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The world had always spoken, though most lives passed without hearing even a fragment of its voice. Some claimed the earth sang only to the oldest forests; others whispered that its roots carried memories too heavy for mortal hearts. But the truth—older than cities, older than crowns—was simpler: the world spoke to all who pressed their palms to the soil and waited long enough for silence to soften into breath.

Long before Ironvale melted its first ingot, before its smoke climbed high enough to shadow the canopy of Sylvalis, the Verdancy pulsed through every valley and ridge in quiet, patient rhythms. Its music lay beneath the noise of beasts and men, steady as the beat of sap in the heartwood, ancient as the first green shoot that broke through stone. It had no need for temples or altars. Its prayers were the turning of seasons. Its blessings were the slow, inevitable act of growth.

Yet the world knew wounds, too.

Where fire burned without mercy, roots curled inward and carried the scar. Where steel split bark and bone alike, the Verdancy remembered the shape of that strike for generations. It did not hate. It did not forgive. It simply kept every story pressed inside its rings and veins, growing around each pain without ever hiding it.

It was into this old, watching world that Auren was born.

A child of iron walls and forest blood, of warning and wonder, he learned early that silence was not emptiness but a chamber waiting to be filled. He learned that the ground beneath his feet did more than hold him—it listened. When he was still small enough to be lifted onto his mother’s hip, she pressed his hand into the moss at the edge of Sylvalis and told him that the earth remembered every footstep, even the gentle ones.

He had believed her.

But belief was not understanding, not then. Not as long as Ironvale’s forges roared louder than the whisper of leaves, drowning out the world’s quieter songs. Not as long as men measured strength by the hardness of their blades rather than the steadiness of their roots.

War changed that.

Fire shifted the shape of forests, and forests answered in ways no man had prepared for. Families were scattered; kingdoms trembled; the ground itself breathed harder under the weight of blood spilled on both sides. And Auren—caught between Verdancy’s grief and Ironvale’s fear—heard more than any living soul wished to hear.

There are voices buried in the soil, his mother had once said. Some mourn. Some warn. All wait.

Now, as dawn struggles to rise over the scars of two worlds colliding, the Verdancy stirs again. Its roots reach deeper. Its memories surface. And its song—forgotten by many, feared by more—begins to rise from beneath the ashes.

For nothing that returns to the earth ever truly dies.

It only changes root.
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Chapter 1: Ash upon Steel
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Dawn never came gently to Ironvale.

Light crawled over the city in a dull smear, catching first on smokestacks and chain-hoists before it ever reached the streets. Chimneys coughed out ribbons of gray that stained the sky the color of cooled iron. The air already tasted of metal—thin, sharp, ready to cut the back of the throat.

Then the hammers woke.

One strike rang from somewhere deep in the foundries, a single blow that hit the morning like a heartbeat against a ribcage. Another answered. Then another. Within breaths, the whole valley beat in rough rhythm: steel on steel, echo on echo, a pulse that climbed into bone.

Auren stood in the courtyard of the lower forge with a hammer in his hand and ash drying on his bare arms.

The hammer’s weight dragged at his shoulder. Too heavy for comfort, not heavy enough to deserve respect. Its haft was wrapped in cracked leather, its head scarred from old work. Heat rose from the open mouths of the forges around him, hugging his skin in a grip that left no room for wind or river cool.

Somewhere behind the walls, council-bells would ring before midday. If he failed again—if Verdancy broke loose through steel instead of staying caged inside it—they would not leave him here among anvils and apprentices. They would send him deeper into iron, or strap his veins to their engines, or chain him to a battlefield he did not choose.

Today’s work would decide which cage his blood belonged to.

“Grip higher,” someone said behind him. “You choke the swing, boy.”

The voice came flat over the metal roar. Taren Ironhand stepped into view, a block of a man cutting the light from the nearest furnace. His apron bore old burns and newer patches; his hair carried soot as if it were a second color. Scars crossed his knuckles in pale ropes, white against heat-dark skin.

Auren shifted his hand up the haft. Leather rasped against callus.

Taren watched without blinking. “Again. From the shoulder. Strike, don’t tap. Verdancy doesn’t answer to tapping.”

Auren set his jaw. The anvil in front of him waited in perfect stillness, a square of dark promise. On it lay a bar the width of his palm, the metal dim red, not yet bright enough to blind. Its surface looked smooth at first glance, but where the light hit just right, something within it showed—a fine, darker thread winding through the glowing length, a vein caught mid-pulse.

Root.

The first time he’d seen one of those threads locked inside steel, the world beneath his feet had lurched. Roots belonged in soil. In shadow. Under bark. Not here. Not inside something that rang when struck and smelled of burnt ore and sweat.

Now his fingers tightened around the hammer. The leather dug into his palm. Heat climbed from the bar into his face.

Strike.

He brought the hammer down.

The blow landed off-center, ringing the anvil with a note that shot up his arm and slammed into his teeth. The bar flattened slightly. The darker thread inside did not break. It shivered.

He pulled air through his teeth, rolled his shoulders, set his feet. The ground under the forge felt dead compared to Sylvalis—no moss, no give, just packed dirt and slag—but the hammers gave it a rhythm of their own. The city’s heart beat around him.

“Again,” Taren said.

Strike. Pause. Breath.

The hammer rose and fell.

Each impact drove sound through muscle and bone. The bar lengthened, brightened. The embedded root-thread trembled with every blow, as if each strike knocked against a hidden door. Auren’s wrist ached; heat crawled up his forearm like ants.

Around them, the other forges worked their own patterns. Apprentices shouted for tongs or water. Bellows wheezed. Sparks spat and died. Above it all, the outer hammers of Ironvale thundered in their own massive rhythm, those rising-and-falling giants that shaped beams for bridges and ribs for engines. Their strikes turned the city’s morning into a single, unbroken drum.

The drumbeat met another rhythm under Auren’s skin.

It began as a pressure under his ribs, slow, patient. No voice, no words. Just that familiar weight—Verdancy listening. Not asleep. Never asleep. It rose when his sweat hit the bar, when ash mixed with salt.

