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PROLOGUE

	The Queen Who Refused to Stay Dead

	Beneath the Grave

	The Heart That Still Beats

	Death was supposed to be the end.

	The kingdom believed it.

	The priests believed it.

	The gods themselves should have believed it.

	The queen was dead.

	Buried.

	Mourned.

	Forgotten.

	Above the earth, bells rang for her passing.

	Black banners fluttered from castle towers.

	Candles burned throughout the kingdom.

	Thousands wept.

	Thousands more celebrated.

	The Queen was gone.

	The story was over.

	Yet deep beneath the kingdom, where roots twisted through ancient stone and forgotten tunnels vanished into darkness, something impossible remained alive.

	A heartbeat.

	Weak.

	Slow.

	Relentless.

	The sound echoed through the earth itself.

	One beat.

	Then another.

	Then another.

	As though death had forgotten its duty.

	As though the grave had failed.

	Far below her tomb, beneath layers of rock older than the kingdom itself, a woman lay imprisoned in darkness.

	No sunlight reached her.

	No air should have sustained her.

	No life should have remained.

	Yet the heart continued beating.

	Each pulse sent pain through her body.

	Each beat dragged her closer to consciousness.

	The darkness pressed against her from every side.

	Heavy.

	Endless.

	Suffocating.

	Then memory returned.

	The throne.

	The blood.

	The curse.

	The sacrifice.

	The crown.

	The final choice.

	Pain exploded through her chest.

	Her eyes snapped open.

	Absolute darkness greeted her.

	For a moment she thought she had awakened in the afterlife.

	Then she felt stone above her.

	Cold earth around her.

	Roots wrapped around her arms.

	And terror unlike anything she had ever known seized her.

	She had been buried.

	Alive.

	Darkness Beneath the Kingdom

	She tried to scream.

	Only dirt filled her mouth.

	Panic surged instantly.

	Her body thrashed against the weight surrounding her.

	Stone scraped skin.

	Roots tightened around her wrists.

	The darkness seemed alive.

	Watching.

	Waiting.

	She clawed desperately through soil.

	Fingernails split.

	Blood soaked the earth.

	Still she dug.

	Still she fought.

	Still she refused.

	Death had already taken enough from her.

	It would not take this.

	Not yet.

	Not now.

	Hours passed.

	Or perhaps days.

	Time lost all meaning beneath the earth.

	Exhaustion eventually forced her still.

	Silence returned.

	Only her heartbeat remained.

	Then another sound emerged.

	A whisper.

	Faint.

	Distant.

	Impossible.

	At first she believed it was madness.

	The voice seemed to rise from beneath her.

	From deeper underground.

	From somewhere far older than the kingdom above.

	The whisper spoke her name.

	Softly.

	Lovingly.

	Dangerously.

	She froze.

	The voice came again.

	Closer this time.

	Clearer.

	Ancient.

	Awake.

	And waiting.

	The First Breath After Death

	The roots suddenly moved.

	Not naturally.

	Not slowly.

	Deliberately.

	The earth surrounding her trembled.

	Stone cracked.

	Ancient tunnels shifted.

	A path opened beneath her.

	She fell.

	Downward.

	Into darkness.

	Into silence.

	Into the unknown.

	The descent felt endless.

	Then she struck cold stone.

	Air filled her lungs.

	Real air.

	The first breath she had taken since dying.

	The first breath she had taken since the grave claimed her.

	She gasped violently.

	Pain shot through her chest.

	Yet beneath the agony came something else.

	Power.

	Something had changed.

	Something inside her no longer felt human.

	The realization terrified her.

	Because death had released her.

	But it had not returned her unchanged.

	 

	 

	 

	The Curse Left Behind

	Blood in the Roots

	The cavern stretched farther than sight.

	Ancient roots covered every surface.

	Massive pillars rose into darkness.

	Rivers of glowing red light flowed beneath the stone.

