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THE MUD OF THE VALLEY tasted of copper and iron, a bitter cocktail that clung to Jonas's lips as he scrambled away from the screams. He didn't look back; he couldn't. The rout had become a massacre, the disciplined lines of his company dissolved into a panicked herd of livestock being slaughtered by a predator that didn't even need to rush. A sharp, white-hot bolt of agony flared in his thigh as an arrow found its mark, but the adrenaline—raw and screaming—pushed him forward. He wasn't alone in his flight. Tom, his oldest friend from the orchards of their home, was a dead weight slung over his shoulder, unconscious and drifting. They were farm hands, boys who had been told that a sword in the hand was a badge of honor, only to find that leather and grit were no match for professional steel.

The treeline of the Great Forest beckoned like a sanctuary, a wall of emerald green that promised invisibility. Jonas felt the air shift, the humidity rising as he breached the canopy, but the relief was short-lived. A sudden, piercing shock slammed into his shoulder, and a series of heavy thuds hammered into his back. He gasped, his legs giving out, and he collapsed into the loam. As he rolled, he felt Tom slide off him. The other boy had been the shield; the final volley of arrows had found a home in Tom's chest and back, a cruel irony that had likely saved Jonas from a swifter death. Jonas laid him down with trembling hands, whispering a plea to a god he wasn't sure was listening, but the light in Tom's eyes had already faded into a dull, glassy stare.

In the distance, the rhythmic clatter of armor and the triumphant shouts of the victors echoed through the valley. Their Lord, a man of towering arrogance and gold-trimmed capes, had played a game of maps and borders, and the pawns—boys who had never seen a city—had been swept off the board. What was this land worth? A few more acres of scrubland they would never be allowed to farm? Anger, cold and sharp, surged through Jonas, momentarily masking the agony of his wounds. He turned his back on the bloodbath and crawled deeper into the woods, knowing the enemy would soon begin the "sport" of hunting survivors.

Jonas dragged himself away from the clearing, the silence of the woods now feeling like a predatory weight. Every few yards, he glanced back at the still form of Tom, a jagged piece of his heart tearing away with every inch of distance. To leave a comrade—a brother—to the elements and the scavengers was a betrayal that burned hotter than the arrow wound in his leg. But the rhythmic clink of steel against steel grew louder in the distance; the victors were coming, and they weren't hunting for prisoners. They were hunting for trophies.

His gear was a joke—thin, salt-crusted leather that had barely served as a garment, let alone armor. It offered no protection against the jagged thorns of the underbrush, but its lightness was the only thing keeping him moving. As the minutes stretched into an hour, the adrenaline that had fueled his flight began to evaporate, replaced by a cold, hollow void. He could feel the warmth of his own blood soaking through his trousers, a slow, steady drain that sapped the strength from his muscles and turned his vision into a flickering candle. The towering ancient oaks began to blur into a swirling vortex of green and grey. With one final, shuddering gasp, his knees buckled, and the forest floor rushed up to meet him. The world didn't fade; it snapped to black.

In that oppressive darkness, a shift occurred. The silence was replaced by a symphony of melodious, feminine voices—soft, overlapping harmonies that sounded like wind chimes in a summer breeze. He felt the sensation of being lifted, not by the rough grip of soldiers, but by hands that felt like silk and warmth. A scent washed over him, an intoxicating wave of wild jasmine and crushed lilies that seemed to seep into his very pores, quieting the screaming agony in his limbs. 

Through the haze of his fading consciousness, a single voice rang out, clear and brimming with a serene kind of joy: "See? The forest provides, just as Mama promised it would." 

Then, the darkness folded over him, pulling him down into a deep slumber.

The darkness was not a void, but a canvas for the ghosts of the valley. In his sleep, Jonas was back in the mud, the copper taste returning to his tongue. He saw the wheat-like fall of his comrades, heard the wet thud of steel meeting bone, and felt the phantom scream tearing through his own throat. It was a storm of carnage, a relentless tide of blood and iron that threatened to pull him under for eternity.

But then, a thread of silver pierced the noise. A woman's voice, melodic and brimming with an ancient, maternal warmth, began to sing. It wasn't a song of war or mourning, but a lullaby of sanctuary. The voice acted like a physical hand, gently pushing the jagged memories back into the shadows, smoothing over the trauma with promises of peace and safety. Along with the song came a scent—sweet, heady wildflowers and sun-drenched earth—that enveloped him in a cocoon of security. For the first time since the draft, Jonas felt the crushing weight of adulthood and duty vanish, leaving him feeling as small and cherished as a babe cradled in his mother's arms. The chaos subsided, the screams faded into a hush, and time itself seemed to pause, holding its breath in the stillness of a deep, healing slumber.

Jonas awoke with a violent start, his heart hammering against his ribs as he sat bolt upright. He expected the smell of iron and the feel of cold mud; instead, he found himself sinking into a bed of such supreme comfort it felt as though he were floating atop a giant ball of spun cotton. He gasped, looking around a room bathed in a radiance that defied nature. Shafts of sunlight streamed through a wide window, illuminating the air with a brilliance and purity that made the dusty mornings of his family farm seem grey and dim. The air he inhaled was crystalline, filling his lungs with a freshness that felt like his first true breath. From beyond the walls, a symphony of musical chatter drifted in—voices singing in a language that was entirely alien, yet fundamentally kind.

Beside the bed sat a hand-carved wooden platter, heaped with fruits and nuts of varieties he had never seen in any market. Their colors were vivid, almost glowing. He reached out with a trembling hand and picked up what appeared to be an apple, though it was enormous, the size of a small melon. He took a tentative bite, and his eyes widened. The flavor was an explosion of sweetness and tartness, a concentrated essence of summer that put every harvest he had ever known to shame.

The food was more than merely delicious; it was transformative. With every bite of the iridescent fruit and every handful of the honey-glazed nuts, Jonas felt a surge of vitality coursing through his limbs. It was as if the essence of the forest itself was flowing into his veins, knitting together the frayed edges of his spirit and erasing the hollow ache of starvation. He ate with a desperate, animal intensity, his mind completely consumed by the symphony of flavors, oblivious to the world around him.

He failed to notice the door sliding open with a silent grace, nor did he see the figure who had entered the room to observe him. Neph stood there for a long moment, her regal green eyes shimmering with a warm, motherly pride. Watching the young man wolf down the feast with such earnest hunger brought a genuine glow to her face; he looked so fragile yet so resilient, like a seedling pushing through winter frost. A small, melodic giggle escaped her lips, the sound cutting through the silence of the room.

Jonas jumped, nearly choking on a mouthful of the melon-like fruit. He gasped, clutching his chest as he looked up, and for a heartbeat, he forgot how to breathe. Before him stood a vision of impossible beauty—a woman with auburn pigtails and a silken white gown that hugged a figure of soft, maternal curves. Her presence was intoxicating, smelling of jasmine and ancient sunlight. Jonas stared, his mouth hanging open, half-chewed food still resting on his tongue. He was certain now; this was a dream. The mud, the blood, and the screams of the valley had finally broken his mind, and he was drifting in a golden hallucination.

"Forgive me," she said, her voice a soothing caress that seemed to vibrate in the very air
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