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CHAPTER ONE
The Deepwood Gate
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The Deepwood began where the mountain ended — abruptly, without ceremony, as though the two territories had never agreed to share a border and had simply been forced into proximity by geography.

Kael stood at the tree line and looked in.

He had expected something dramatic: an archway of bone-white trunks, perhaps, or a wall of impenetrable dark. What he found instead was a forest that seemed, at first glance, entirely ordinary. Tall trees. Dense canopy. The smell of damp earth and old leaves.

Then his Flamemark pulsed — once, hard, like a warning knock — and he looked again.

The shadows between the trees were wrong. Not darker than they should be at midday, but textured. Layered. Moving in ways that had nothing to do with wind. And the silence was not the silence of an empty place but the silence of a place that was listening.

"Stop looking directly at them," Venn said, from beside him. "The shadow-workers key on eye contact. Look at the spaces between — the lit patches. Walk toward the light, not away from the dark. It feels counterintuitive but it keeps you off their awareness grid."

"Shadow-workers," Kael repeated.

"Duskmantle border patrol. They have been stationed here for forty years, since the Severance. They are very good at their work."

"And you have walked through this patrol — how many times?"

"Seventeen," Venn said, with the absolute calm of someone for whom seventeen incursions into hostile territory was simply a fact about themselves. "Fourteen without incident. The other three were educational."

Kael decided not to ask about the other three.

"Stay close," Venn said, and stepped into the trees.

* * *
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The Deepwood was not silent once you were inside it. It was full of sound — but wrong sound. Bird calls that started in one direction and ended in another. Water that ran uphill, briefly, before correcting itself. Once, a voice saying his name very clearly, in a register that was neither male nor female nor anything he had a word for, coming from approximately forty feet to his left and apparently from inside a tree.
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