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Epilogue

Before the Blood Moon

The Blackwood remembers.

Long before Seraphine Thorne was born, before the first fissure split the earth, before grief carved its crown into her bones, the forest kept its own record of blood and root and flame.

It remembers the first Keeper.

It remembers the first fracture.

It remembers the ancient thing that sleeps beneath the deep root—older than grief, older than ward, older than any name the villagers would dare whisper.

It remembers that balance is never permanent.

Only borrowed.

On the night the blood moon rose full and swollen above the treetops, the forest stirred differently.

Not in hunger.

In anticipation.

The girl was only fifteen.

Small.

Unbroken.

Her hair braided tight down her back. Her boots are too big for her growing frame. Emerald eyes are still soft with youth.

She walked beside her father along the northern boundary, unaware that the roots beneath her boots were already shifting.

Unaware that the ancient presence below had begun to wake.

The earth trembled once.

The forest inhaled.

And somewhere beneath the heart root, something unseen turned its attention upward.

Not toward the man.

Toward the girl.

Her father slowed his steps.

“Do you feel that?” he asked quietly.

Seraphine frowned, glancing toward the trees. “The tremor?”

“No.” His voice was softer than she had ever heard it. “The watching.”

She rolled her eyes slightly, trying to sound braver than she felt. “The forest always watches.”

“Yes,” he said. “But tonight it listens.”

She tilted her head, studying him in the red wash of moonlight. “To what?”

He looked down at her, something unreadable flickering in his eyes.

“To what you will become.”

She huffed lightly. “I am not becoming anything. I am only learning.”

His smile was small.

“That is how becoming begins.”

They walked a few more steps before he spoke again.

“If the forest ever bends to you,” he said carefully, “do not mistake that for control.”

She frowned. “Then what is it?”

“Responsibility.”

The wind shifted, carrying the scent of iron.

“And if it ever asks you to stand alone,” he continued, gaze fixed ahead, “refuse.”

She laughed softly. “Why would it ask that?”

“Because the forest does not fear power,” he said. “It fears love.”

She didn’t understand.

She didn’t need to.

Not yet.

The blood moon burned red as the fissure opened.

As grief was planted.

As flame first answered her pulse.

The Blackwood remembers that night not as loss.

But as selection.

The Ash Daughter was not forged by tragedy.

She was chosen by it.

And beneath the deep root, the ancient presence waited.

Because the first fracture is never the final one.

And when the next blood moon rises—

It will not come alone.
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Chapter One — Blood Moon
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The night her father died, the forest did not scream.

It listened.

Seraphine was fifteen when the sky split open in red light, when the moon turned the color of fresh-spilled blood and the Blackwood fell into a silence so deep it felt like the world had forgotten how to breathe.

She found him at the heart root.

Not far from where the oldest trees bent inward, where the air always felt heavier and the ground pulsed faintly beneath bare feet.

He was on his knees.

Not defeated.

Bracing.

The earth around him had split in a jagged circle, roots torn upward as though something beneath them had pushed violently toward the surface. A low hum vibrated through the clearing — not sound, exactly, but pressure. Wrong. Ancient. Watching.

“Stay back,” he had told her.

Even then.

Even bleeding.

She had disobeyed.

Of course she had.

She always stepped closer to danger when he told her not to. It was how he’d raised her — to look at fear, not run from it.

But this was different.

The air burned her lungs. The trees trembled. Sap ran black down their bark as though the forest itself had been wounded.

Something moved beneath the broken ground.

Not a creature.

Not a shape.

A presence.

It pressed upward, testing the barrier her father had held in place for years.

“You are not ready,” he said, though whether he spoke to her or to the thing beneath them, she never knew.

Then the roots snapped.

The ancient force erupted like a dark tide.

She remembered fire.

Not from the creature.

From herself.

Her panic ignited something buried deep in her chest, and the clearing flooded with heat. Flames spiraled from her hands, wild and uncontrolled, bright enough to turn night into day.

Her father turned toward her.

Not angry.

Not afraid.

Proud.

That was the last thing she saw clearly before the darkness swallowed him.

The force struck him through the heart.

Not with blade or claw.

With absence.

With a tearing that felt like something ripping the air from her lungs.

She screamed.

And the forest answered.

The trees bent inward. The earth cracked. Embers erupted in a storm around her, lifting into the red sky as if the Blackwood itself had taken a breath of flame.

