening fell faster than usual over Ravelin Valley, as if someone had pushed the sun towards the horizon. That happened more often since The Silence, but it continued to make Kael feel uncomfortable. As if the world was in a hurry to go dark.

He stood at the edge of the forest, hands deep in the pockets of his coat, eyes fixed on the shadows between the trees. It smelled of damp wood and metal. Always a bit like metal. Nobody knew why.

Behind him was the residential block where he slept: four floors of concrete and rust, with cracks that grew a little bigger every winter. But here, on the border of their small safe zone and the dark nature, Kael felt... more. Something that wasn't right, something that he was trying to understand.

He breathed in.

The air felt heavy. Not cold — just heavy. As if there was pressure on it.

Then it happened.

The forest moved.

No gust of wind. No rustling of leaves.

It moved as a whole.

As if the earth underneath was bulging for a moment... and collapsed again.

An inhalation.

Kael froze. His heart was tapping hard against his ribs.

This was the same movement he had felt in recent weeks. Subtle. Low. Unmistakable. And each time it seemed to get stronger, as if the forest was training, as if it was trying to build something.

He wanted to take a step back, but a voice sounded behind him.

"Kael?"

He turned around. Mira stood there, just out of the light of the evening sky. Her dark hair was twisted into a messy bun, her eyes wide awake as always when she was worried.

"You come here alone too often," she said, softly but slightly irritated. "The curfew is about to start."

Kael nodded, but his gaze remained fixed on the trees.

"Listen."

Mira listened.

There was almost no sound—just their breathing and, somewhere in the distance, a generator struggling to stay on.

"I don't hear anything," she finally said.

He swallowed. "I do."

She walked a little closer. "What then?"

Kael felt it before he heard it.

A pressure behind his ears.

Very low. Very far away.

As if someone deep underground was trying to whisper his name through meters of earth.

And then it broke through.

Not loud.

Not clear.

But it was clear enough to make his stomach contract.

"Kael..."

Mira took a sharp breath. "What was that?"

Kael shook his head, slowly, as if he was afraid that too fast a movement would bring the sound back.

"I don't know," he said, his voice lower than usual. "But it's something."

She looked at him, really looked at him — she always did that when she wanted to know if he was exaggerating.

This time she didn't think so.

"Come," she said softly. "We're going back."

He nodded, but turned to the forest one last time.

Just in time.

Because the ground between the first trees... pulsed.

Just for a moment.

A soft, red glow between the roots — as if there was something under the earth that was slowly waking up.

He blinked.

And it was gone.

Maybe he imagined it.

Maybe not.

But as they walked away, Kael felt it again:

A breath.

Not from him.

Not from Mira.

From the forest.
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Chapter 2 – Ravelin Awakens
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Ravelin Valley never really woke up.

It moved rather slowly into the day, as if the valley was struggling to get itself going.

The first sound Kael heard when he opened his eyes was the crackling of the old heating pipe next to his bed. Sometimes it made noises as if someone was crawling through. Today was one of those days.

He got up, put on his coat—a too thin thing he'd had for years—and walked down the stairs. The corridors of the residential block were damp and dark, with fluorescent lamps that flashed more often than they burned.

Outside, the streets were recognizably deserted.

Stalls with second-hand stuff, old world junk that was of no use to anyone anymore. Yet people continued to offer them, as if repeating the past gave them a little security.

Mira was waiting for him at the water pump.

She seemed tired. Not physically, but somewhere in her eyes was that restlessness she always had after nights when the forest had come too close to her thoughts.

"You slept badly," Kael said.

"And you certainly don't?" she replied.

He shrugged. "No worse than normal."

She poked him with her elbow. "That doesn't mean anything. You always sleep badly."

Before he could react, a voice sounded a little further away.

"Good morning, spirit whisperers."

Tomas was leaning against a stall, a piece of cable in his hands that he was nervously rolling back and forth. His grin was half mocking, half waking-up-to-reality.

"What do you want to say?" asked Mira dryly.

Tomas pointed at the piece of cable to Kael. "I saw you stare at the forest last night as if it were talking to you."

Kael stopped halfway through his movement.

He felt something pulling behind his ribs.

"Maybe it did," Mira said before Kael could deny anything.

Tomas' eyebrow went up. "Wait. Are you serious?"

"Kael heard something," Mira said. She looked at Kael, as if to warn him that it was okay to be honest.

Kael sighed. He didn't want to be declared crazy again.

But Thomas was no stranger. He was strange in his own way.

"It was..." Kael rubbed the back of his neck for a moment. "It was like someone under the ground saying my name."

Thomas stared at him, and his grin faded.

"I believe you," he said. "That's the scary thing about it."

Kael swallowed.

Mira pulled her coat closer.

"And," Tomas continued, as if he kept it light on purpose, "it fits with what I've been seeing lately."

Kael looked up. "What exactly do you see?"

Tomas tapped the cable against the metal edge of the stall.

"Material that breaks faster. Things that seem older than they were yesterday. Fences, tools... even stone."

Kael felt something sink into his stomach. "You think it has to do with the forest."

"I think it has to do with everything," Tomas said. "The whole valley feels different. As if it changes."

Before anyone could continue talking, shouts could be heard from the northern side of the market street.

A few soldiers ran past them.

People regressed. Stalls fell over.

Mira's hand slid to Kael's arm.

"Not again..." she whispered.

"What's wrong?" shouted Kael to one of the soldiers.

The man stopped for a moment, his breath rushed, his look frustrated and frightened at the same time.

"Someone else has disappeared," he said.

Kael froze.

Thomas looked at the ground.

Mira's hand squeezed Kael's arm harder.

"Who?" asked Kael, his voice hoarse.

"Rhian," said the soldier. "Last night. On the edge of the forest."

Kael felt the chilly air he breathed deep into his lungs. Rhian was not a daredevil, not a child who played with risks. He was careful. Smart. And always in well before the evening.

Thomas cursed softly.

Mira looked at Kael, and in her eyes he saw the same fear that had already haunted him this morning.

Not for the forest.

But for what the forest wanted.
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