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The forest of Acgua breathed like a living thing. Shadows stretched long beneath the ancient oaks, their roots coiled like serpents in the damp earth. Moonlight dripped through the canopy in pale rivulets, silvering the moss that clung to stone and bark alike. Havie’s bare feet sank into the soil, cool and unforgiving, as if the ground itself knew what she had been brought here to do.

Every sound pressed against her skin, the low chorus of frogs, the whisper of leaves stirred by an unseen wind, the soft pulse of her own breath. In her chest, her heart pounded a rhythm older than her body, older than her name. She carried it like an offering as she stepped into the circle carved deep into the forest floor, its lines etched with runes that glowed faintly with emerald light.

Havie tilted her head back, strands of hair clinging to her damp temples, and let the chant rise in her throat. The words did not belong to her, yet they slipped free as if her tongue had always known them.

The ground trembled. A ripple moved through the circle, the soil heaving like water disturbed by something vast beneath its surface. Havie froze, breath caught between terror and anticipation. The earth cracked open at her feet, and from its depths came a presence, ancient, inhuman, immense.

The forest was still. Even the night creatures seemed to hold their voices.

Havie’s body swayed, drawn forward as shadows coalesced into form. A shape emerged, glistening in the fractured moonlight, its power pressing into her chest until she could hardly breathe.

She had awakened him. Thoren.

The guardian bound to the ritual.

Her fate was no longer her own.

The circle was already waiting. Carved deep into the soil of Acgua’s heart, its lines gleamed faintly, as if the forest itself remembered every sacrifice that had come before. Havie stepped into it with trembling legs, the cold earth slick beneath her bare feet. The air pressed heavy  with smoke from the torches and the bitter tang of crushed herbs ground into the soil.

She knelt at the center. The symbols around her pulsed once, as though they had been holding their breath for centuries and now exhaled at her presence.

The chant rose from her lips, though she had not meant to speak. The words spilled from her mouth, ancient syllables vibrating in her bones, each one drawn out of her as if the forest itself tugged them free. The air shifted, cooling, then heating in waves that made her skin prickle.

The ground shuddered. Roots trembled in the dark earth. A deep hum coursed through the circle, low and resonant, sinking into her marrow. Havie closed her eyes, but the visions came anyway, of stone dripping with water, of shadows coiling, of a presence stirring in the deep places no human was meant to see.

Something vast was waking.

Her breath caught as the soil beneath her palms grew warm. The glowing runes flared, bright enough to blind, and from the hollow silence that followed came a sound like a heartbeat, ancient and slow, pressing against her chest until it seemed her own heart might break trying to match its rhythm.

Havie’s voice faltered, but the ritual carried on without her, pulling her deeper, binding her tighter.

She knew then.

Thoren had heard her.

And he was rising.

The soil split beneath her knees. Cracks laced outward, glowing with the same emerald fire that burned through the runes. From the fissures rose a mist that coiled and writhed, thick as breath drawn from the lungs of the earth. The air carried the sharp sting of iron and rain, a storm bottled and released all at once.

Havie staggered back, her palms braced in the dirt as the mist thickened, gathering into shape. It was not flesh. Not at first. It was shadow and light, molten and shifting, as if the forest had poured its ancient will into a single form and let it rise.

Then came the weight of him. A figure tall as the trees, shoulders broad as the stone pillars of forgotten temples, every line of his body alive with movement. Shadows rippled from him like living veils, and from those veils stretched coiling limbs, each one gleaming as though slick with starlight. They stirred the air, slow and deliberate, brushing over the edges of the circle with a sound like silk drawn taut.

The ground quaked with his breath. His presence pressed down on her chest, and yet some part of her leaned forward, compelled. Her body knew him before her mind could comprehend.
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