Pain struck her chest — searing, blinding, unbearable.

She collapsed to her knees beside him.

The skin over her heart burned.

Not from flame.

From beneath.

She clawed at her tunic, choking on smoke and grief, and when she tore the fabric open, she saw it.

A mark.

Not etched.

Branded.

A symbol shaped like a fractured crown wrapped in rising embers.

The forest quieted.

The ancient presence retreated — not defeated, but pushed back.

The roots settled.

The trees straightened.

And every living thing in the clearing bowed.

To her.

She did not feel chosen.

She felt hollow.

Her father lay unmoving in the ash. His blood soaked into the soil as though the forest were claiming him back.

She pressed her hand to the wound in his chest, as if she could hold him in place through sheer will.

“Don’t,” she whispered.

But the Blackwood does not bargain.

It does not pause for grief.

The ember mark cooled against her skin.

The moon faded from red to silver.

And somewhere beneath the roots, something ancient shifted... and waited.

Seraphine did not cry.

Not then.

She stood.

Ash clung to her skin. Smoke coiled around her shoulders like a mantle.

Fifteen years old.

Alone.

The trees bowed deeper.

And the forest accepted its new keeper.
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Chapter Two — The Edge of the Wood
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By dawn, the blood moon was gone.

The sky had returned to its ordinary gray, as though nothing sacred or terrible had happened beneath it.

Seraphine carried her father’s body alone.

The forest parted for her.

Branches bent away. Roots flattened. Thorns withdrew from her path. Not in pity. In recognition.

He was heavier than she remembered.

Or perhaps grief had hollowed her arms.

She did not allow anyone from the village to follow. When they gathered at the tree line, whispering and pale-faced, she met their eyes only once.

None stepped forward.

They had seen the embers rise.

They had felt the ground shake.

They had watched the trees bow.

They were no longer looking at a girl.

They were looking at something they did not understand.

So she walked past them.

Alone.

The edge of the Blackwood was quieter than its heart. The trees grew thinner there, their bark pale instead of black, as if they had one foot in the mortal world and one rooted in something older.

It was where her father used to bring her when she was small.

Balance lives at the boundary, he would say.

Too deep in the dark and you forget the sun. Too far in the light and you forget your strength.

She chose that place for him.

Not buried in the heart root where the ancient power had torn through him.

Not in the village cemetery where iron fences tried to pretend, they could contain death.

Here.

Where forest and world met.

She laid him down on a bed of moss beneath a white-barked tree that leaned gently toward the open sky.

For a moment, she did nothing.

Just knelt.

The ember mark beneath her collarbone throbbed faintly, like a pulse not entirely her own.

“I wasn’t ready,” she said, though the words felt childish the moment they left her mouth.

The forest did not answer.

It never did in the ways she wanted.

She pressed her forehead to his chest. It was already cooling.

At fifteen, she understood something brutal: no amount of power could command what had already passed.

Her hands shook as she dug.

The earth softened beneath her fingers. Roots pulled aside. Stones rolled away as if they, too, wished to ease the task.

The Blackwood would protect its dead Keeper.

That knowledge was both comfort and cruelty.

She lowered him into the ground carefully, arranging his hands over his chest the way he had once shown her for fallen animals — respectful, dignified, whole.

She did not cry while she covered him.

She did not cry when the first layer of soil fell.

She did not cry when the tree’s roots slowly curled around him, not suffocating, but holding.

When it was done, she placed her palm flat against the fresh earth.

“Guard him,” she whispered.

The tree above her shifted.

A single leaf fell, landing against her shoulder.

The ember mark flared briefly — not pain this time, but warmth.

As if something had acknowledged the vow.

She sat there until the sun broke through the trees.

When she finally stood, something inside her had shifted.

Not healed.

Hardened.

The boundary he had loved so much now belonged to her.

The edge of the forest became sacred ground.

No one entered it without her permission.

No one touched the white-barked tree.

No one spoke his name lightly.

In the weeks that followed, villagers would say the Blackwood felt different. Heavier. Watchful.

Animals lingered near the edge, but did not cross.

Travelers turned back without knowing why.

And on nights when the wind moved through the trees just right, it sounded almost like breathing.

Seraphine returned to that place often.

At first to speak.

Then to sit.

Eventually, only to stand.

The ember mark beneath her skin stopped burning and began to glow faintly in the dark.
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