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Christopher Thabani Mandawa is a passionate storyteller and thought leader whose work explores the intersections of human experience, culture, and transformation. 

With a unique voice and a deep commitment to empowering others through words, Mandawa draws inspiration from real-life challenges, personal growth, and the richness of African heritage. 

Whether writing fiction or non-fiction, his work aims to inspire, challenge, and uplift readers around the world.

John 1:1 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction
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Koro T’Varan hails from the verdant moon of Lyssara, where technology and biology have long since merged. 

A former guardian of the Sacred Bloom a sentient forest believed to be the last relic of pre-collapse Earth Koro was chosen by the Arboreal Core, a bio-conscious entity that fused with his genetic code. 

The result: Thornfall, a living warrior clad in organic biomech armor grown directly from his flesh. 

His exosuit can erupt into thorned tendrils, form jagged blades, or sprout protective shields in response to threat. Every movement is guided by symbiosis, his thoughts woven with the instinct of a living system. In battle, he’s a walking fortress, withstanding plasma fire and pulverizing mechanical enemies with nature’s wrath. 

But his strength is not infinite. After prolonged combat, the armor must regenerate drawing nutrients from his body and leaving him fatigued, exposed, and often in pain. Koro accepts this price with quiet dignity. Noble and reverent, he treats life even that of enemies as sacred, and seeks balance in all things. 

He fights not for conquest, but to remind the galaxy of what it’s forgotten: that even in an age of circuits and steel, nature still has claws and it remembers how to protect its own.

––––––––
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Chapter 1. Echoes of the Bloom
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The air within the Grove of Communion was thick with bioluminescent mist—green motes that drifted like slow-moving fireflies, each one a whisper from the forest's deeper mind. Koro T’Varan knelt at the heart of the Sacred Bloom, his forehead pressed to the living bark, eyes closed, breath slow. Vines moved softly around his body, coiling in gentle rhythms that matched his heartbeat. He had become stillness. He had become root.

The Sacred Bloom pulsed beneath his touch.

He inhaled, and the scent of wet earth and flowering spores flooded his senses. It was not a place for words. It was a place for resonance—where thought dissolved into instinct, and instinct bloomed into awareness. Through his bond with the Arboreal Core, Koro reached into Verdantia’s song.

But today... the harmony was broken.

The forest’s pulse was fragmented—its voice strained and scattered, like leaves torn from a single vine. In the past, the Core had sung in rich tones, echoing through the network of biomech life that threaded the city like a nervous system. Now, the notes came staccato and panicked.

He frowned. A deep hum reverberated through his spine. The vines around his wrists shivered, recoiling slightly—as if fearful. Something old had stirred. Something that did not belong.

Koro’s symbiotic armor, dormant until needed, rippled under his skin—its thorns briefly protruding through the back of his arms like the hackles of a beast sensing a predator. He forced himself to remain calm. Panic echoed through the symbiosis. He would not let it spread.

From the Bloom’s center, a single flower bud extended on a slender tendril. It opened slowly, revealing petals the color of starlight. As he reached for it, the Core whispered directly into his thoughts—not with language, but with the weight of memory, of urgency.

He plucked the petal.

And as it settled into his palm, it blackened.

The transformation was instant—its luminous surface fading to ash-veined decay. Tiny tendrils of corruption crawled along the edges, retreating as he stared, as if aware it had been seen.

Koro’s breath hitched.

Then the voice came.

Not from the Bloom. Not from the air.

But from within.

It was ancient, feminine, layered with the sound of shifting leaves and cracking bark. It came as a command, as a plea, as a warning.

“Awaken.”

His eyes snapped open. The forest went silent. Not a single vine moved.

Koro rose slowly to his feet, the blackened petal still in his palm. It crumbled between his fingers like old bone.

The Sacred Bloom had spoken.

Something was wrong in Verdantia.

And it had already taken root.

Koro closed his hand over the dust of the petal, letting the blackened fragments fall to the root-path at his feet. The Sacred Bloom had never warned him with such direct force. In all his years as its Guardian, its voice had always come as guidance, never command.

This was different.

He turned slowly from the Bloom, its outer fronds retracting in silence behind him, and began walking the spiraled root-bridge that connected the Grove of Communion to the upper canopy of Verdantia. Each step caused the living path to respond—curling slightly to absorb the weight of his biomech-enhanced body.

Above him, the vast dome of foliage shimmered with diffused sunlight, its natural canopy laced with symbiotic fibers that filtered radiation and recycled air. Birds made of feather and moss flitted through the high branches. Vines pulsed faintly, carrying nutrients and data alike. All of Verdantia lived—thought—as a singular, evolving organism.

And now... it was afraid.

Koro’s armor flexed subtly beneath his robes, sensing his tension. It was never truly dormant. The living biomech beneath his skin had grown with him since his fusion with the Arboreal Core. It was his shield, his weapon, his burden—and now, his only defense against a threat it couldn’t yet define.