The root in the steel twitched.

Heat stung his eyes. He blinked and, for a heartbeat, saw a different light: green, not red; leaves, not sparks. Smoke that smelled of sap, not coal. A tree that hummed with his mother’s last song. Serin’s hand on his shoulder, thorned and steady. The blood-flower blooming from his own cut skin.

The hammer slipped a fraction in his grip. The next blow glanced, sending a spray of bright scales from the bar.

“Focus.” Taren’s hand clamped around the back of his neck, solid as the anvil. “You’re not in your damned forest. You’re here. With iron. Look at it.”

Fingers dug into the place where breath met spine. The contact jolted him back into heat and clamor. The forest smell snapped like a thread. Coal smoke flooded in again, thick and bitter.

He swallowed. His throat tasted of rust.

Taren’s grip eased but didn’t leave. “Verdancy will have you when it can,” he said, still quiet. “That’s its nature. The forge is where you decide what it gets. Swing.”

Auren lifted the hammer.

Strike.

The bar sang.

Pause.

In the pause, the root-thread writhed.

Breath.

Verdancy pushed from within, a warm pressure against the inside of his bones, eager to answer its own reflection trapped in metal. The urge flooded his arm—just a pulse more, just a touch, just let the lines reach.

His fingers went numb for a moment. The hammer’s weight shifted as if it, too, wanted to fall in time with something older than hammers.

He forced his grip to tighten, skin scraping over leather, nails biting his own palm.

Taren stepped back. The absence of his hand at Auren’s neck left a strip of skin suddenly cold.

“Watch,” the smith said.

Auren did not watch; the bar watched him. The root-thread inside it quivered like a nerve.

The hammer fell again.

This time the blow landed true.

The red metal flattened with a shout. Sound cracked through the air. A spark leapt up and burned his wrist, a small, precise hurt, as if the forge marked him out of the crowd. The root-thread jerked, stretched, thinned.

Auren’s breath hitched. Verdancy surged in answer, not from the ground—Ironvale barely let anything green through—but from inside his ribs, from the place where the forest had anchored itself the day his mother disappeared into roots.

Heat rushed the length of his arm.

Not forge heat. Sap heat. Wet soil and dawn breath, trapped inside skin already slick with sweat.

The root inside the steel felt it.

The thread flared darker, almost visible beneath the glow. It twisted toward his hand as if the path through air were as simple as the path through soil. The metal around it protested in a faint, grinding whine, a sound too high and thin for most ears against the general roar.

He heard it over everything.

His grip faltered.

The hammer head clipped the bar’s edge instead of its center. The blow threw his arm sideways, sent a jarring needle up his elbow. Sparks flew, catching in the hair on his forearm. The root-thread spasmed.

“Enough,” Taren snapped.

His hand moved faster than any hammer. He seized the tongs, lifted the bar from the anvil, and plunged it into the water trough. Steam exploded upward in a hiss that swallowed the anvil’s ring.

The sudden silence around their anvil felt as sharp as a cut.

Beneath the hiss, Auren’s pulse beat too hard, too big. The Verdancy surge hit the inside of his skin in slow waves, looking for somewhere to go. Iron underfoot, iron at his side, iron in his hand—the world around him clanged with refusal.

Nowhere for roots to take.

The pressure stalled in his chest.

He shut his eyes for half a breath. The darkness behind them held neither forest nor forge, just the aching middle place where both tried to live at once.

“Auren.” Taren’s voice came closer again, iron wrapped in cloth. “Open your hand.”

Auren looked down.

His fingers clung to the hammer so tightly the knuckles had gone bloodless. The leather had bitten into his palm in thin red crescents. One of them broke; a bead of blood swelled, bright against ash-streaked skin.

He loosened his grip. The hammer’s head dropped and thudded against the packed earth. The shock climbed his bones, smaller than the earlier blows, more personal.

Taren took his wrist and turned his hand, studying the marks. His own fingers felt like forged iron—hot from the work, hard from a life of closing around hammers.

“Good.” Taren’s mouth twitched. On anyone else it might have been almost a smile. “You held on. The ones Verdancy loves usually drop the hammer. Then we have broken toes and crying.”

The hint of humor did not reach his eyes.

Auren’s blood bead trembled. It gathered ash-crust at its bottom edge, darkening.

Verdancy pressed at the small wound, drawn to open earth and air as surely as sap rose to light. In Sylvalis, a drop like that would have fallen to moss and woken tiny roots, white and eager. Here, there was only packed dirt, beaten flat by boots.

The bead slid from his skin and dropped.

It hit the ground beside the anvil with no sound he could hear.

Under his bare feet, the forge floor shifted.

Not much. Just a breath’s width of give. The sensation puffed into his arches, surprised them. For an instant, beneath Ironvale’s compacted layers of slag and cinder and human stubbornness, something older turned over and sighed.

A ringing blow fell from a neighboring anvil. The tremor vanished under the new noise.

Taren’s grip on his wrist tightened once, then released. “The root answered,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Auren did not nod. The movement would have jostled the pressure still trapped beneath his ribs. He drew in air through his teeth instead, slow enough that the forge’s haze burned less going down.

“The root always answers,” Taren added. “Even locked in metal. That’s why we train you here. Verdancy respects stone. It hates fire. It fears iron.”

The word rocked hard against the place where Verdancy waited.

Fear.

No. It wasn’t fear. The power inside him pushed against the iron of the forge the way water pushed against a dam—relentless, not afraid. But the iron held. That was the point. That was why he was here, under a sky that never quite lost its smoke, far from the deep-green hush of Sylvalis and the glow of blood-flowers.

A lad stumbled past with tongs piled high, arms shaking. Somewhere behind them, someone cursed as a bar slipped. Steam rose again as metal hit water where it shouldn’t. The air filled with a burnt, sour tang.

“Pick up the hammer,” Taren said. “You’re not done.”