	The place felt alive.

	Older than kingdoms.

	Older than crowns.

	Older than history.

	As she stumbled forward, the roots reacted.

	Blood dripped from her torn hands.

	The moment it touched the ground, the roots awakened.

	Golden light pulsed beneath their bark.

	The entire cavern shuddered.

	And for the first time, fear entered her heart.

	The roots knew her.

	Recognized her.

	Welcomed her.

	As though they had been waiting.

	For centuries.

	For generations.

	For her.

	The Voice Beneath the Earth

	"At last."

	The words echoed through the cavern.

	She spun toward the sound.

	No one stood there.

	Only darkness.

	Only roots.

	Only shadows.

	Yet the voice remained.

	Ancient.

	Powerful.

	Patient.

	"You survived."

	The voice seemed pleased.

	That terrified her more than anything.

	"Who are you?" she demanded.

	Silence followed.

	Then laughter.

	Low.

	Ancient.

	Unsettling.

	"I am older than your kingdom."

	The roots around her began moving.

	"I am older than your gods."

	The glowing rivers brightened.

	"I am older than death."

	The cavern shook.

	And suddenly she understood.

	Something lived beneath the kingdom.

	Something imprisoned.

	Something forgotten.

	Something powerful enough to survive the passing of ages.

	And somehow her death had awakened it.

	A Power Awakens

	Pain erupted through her body.

	She collapsed immediately.

	Every vein burned.

	Every muscle convulsed.

	The curse that once belonged to the crown surged through her blood.

	But it had changed.

	Grown.

	Evolved.

	The darkness around her responded.

	Shadows gathered at her fingertips.

	Stone cracked beneath her hands.

	The glowing rivers brightened.

	The roots bowed toward her.

	Not in fear.

	In recognition.

	The realization sent cold dread through her.

	The curse had not died with the crown.

	The curse had chosen a new home.

	Her.

	And whatever now lived inside her was far stronger than before.

	 

	 

	 

	The Kingdom Above

	Mourning a Dead Queen

	Far above the earth, the kingdom mourned.

	Funeral processions filled the streets.

	Priests recited prayers.

	Citizens gathered beneath black banners.

	The Queen's sacrifice had already become legend.

	Stories spread rapidly.

	Songs followed.

	The woman who saved the kingdom.

	The woman who died for the crown.

	The woman who would never return.

	No one questioned it.

	No one suspected otherwise.

	Because no one knew the truth.

	The grave was empty.

	The Crown Without an Heir

	Within the palace, grief poisoned every hall.

	The throne remained occupied.

	Yet the kingdom felt leaderless.

	The curse continued spreading.

	The harvest failed.

	The rot returned.

	Whispers of rebellion spread through noble houses.

	The kingdom survived.

	Barely.

	And at the center of it all sat a king haunted by a ghost.

	Every room reminded him of her.

	Every corridor. Every memory.

	The crown remained upon his head.

	Yet it had never felt heavier.

	Because the kingdom still stood.

	But the woman he loved was gone.

	Or so he believed.

	The First Lie

	The lie began three weeks after the funeral.

	A nobleman claimed he saw the Queen in the forest.

	Another claimed she appeared beside a river.

	A third swore she walked through a graveyard beneath moonlight.

	The stories spread rapidly.

	Most dismissed them.

	Grief created strange visions.

	Hope created stranger ones.

	Yet the sightings continued.

	More appeared every day.

	From distant villages.

	From forgotten roads.

	From places separated by impossible distances.

	The reports could not all be true.

	And yet they persisted.

	Because somewhere beneath the kingdom, a dead queen had opened her eyes.

	Somewhere beneath the earth, a forgotten power had awakened.

	And somewhere within the darkness, vengeance had begun breathing once more.

	Death had claimed her.

	The grave had buried her.

	The kingdom had mourned her.

	But none of them understood the truth.

	The Queen was coming back.

	And she would not return alone.
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