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​Prologue

When the Land First Rose**

Before names, before memory, before even the idea of belonging, there was only movement.

Deep beneath the Pacific Ocean, a vast continent stirred.

Zealandia was once enormous, nearly half the size of Australia, stretching wide and proud between what is now Tasmania and the frozen silence of Antarctica. For millions of years it lay hidden beneath the sea, its mountains drowned, its valleys filled with darkness and pressure.

Then slowly, patiently, it began to rise.

Peaks emerged first, breaking the ocean’s skin like breathing beings awakening after long sleep. What would one day be known as Aotearoa lifted itself skyward, dripping with salt and steam, shaped by fire and collision along the great Ring of Fire that still pulses beneath it today.

The earth was young and unstable.

Volcanoes spoke often.

Fault lines shifted without warning.

Glaciers advanced and retreated, carving valleys and carrying stone like memory across the land.

The air itself was different then.

Oxygen levels changed. Carbon dioxide thickened and thinned. The sky learned how to protect life through a strengthening ozone that slowly shielded the surface from the sun’s harsher gaze.

Rain fell warm at first. Then cooler. Then rhythmically.

And life answered.

The earliest forests were not forests as we know them. They were ancestors of trees, ancient and experimental. Ferns rose tall before flowers existed. Mosses spread like green breath across raw stone. Shrubs followed. Then grasses. Then blossoms whose colours had never before touched sunlight.

Insects arrived as messengers.

Beetles, ants, spiders and early bees carried pollen between blooms, unknowingly weaving cooperation into the fabric of life. Wings learned flight. Soil learned fertility. Roots learned how to hold.

Birds followed.

Some small. Some vast beyond imagination.

Creatures now known only through fossils once walked here freely. Giant penguins stood taller than humans would one day grow. Moa moved through forests without fear. Above them soared the great hunter whose shadow could still the land itself.

Far offshore, colossal beings ruled the oceans.

Sharks larger than houses cut through deep water. Megalodon passed through currents that still remember its weight. Whales sang before songs had listeners. Reptiles and marine giants lived, fed, died and slowly became stone.

Time passed not in years, but in epochs.

Then came fire again.

Not the gentle fire of lightning, but the voice of the earth itself.

Mount Taupō erupted in an ultra-Plinian event so powerful it reshaped the heart of the land. Ash darkened skies hundreds of kilometres away. Rivers choked. Forests fell silent. Even distant peoples across oceans would one day carry stories of a sun that vanished and days that turned to night.

When the ash finally settled, the land began again.

Always again.

Life returned cautiously. Seeds cracked open. Insects emerged. Birds followed the water back. Forests grew thicker, wiser, slower.

And along one quiet stretch of coast, where salt air mingled with freshwater rising from deep underground, a single seed germinated.

It was small.

Unremarkable.

One among many.

Around it, other seeds failed. Some never broke their shells. Some reached upward only to be shaded by stronger neighbours. Some were crushed when larger trees fell without warning, claiming the light for themselves.

But this one endured.

It pushed downward first.

Roots seeking reassurance before ambition.

Water welcomed it.

The spring beneath the soil felt the new presence and whispered upward through stone and sand.

Live, it said.

And so the tree began.

Unaware it would one day witness wings darkening the sky.

Unaware it would feel footsteps approach.

Unaware it would carry centuries inside its body like rings of quiet testimony.

It grew not knowing it would remember everything.

And when at last it learned to listen, the world was already preparing to speak.
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