The ache in Auren’s arm spoke first, a dull throb that argued for stopping. Sweat rolled down his spine, caught in the waistband of his forge-trousers, cooled into an itch. The urge to drop to his knees and press his hands flat to the earth—to give Verdancy a path, to let it shoot down into whatever faint thread of soil lay under Ironvale’s weight—scratched at him with the same insistence.

He curled his fingers around the hammer again.

The leather felt different now, slick with his sweat, tacky where his blood had dried. The head weighed the same. The knowledge behind it did not.

Taren went to the trough, yanked the bar out, and held it up with the tongs.

The metal still steamed faintly, dark skin broken by a thin, jagged line along its length. Not a crack deep enough to ruin it yet—just a hair, an omen.

Within the metal, the root-thread lay stiff and straight, no longer twisting. For now.

“You see?” Taren held the bar where the light could catch that line. “Iron fights. Verdancy fights. The bar always breaks first.”

He turned his head just enough that Auren caught the edge of his gaze.

“That will be you, if you try to meet it with force.”

Auren’s fingers tightened around the hammer. Meet it with force—yes. That had been the lesson from forests on fire, from roots that drank his blood, from nights when Verdancy roared in his veins so loud the world outside went silent. Force never worked. Force only carved new wounds for the power to fill.

He lifted the hammer back to his shoulder.

Somewhere above the forge roofs, bells chimed the quarter-hour, their notes hard and plain. Ironvale kept its time in metal, not in sun. The sky could do what it liked; the forges moved when the bells told them to.

The bar went back on the anvil.

“Again,” Taren said.

Strike.

The hammer fell. The anvil answered. Verdancy stirred, but more slowly now, wary of the iron shell that had pushed it back.

Pause.

He let the pause stretch a fraction longer than before, long enough for the pressure inside to settle into a slower rhythm. The short–long beat the forge demanded began to match the short–long beat under his own skin. Not peace. Something nearer to truce.

Breath.

The air burned going in.

The morning worked itself into full day around them. The reddish glow of the furnaces outshone the weak light from the sky. Ash clung to his sweat in a fine gray film. His muscles adapted in small, grudging increments; the hammer’s path smoothed, the blows landed truer, the bar shifted under his work from raw length into the beginnings of a blade.

Apprentices came and went. Someone passed a dipper of water. He swallowed it in three rough gulps, tongue too coated in metal-dust to taste more than warm wet. The water settled heavy in his stomach, cooling the heat only a little.

For a while, Verdancy stayed quiet.

Not gone. Never gone. Just...listening, the way the forest had listened when he pressed his ear to the ground and asked nothing of it. The presence in his bones mirrored the stillness of the root-thread in the steel; both held their breath around the ring of iron.

Taren moved among the other apprentices, correcting stances, snatching a too-hot bar out of careless hands, adjusting bellows rhythm with a slap.

He never moved far from Auren’s station.

When he came back, he watched the fall of the hammer without comment.

Strike.

The new blow met the old line perfectly, erasing the hairline crack bit by bit as the bar reformed. The root-thread inside wavered but did not strain. It lay where the metal insisted it stay, not quite tamed, not quite free.

Pause.

The forge’s light wavered in the sweat on Auren’s arms, making his skin look plated. For an instant, every fleck of ash gripping him shaped into something like bark. Then a gust from the bellows broke it, and he stood once more as a boy with sore arms, not a tree in a storm.

Breath.

He exhaled slowly, letting the heat leave with the air. The ache in his shoulder settled into a steady burn.

“How does it feel?” Taren asked.

The question dropped between them like another bar on the anvil.

Auren rolled his wrist, shook out his fingers once, and closed his grip again. Words crowded his mouth—heavy ones about roots in cages and hearts that beat in cities built to drown them. None of them fit in the space between hammers.

He settled for the smallest piece of truth that could stand in this air.

“Loud,” he said.

Taren’s mouth twitched again. “Good. Quiet kills you here. If you don’t hear when something gives, it breaks before you can stop it.”

His gaze held Auren’s a heartbeat longer. “Listen to the steel. It knows when it’s had enough. So does your blood.”

He turned away to shout at another apprentice, leaving Auren with hammer, bar, and a command that dug deeper than instruction.

Listen.

The city’s heart pounded through the walls, through the floor, through the hammer in his hand. Every blow from distant great-hammers. Every smaller strike from neighbor anvils. Every clatter of tongs and chain. All of it layered into a rough rhythm that wrapped around his own pulse until separating them made his temples throb.

Underneath that, quieter but growing clearer the longer he held his breath, came another beat.

Not Verdancy’s vast, root-deep thrum. Not yet.

Something between.

The bar on the anvil vibrated with the memory of each strike. Its faint ringing brushed the inside of his grip. The tremor moved up his arm, nested under his skin, settled near his wrist like a second pulse.

He adjusted his stance, just a fraction.

The hammer moved with that new rhythm instead of against it.

Strike.

The sound that followed was not louder than the others. Not brighter. But it went through him clean, from callused palm to the tight place under his ribs, without jarring or snag. For a breath, iron and root and blood shared the same beat.

The Verdancy inside him stirred—not surging, not demanding, just there, present, taking note.

The root-thread in the bar gave a tiny, almost invisible tremble, something closer to assent than struggle.

Ash drifted down from the rafters in a slow, thin fall and settled on the glowing metal, turning its redness into a softer, sullen color. The next breath pulled the ash into his lungs. It scratched. It stayed.

Auren lifted the hammer again.

The forge roared around him, Ironvale’s endless heart still pounding its crude music into the morning. Beneath his hand, the steel’s quieter pulse answered, sharper and more precise. Beneath that, Verdancy’s old, patient tempo waited.

Three beats.

Strike.

Pause.

Breath.

He set the hammer at his shoulder and, without meaning to, tilted his head as if listening down into the metal instead of up at the sky.

The steel answered first.
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Chapter 2: Forgemaster’s Law
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The training hall woke more slowly than the forges.

Outside, the great hammers had already begun their pounding, turning morning into a chain of blows. Inside, the heat lay low and waiting, trapped under the vaulted roof with the smell of oil and quenched steel. The furnaces along the walls glowed banked and dark orange, not yet driven to the white roar of full day.

Master Kaelren stood in the center of the hall with a bar of iron across his palms.

The bar had been heated just enough to redden along its spine, a slow pulse of color that brightened when he tilted it toward one of the furnace mouths. Heat brushed his skin, not yet painful. The metal hummed faintly where his calluses met it, a thin complaint beneath the distant thud of the outer forges.

Fifteen apprentices stood in two rows before him.

Their aprons hung stiff with old soot. Their faces already shone with sweat. Some tried to stand like statues; some shifted from foot to foot, boots scuffing the dark stone floor. Eyes fixed on the bar, or on their own hands, or on the door.

Only one boy’s gaze stayed level.

Auren held himself a half-step behind the front row, like someone used to trees rather than walls. Forge-light painted his skin in copper and shadow. Verdant blood showed in the faint greenish veins along his wrists, too bright against Ironvale gray.

Kaelren let the iron rest across his palms a moment longer.

“The Forgemaster’s Law,” he said.

Words settled over the hall like dust.

“Steel remembers the fire that shaped it. Not the hand. Not the hammer.” His voice carried without effort; the hall had been built to hold orders and oaths. “Only the heat that did not kill it.”

The apprentices listened with their shoulders.

Some straightened. One boy near the back swallowed hard. A girl’s hand tightened on the haft of the training hammer at her belt.

Kaelren shifted the bar to one hand and raised it so they could all see the glow.

“This is what you are,” he said. “Raw metal. Useful in theory. Heavy in the way.” His mouth barely moved. “The fire is what you pass through. The hand is any fool who picks up a hammer. The hammer is law. It falls where it must.”

He turned slowly, letting his gaze pass over their faces one by one.

On the far wall, just below the vaulted curve, a narrow gallery ran the hall’s length. Shadows gathered there despite the furnace light. Iron masks looked down over the railing, each fashioned in the old style: smooth cheeks, hollow eyes, the sigil of a gear and flame etched into the brow.

The High Council of Forgers watched from behind those masks.

Their weight pressed against the room almost as hard as the heat.

Kaelren slid the bar back to the center of his palms. The iron’s warmth had increased, a thin burn now, enough to make the finer nerves in his skin sit up and pay attention. He let the sensation run up his forearms into his shoulders, marking the distance between tolerance and pain.

“Steel that bends without breaking,” he said, “is useful.”

He lowered the bar.

“Steel that shatters goes back to slag.”

He looked again to the boy with leaf-blood.

“Auren. Step forward.”

Boot leather creaked. Auren moved out from the line without hesitation, the apprentices on either side giving way with the slight, involuntary shift that always happened when Verdancy walked too close. Not a full step back. Just enough to break a shoulder’s width.

He stopped an arm’s length away.

Up close, the forest clung to him in ways no soap could scour: the faint earth scent in his hair, the way his chest rose on a longer breath before each command, as if tasting the air for something that wasn’t coal.

Kaelren let none of that reach his face.

“In Ironvale,” he said, “we test what we intend to keep.”

He turned the bar ninety degrees.

The glow along its spine flared brighter, orange edging toward white in a thin line. Heat bored into his palms; this temperature would blister a merchant’s hands, send recruits yelping for the trough. His own skin had been thickened against it. Years of work had made him a sheath that did not burn easily.

He extended the bar toward Auren.

“Take it.”

A murmur flickered through the line of apprentices, a quick stir of cloth and breath. Kaelren did not look away from the boy to silence them. Quiet fell on its own.

Auren wrapped his hands around the bar.

No flinch. Fingers closed cleanly, one hand to either side of the bright center. The muscles along his forearms jumped at the first bite of heat, a thin tremor beneath skin that had not grown up in these halls.

The iron sang at the contact.

A higher note joined the deep, constant hum of the building, a narrow, protesting ring that lived only in the small space between flesh and metal. Kaelren watched for the first telling signs—the twitch of jaw, the shift of eyes, the betrayals of breath.

Auren held the bar steady.

“Forgemaster’s Law,” Kaelren said again, softer now, meant for one set of ears. “Say it.”

“Steel remembers the fire that shaped it,” Auren said. The words came rough, as if pulled over old scars in the throat, but they did not break. “Not the hand. Not the hammer.”

“Again,” Kaelren said. The boy’s fingers had begun to redden. “Louder.”

“Steel remembers the fire that shaped it.”

The heat climbed. A thin curl of smoke rose where the bar touched skin, carrying the acidic smell of flesh just before it burns—a sharp tang like hair caught in flame. Tiny blisters lifted along the pads of Auren’s fingers, clear domes of water trapped by skin that had not yet torn.

Kaelren let the sight settle inside him with the same care he gave to new alloy.

Pain opened people. Some came apart into screaming metal. Some changed grain and came out harder, truer. Few knew which they were until the test.

In the gallery above, one iron mask tilted.

“Not the hand,” Kaelren said. “Not the hammer. What else?”

Auren’s jaw clenched. Sweat slid from his temple, caught on his cheekbone, and dropped to the floor.

“The hammer is law,” he said, each word bitten around the hiss of breath. “It falls where it must.”

The glow along the bar’s spine brightened again. The heat had gone from steady burn to something messier, biting through callus into the small bones of each finger. The metal’s ring changed pitch, picking up a faint, uneven vibration.

Verdancy.

Kaelren saw it in the boy’s shoulders first.

The set of them shifted, barely, as if a different wind had blown through muscle. The tendons along his wrists stood out sharper, greenish veins pushing against skin now flushing red. The iron began to hum with another note under its own, a layered pulse—a heartbeat not of metal, not of flesh, but of something that traveled through both.

He narrowed his eyes at the bar.

The council masks above stayed still.

“You know the rule,” he said. “No calling your power in the training hall without command.”

“I know.” Auren’s voice rasped.

His breath came through his nose now, short and controlled, a rhythm learned between nightmares. Heat cooked the blood beneath his fingers. Clear blisters clouded. A dark patch appeared where the skin dipped over bone.

The iron’s song sharpened toward a cry.

“If you cannot hold a bar,” Kaelren said, “you cannot hold a sword. If you cannot hold a sword, you cannot stand where you intend to stand in the wars to come.”

He angled his body so the council could see both the boy’s hands and his own face.

“This is not cruelty,” he said, for them as much as for Auren. “This is calibration.”

The word sat heavy between hammer-scored walls.

The heat bit again; even at this distance, air shimmered above the bar. The skin at the center of Auren’s palms charred from pink to white to a blistered gray-brown, the color iron took when it failed in the quench.

Kaelren waited.

His own hands remembered this test; the faint map of old scars across his palms tingled in echo. The Forgemasters had given it to him when he was younger, without council eyes, without a world-root in his blood. No one had stayed his hand. No power had risen under his skin asking to be let out into the metal.

“Verdancy will try to save you,” he said. “That is its instinct. To close wounds. To grow over breaks. To take space that is not offered.”

He watched the boy’s mouth.

The lips pressed flatter, turning bloodless at the center. A muscle ticked once in the cheek. No plea. No promise. Just the small, measured adjustments of someone refusing to loosen fingers even as burnt skin began to stick to the bar.

“The question,” Kaelren said quietly, “is whether you will let it.”

Auren’s shoulders held.

His stance widened by a fraction, boots bracing against the drag of his own weight. The smell of cooked flesh grew stronger, cutting through coal and oil. One of the apprentices in the back swallowed; another’s gaze flicked to the trough against the far wall, where water waited in its long stone mouth.

“Steel that survives the right fire,” Kaelren said, “changes. It does not return to what it was.”

He took one step closer.

A drop formed at the base of Auren’s thumb, where the skin had cracked.

Blood, drawn by heat and pressure, gathered slow. It thickened, dark and glossy. The bar’s vibration tugged at it with each hum. For a moment it held, clinging to the loose edge of skin as if iron and boy both refused to give it up.

Then it fell.

The droplet struck the hottest part of the bar and spread, flattening into a thin, searing streak. A sharp hiss cut the air, different from quench-steam, a single angry syllable of pain made visible.

The hall watched that streak.

Where blood met iron, the glow shifted.

Orange veered toward a deeper, murkier color, like sap stained with rust. The bar’s ring changed again. The vibration under its skin wavered, as if something else had laid fingers along its length. Heat stayed, but its quality altered; it took on a slow, pulsing pattern.

A rivulet of that blood-iron mix slid along the side, cooling faster than the rest.

It darkened, then cracked.

From the crack, something moved.

At first it seemed another trick of heat—metal warping under strain. Then the line thickened, lifted, and a hair-thin tendril pushed free, pale and raw, like a root that had grown in darkness and now tasted air.

The tendril quivered.

It reached toward Auren’s nearest finger, drawn not by soil or rain but by the same scent that had woken it: blood, heat, the promise of a path.

An intake of breath ran through the apprentices.

Kaelren did not look away.

He had seen Verdancy in its homeland once, on patrol at the edge of Sylvalis before the treaty failed. Roots had coiled around his boots then, curious, weighing the metal. The forest had felt vast, indifferent. This was different. Verdancy forced into a line of iron—compressed, focused.

“Hold,” he told the boy.

Auren’s hands shook now.

The tremor traveled up his arms into his shoulders. Bits of charred skin clung to the bar, leaving small, raw mouths where nerves drank heat without filter. Sweat ran down his forearms, cutting tracks through soot, then dripping to the floor in a steady patter.

The newborn root found his finger.

It wrapped delicately around the burned joint, no thicker than a hair but sure in its curl. The contact sent a small jolt through the metal; the bar’s hum steadied on a new note, as if the iron had found an unwilling partner.

Kaelren heard the council shift above.

In the corner of his eye, one masked head turned to another. Gauntleted fingers flexed along the railing. Armor scraped lightly against stone.

“Observe,” he said, voice still rough-quiet. “Blood and steel, when brought to the right heat, bind. They do not separate again.”

He stepped close enough now to see the finer lines in Auren’s irises.

Green, yes—but not the soft dapple of Sylvalis. Verdancy had burned there once already, when warlocks tore a queen from the earth. The color it left in him resembled leaves after frost: still bright, edged with something harder.

“Verdancy,” Kaelren said, “forms a bridge wherever it finds a crack.”

The tiny root tightened around the boy’s finger.

More hair-thin filaments pushed from the crack in the bar, branching along its surface. They crawled, slow but relentless, testing the air. The iron hissed in small, protesting pops. Little flakes of scale jumped and fell smoking to the floor.

The apprentices leaned in.

No one spoke. Even the outer-forge rhythm seemed to dull for a few breaths, as if the city listened.

Kaelren felt the moment when the boy’s strength neared its edge.

It showed not in his grip—that stayed iron, fingers fused to the bar by burnt flesh—but in the slight droop of his elbows, the deeper sink of weight into his heels. His lungs dragged at the air with more effort. Each breath sounded faintly ragged now, the heat stripping moisture from his throat.

“Enough,” Kaelren said.

The word came a heartbeat before Auren’s knees would have gone.

He closed his own hands over the boy’s, pressing callused palms to blistered skin. The heat bit; for a moment he shared the sting without the damage, his old scars flaring in sympathy. Together, they lifted the bar away from Auren’s body and carried it to the waiting stone rest.

The newborn roots tried to cling.

They stretched toward the boy’s hands even as the metal moved. Tiny snaps sounded as some broke. A few filaments tore free and remained stuck to Auren’s skin, bright against char and blood.

Kaelren laid the bar down.

The metal sizzled faintly against the stone, a low, sulking sound. The root that remained attached to it withdrew, curling back toward the crack, hiding itself as the glow cooled.

“Water,” he said.

Two apprentices jolted; one ran for the trough, filling a shallow pan. Kaelren took it and set it on the floor between himself and the boy.

“Hands,” he said.

Auren lowered himself to his knees.

The movement came stiff, as if each joint had taken one blow too many. He extended his arms over the pan. Burned skin on his fingers and palms had begun to seep clear fluid, mixed with darker smears of blood. The small root-filaments that had stayed with him lay across the wounds like pale, invasive stitches.

“Verdancy wants to close,” Kaelren said. “Iron wants to harden. Between them lies your choice.”

He drew a knife from his belt.

The blade was short, narrow, honed for detail rather than combat. Its edge caught the furnace light in a thin shine. He slid the flat under the largest filament on Auren’s palm.

The root jerked.

It tried to burrow deeper, seeking blood. The motion dragged a raw sound up from the boy’s chest—half cough, half stifled groan. His fingers twitched, but he did not pull away.

“In a field,” Kaelren said, “we would let this grow. Verdancy covers wounds. It knits soil over graves. It swallows what offends it.”

He lifted the root with the knife.

Wet, red flesh showed under the pale strand. The smell of fresh blood beat against the older odor of burning. The root writhed, thin and blind.

“In Ironvale,” he said, “we decide what grows.”

He scraped the filament loose and let it fall into the water.

The root hit the surface and curled.

For a blink, it seemed nothing more than a pale hair. Then the water around it shivered. A faint greenish tint bled outward, barely visible in the furnace light. The filament thickened at its center, as if even this thin moisture offered enough promise to try.

Kaelren moved to the next strand.

He worked in silence.

Each lift of the knife brought another small, involuntary sound from Auren’s throat. The boy’s breaths came in uneven pulls now, but his hands stayed where he held them, hovering over the pan, fingers slightly spread to give the blade room. Sweat dripped from his nose into the water, diluting blood and sap into a murky swirl.

When the last filament had been stripped away, Kaelren nodded toward the pan.

“Now,” he said, “you may call your power.”

Auren’s lashes flicked up.

The green in his eyes sharpened, focusing on the water, on the drifting, half-formed roots tangled with his own blood. His shoulders eased by a fraction, as if some internal gate had opened.

The air around them changed.

It did not cool or heat. It thickened, taking on that subtle weight Kaelren had learned to read on battlefields and in ruined groves. The sense of being watched from below, as if something under the stone had turned its attention here.

The water answered first.

Tiny ripples formed around each pale scrap. They rolled inward, not outward, drawing strands together. The torn filaments drifted until they touched. When they did, they fused, becoming one slightly thicker thread, then three, then a small, ragged knot.

Verdancy coaxed from blood and heat.

Kaelren watched the boy’s mouth.

No chant. No formal spell. Just a shift in breath, as if exhale carried more than air.

The knot of root in the pan unfurled.

It sent a thin probe toward the surface, found only shallow water, then retracted. It sank, seeking depth where there was little.

“That is what happens when you invite it,” Kaelren said. “It takes whatever you give. It grows where it can. It does not ask whether you meant to keep that part.”

Auren’s gaze stayed on the small, sinking tangle.

The burn in his palms had begun to lace itself with new sensation: the prickling itch of skin wanting to close, the cold pull of life pushing outward to meet the pain. Tiny green specks freckled the wounds at their edges, hints of rootlets considering.

“You will learn,” Kaelren said, “when to deny it.”

His voice roughened at the edges.

The council above remained silent. Iron masks looked down without expression. Yet Kaelren felt their judgment in the angle of their stillness. Verdancy in human hands had grown empires and ended them. They had not brought this boy here to let him become a walking thicket.

“You proved your endurance,” he said. “You held.”

He let the next words drop like a hammer.

“You also proved that your power does not obey.”

Auren’s shoulders drew back a fraction.

The line of his spine straightened, as if refusing to bow in a place that had just forced him to his knees. Heat still bled from his hands. He held them stubbornly over the pan, as if any movement might be read as retreat.

Kaelren looked from the boy to the bar of iron on the rest.

The blood-streak had darkened now, almost black against cooled red. The crack where the roots had emerged had sealed itself shut. No trace remained on the surface of what had pushed through, save for a faint branching shadow under the metal’s skin.

“He will be useful,” one of the masked figures said at last from the gallery.

The voice dropped through the air like a coin into deep water.

“If he does not break,” another said.

“Steel that breaks,” Kaelren replied, not looking up, “goes back to slag.”

He met Auren’s eyes again.

“This is your choice,” he said. “Every day. Every strike. How much of you goes into the steel, and how much you keep.”

He nodded at the pan.

“Wash.”

The boy lowered his hands into the water.

Pain punched through his body in a single, bright blow; the hiss that broke from between his teeth matched the sound the bar had made when blood first touched it. The water frothed around his fingers, then settled, clouded with a thin film of skin and red.

When Auren lifted his hands again, the worst of the heat had gone.

The burns still wept. The tiny green flecks at their edges pulsed once, undecided. The scent rising from them carried both the raw tang of wound and the faint, sweet hint of sap.

Kaelren’s gaze followed that almost-scent.

Scar tissue in his palms itched where old iron memories lived. The Forgemaster’s Law lay under his skin as firmly as any root, written in callus and bone. Fire that did not kill had made him. Fire that killed others had given him rank.

“Report to the medica after the noon bell,” he said. “They will salve the worst. No more than that.”

His tone left no room for argument.

“Until then, you work with tongs only. No bare-handed lifts.”

Auren nodded once.

He did not look to the bar. His eyes flicked instead, briefly, to the pan, where the fused root-scrap lay at the bottom, pale against gray water.

Kaelren saw the shape of something unsaid in that glance.

Verdancy could heal these burns in breaths if given leave. Could knit flesh so cleanly that not even a scar would remember the test. Could send roots through nerves and bone and make the boy something else, something the council might not be able to undo.

“Remember what you saw,” Kaelren said quietly. “Blood and steel, once joined, do not separate.”

He let his hand rest, for one heartbeat, on the rim of the pan.

Metal met skin, cool now, almost gentle. The small, half-formed root at the bottom drifted with the motion, turning once like a seed in a current. For a moment it seemed to reach—not up, not down, simply outward.

The hall breathed with the furnaces.

Kaelren straightened, voice sharpening again as he turned back to the watching apprentices.

“Back to stations,” he called. “Law without practice is scrap. Hammers up.”

Bootsteps scattered. The rhythm of training blows began, uneven at first, then settling toward a rough pattern. Heat climbed. The smell of iron thickened.

Auren moved toward his assigned forge, hands held stiffly away from his sides.

The council masks withdrew into shadow.

Kaelren stepped to the bar to mark its state for the records. The crack where root and blood had pushed through now lay hidden beneath a thin gray scale. To an untrained eye, it looked like any other worked metal awaiting its next heat.

His fingertips hovered just above it, not touching.

The iron held its new line without a sound, as if it had always been this shape.

Kaelren’s mouth thinned.

Once blood runs into steel, it never truly leaves.
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Chapter 3: The Whisper Beneath
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Night pressed close around Ironvale.

The great hammers had gone silent hours before, leaving the city to a different rhythm: the slow tick of cooling metal, the soft sigh of stone releasing heat. Smoke lingered under the rafters of the main forge like a low ceiling, thin and gray, scented with coal and something sharper—a ghost of burned resin carried in on boots and clothes.

Auren stood alone at the smallest furnace, a tong in each hand.

The others had been dismissed at last bell. Their footsteps had faded down the corridor, laughter and complaints trailing after them like sparks. He’d stayed, at Kaelren’s command, to finish a batch of rivets and see to the banked fires. His palms still stung beneath fresh bandages, tight linen holding salve against burned skin. Tongs bit into the cloth where his fingers clenched, the metal grips narrow and unforgiving.

If he slipped—if Verdancy broke through metal again, the way it had tried to that morning—Kaelren would not be the only one watching. The council already knew what lived in his veins. Rumor said apprentices who listened too long to roots did not return to the forges.

Ironvale had other uses for dangerous blood.

The furnace mouth glowed a low, steady orange.

Heat rolled over his face and bare forearms, soft now, almost gentle compared to the noon roar. The air in here held its warmth like a banked coal. Each breath drew the taste of iron deeper—iron and ash and the faint animal tang of sweat soaked into leather aprons hanging on the wall.

He slid the tongs into the furnace.

The rivet-rod lay across the coals, half its length already cherry-bright. He turned it, careful even with the distance forced by his bandaged hands. Sparks nipped at his wrists, tiny sharp touches that died before they hurt. The metal answered each adjustment with a shift in glow, a change in the pitch of its soft inner hum.

Behind him, the rows of anvils sat in darkness.

Their flat faces caught just enough light to edge themselves in dull silver. Tools rested where their owners had left them—hammers on hooks, tongs in racks, buckets lined along the wall. Without bodies to fill it, the forge felt larger, its stone floor a bare expanse between emptiness and fire.

He drew the rod out, laid it on the waiting anvil, and struck.

The hammer he used tonight was lighter, chosen for finesse instead of force. Its head rang against the rod with a crisp, contained sound. Each blow stamped a neat, rounding mark, dividing the rod into small swelling lengths that would bite metal plates together long after the skin on his palms had forgotten this ache.

Strike.

Pause.

Breath.

The short rhythm Kaelren had drilled into him settled into his shoulders. Around it, quieter, another pattern folded itself—older, slower, the echo of roots moving under soil.

He finished the last rivet, cut it free, and dropped it into the bucket at his feet.

Metal on metal chimed once, then slid into a muffled rest against its cooling brothers. The sound bounced weakly off stone and rafters, swallowed quickly by the larger hush.

Ash shifted under his boots.

A faint, granular crunch marked the movement. The forge floor, layered over years with fine dust and slag, always sounded different from forest loam or city cobbles. Harder. Drier. Tonight, that hardness felt thin, as if something under the stone had taken a deeper breath.

He straightened.

For a moment the only sound was his own breathing, the quiet rush in and out of a throat still tasting smoke. The skin on his palms tingled beneath the bandages, a second, quieter burn where Verdancy pressed gently against salve and linen, waiting for permission to mend.

He turned back to the furnace.

Banked coals lay piled like a red-black heart, veins of brighter orange threading between chunks. They would need to be damped further before he could leave, starved of air until only embers remained. His hand moved toward the bellows.

Something else moved first.

The floor vibrated.

Not with the sharp jolt of a dropped hammer or the shudder of a distant engine, but with a low, slow pulse that lifted the fine ash in a faint sigh. It rose through the soles of his boots into his ankles, into the long bones of his legs—a pressure that felt less like motion and more like attention.

He froze.

The furnace breathed heat against his face.

The floor breathed something colder.

Auren bent his knees halfway, weight easing into a stance he trusted. Muscles held in a balance between ready and still. His ears tuned past the crackle of coals, past the occasional drip of water from some forgotten pipe, reaching for the space between sounds.

There.

A whisper threaded up from beneath the stone.

One word.

“Lirien.”

Her name brushed the underside of his ribs.

The sound was not made for human tongues; it came through stone and ash and air all at once, more pressure than syllable. Yet the shape of it sat in his chest with a familiarity older than language. Not loud. Not insistent. Just there, a soft call from deep earth.

Breath caught halfway.

The old image rose as easily as the sound: his mother kneeling in the forest, hands pressed to wet soil, light slipping up her arms. The hollow tree rimmed with green fire. The night Sylvalis listened to her last song. That same tone had rolled under his feet then, promising that earth remembered.

“Lirien.”

Again, timed with the next exhale.

Ash around his boots trembled in a tight circle. The faint scent of coal smoke thinned, replaced for a heartbeat by another smell—sharp, sweet, resinous. Sap boiled once on burning bark. Pine pitch catching flame.

The furnace light shifted.

He stepped closer without meaning to, drawn as much by the change in scent as by the whisper. Heat wrapped his cheeks. The coals looked the same, but a thread of color wound through their glow now—a cooler hue, greenish, barely there, like moss seen through an ember.

Inside his chest, Verdancy stirred.

Not in a surge. In a lean forward. A listening. The sensation slid along his burned palms, down his fingers, pooling where bandages rubbed new skin. The urge to lay both hands flat on the floor pulsed in his wrists.

He stayed standing.

The whisper thickened.

Not louder. Closer.

His name brushed the air next, entangled with hers. “Auren.” The syllables came as broken breath, more rhythm than word, paired to his inhalations as if something under the stone had stolen his timing.

The tightness behind his breastbone eased and then clenched again.

The forged law of the hall sat heavy on his shoulders: no calling, no roots, no Verdancy without command. The memory of Kaelren’s knife lifting pale strands from his burned palms still burned clear. Fire that changed, not fire that killed. Hands that chose.

His body leaned a fraction nearer the furnace.

A coal popped. A tiny shower of sparks jumped against his apron, flared, died. Under the crackle, the whisper continued, gentle and relentless.

Lirien.

Auren.

“Little seed,” it murmured next, the meaning landing deeper than the sounds. “Little root...little bloom of her blood...”

The words settled in his bones, not his ears. The ash circle at his feet widened, dust sliding away from his boots as if something beneath wanted room.

Lyra’s music ghosted through his memory.

Her bow had drawn campfire light into sound once, each note plucking at the thin places between fear and resolve. The strings had made silence feel like something with edges. This whisper felt like that—shape and pressure more than speech.

The furnace glow deepened.

Green edged the coals more clearly now, suffusing the orange with a thin halo. The color did not belong to fire. It belonged to veins under leaf-skin. It slid over the metal ingot nestled at the center of the coals, turning its brightening surface into a strange, luminous shade.

Verdancy pressed harder under his ribs.

His fingers twitched on the bellows handle.

One breath.

He let the handle rest.

Another.

The whisper swelled, timing itself to his lungs, feeding on the air he drew. Each inhale brought a faint coolness with the heat, a shiver that ran up his throat and into his skull. The sensation pooled at the base of his tongue, heavy and green.

“Her song fed us,” it breathed. “Your blood will root us. You carry what she buried.”

The bandages on his hands dampened as old blisters wept under new heat. The salve inside—resin and herbs—warmed and released a smell too close to forest for this room. The scent of burned sap from the furnace tangled with it, turning the air into a thin, sharp reminder of trees that had never stood here.

The edges between forge and Sylvalis blurred.

His weight shifted.

One hand left the bellows and hovered over the furnace mouth, not close enough to touch the coals, close enough that heat climbed against his bandaged palm. The burn from earlier protested, a prickling flare of pain. Verdancy greeted that hurt like an invitation.

“Drink,” the floor urged. “Open. Root. Let us climb.”

His eyes closed before he noticed.

Darkness thickened. Behind his lids, green rose—not the quiet glow of resting roots, but a moving light, restless, trying on the shape of flame.

His mother’s last song had gone down.

This one wanted to come up.

Verdancy slid through the cracks.

It seeped from the aching places—palms, ribs, the back of his throat where smoke had rubbed raw. A cool rush flowed down his arms, like a river remembering its course. The sensation met the furnace heat with a hiss he heard only inside.

The metal in the coals answered.

Its orange bright sharpened to white at the center. Then, as if someone had spilled forest light into it, that white took on a tint. Green traced its edges. The glow deepened, until the ingot resembled a chunk of living emerald breathing in fire.

The air around the furnace shivered.

Heat broke for a second. A thread of chill walked across the room from nowhere, a narrow line that raised gooseflesh along his forearms even as sweat prickled his spine. Ash lifted, hung, fell again.

He opened his eyes.

Green stood in the fire.

Fine leaf-vein patterns crawled over the metal’s surface, glowing brighter than the coals that fed them. Tiny sparks danced along those lines, not red-orange like ordinary forge-spit, but soft green-gold—like dust motes in forest sun. They rose, slow and unhurried.

Plant-fire.

Each green spark carried a faint, sweet scent—sap starting to char, resin turning from honey-sticky to sharp. The smell curled into his nose, into the back of his palate, right where Sylvalis had always lived.

The floor thrummed.

“Lirien,” the whisper breathed, almost tender. “Her song. Your veins. Our hunger.”

The prophecy line flickered, half-remembered from a night when elders had argued over old words and Serin’s thorned fingers had tapped impatient circles in the dirt.

Roots will thirst for her song.

The sound beneath his feet now did not thirst. It drank. The name repeated, pulse-slow, until it lost its edge and became a bare note.

Light from the furnace shifted further toward green.

The forge walls took on a faint, sickly tint. Iron tools on their racks looked, for an instant, as if moss had dusted them. The bandages on his hands glowed where Verdancy gathered, the linen fibers almost translucent.

Auren’s breath stumbled.

His lungs wanted to lean into that coolness, to open and draw it all the way in, to let the green flame wrap his insides and burn away the taste of slag and law. The tightness in his chest loosened with each whisper. The pain in his hands dulled, replaced by a gentle, insistent tingling.

The coals hissed.

Normal fire did not like what shared its space.

A crack split the surface of the ingot, thin and bright. From it, the green light shone more strongly, licking outward in narrow tongues that looked almost like leaves. The plant-fire sparks thickened. They rose in a slow spiral, tracing a pattern that felt like the way vines climbed a trunk.

His feet shifted closer without command.

Heat licked up his shins. If he took one more step, if he tore the bandages away, he knew with a sudden, cold clarity that Verdancy would not stop at his hands. It would run along every nerve, fill every hollow, until there was no room left for anything as small as his own will.

Footsteps cut through the whisper.

Sound came from the hallway: firm, measured, heel and sole hitting stone without hurry. One, two, three. The stride of someone the building answered to.

The whisper faltered.

Verdancy balked.

The green flames flickered once in sudden uncertainty. A few sparks went out midair. The ingot’s pattern shuddered, leaf-lines blurring.

Kaelren stepped into the forge.

The door’s iron latch clicked as it shut behind him. His shadow walked ahead of him in the furnace glow, a broad-shouldered cutout that swallowed both orange and green. Soot still smoked faintly from his hair.

His gaze went straight to the furnace.

He didn’t stop.

Each step pressed a different weight into the floor, a
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