At the edge of the walkway, a small child—a sproutling from one of the Grove families—watched him with wide green eyes. Her skin glowed faintly with chlorophyll, her body part-organic, part-human like all born in Verdantia. She held a vine-blossom in one hand, wilted at the edges.

She didn’t speak. She simply held it out to him.

Koro knelt, taking the bloom gently. The same withering curled along the petals—faint, but unmistakable. His jaw tightened.

“Where did you find this?” he asked softly.

The girl pointed downward, toward the eastern growth-rim. “It fell from the wind roots. Papa said the trees are getting sick again.”

He nodded, handing it back. “Stay close to the core-paths. Don’t go near the rim. Not until the healers say it’s safe.”

She tilted her head. “Are you going to fix it?”

Koro stood again, looking out across the forest-city. Vast towers shaped from barksteel and living sapwood reached upward like a cathedral canopy. But in the distance—on the far edge of Verdantia—something was wrong. The colors were dimmer. Vines sagged. A low hum trembled beneath his boots.

“I will try,” he said.

And then, beneath the symphony of birdcall and flowing sap, he heard it again:

A thrum.

Low. Uneven. Like a heartbeat struggling to remember its rhythm.

He turned toward the source, his senses narrowing.

The forest wasn’t just afraid.

It was calling out.

And whatever had whispered “Awaken” had only just begun to speak.

Koro descended along a spiraling root-ladder, its steps unfolding with each downward movement. Below the Grove of Communion, the rootways spread like veins across Verdantia’s eastern district—an old sector known as Mycelia Reach. It was a place of quiet, where the biomech flora was especially sensitive, attuned to shifts in balance long before the rest of the city would feel them.

Now, it was silent.

No pollen floated through the air. No birdsong echoed from the branch-helix towers. Even the sap-light that ran through the city’s arterial vines dimmed, pulsing slowly like a wound trying to clot.

The silence gnawed at him.

As he moved through the great archway of living wood, a rustle to his left caught his attention. His armor responded instantly—thorned filaments emerging across his back, glistening faintly as they shifted into a defensive spread.

“Koro,” a familiar voice called from the shadows. “It’s just me.”

Kaelen stepped forward, robes heavy with pollen-dust, his mossweave mask drawn down around his neck. His long fingers clutched a cluster of diagnostic spores suspended in a glass bulb. His expression was grim.

“You heard it too,” Kaelen said, nodding toward the canopy. “Did the Bloom speak to you?”

Koro nodded. “It said: awaken.”

Kaelen swallowed hard. “Then the Core feels it as well. I’ve run three rounds of bio-scans. Something’s interfering with the root signals—altering their chemistry. The city’s immune lattice isn’t responding.”

“What kind of alteration?” Koro asked.

Kaelen hesitated. “A pathogen... but not like any we’ve seen. It mimics Verdantian code—perfectly. Our healers thought it was part of the forest’s natural decay cycle. But now... it's replicating. Infecting deeper layers.”

Koro narrowed his eyes. “Show me.”

Kaelen led him beneath the lower canopy into a grove chamber hollowed into the body of a still-living tree tower. The walls glistened with bio-lanterns grown from glowing fungi. In the center, a pod lay cracked open—its interior laced with blackened roots.

Koro stepped closer. The scent struck him instantly—rot mixed with metal. He leaned in, his hand brushing the inside wall. A sliver of the infected bark peeled away at his touch. Beneath it, fine threads pulsed like veins... and twitched.

He pulled his hand back.

“Living corruption,” Kaelen whispered. “It’s growing through the biomech. Rewriting it.”

Koro stared at the blackened bark. “Rustroot.”

Kaelen looked up, startled. “That name hasn’t been spoken since the Bloom Trials. It’s just a myth.”

“It’s not,” Koro said, standing. “The Core remembers. This isn’t disease. It’s reclamation.”

Kaelen’s expression darkened. “Then we’re already too late.”

“No,” Koro replied. His armor flexed across his chest and shoulders. “We’re only at the beginning.”

He turned toward the darkened root-paths leading out of the chamber. Every step forward felt heavier, as if the forest were trying to brace itself against what it already knew.

Behind him, the pod twitched again.

And somewhere, far beneath the soil, something listened.

Koro moved deeper into Mycelia Reach with Kaelen trailing silently behind, both their boots thudding softly on the sponge-like surface of the rootway. The deeper they went, the more the forest changed.

The colors were wrong.

Vines that once shimmered with bioluminescent blue now hung limp, their hue drained to a pale greenish gray. Tree-spires creaked softly—unusual, unsteady. Koro paused near a weaver pod where fruit should have been hanging. Instead, he found husks. Hollow. Dry.

“I don’t like this,” Kaelen muttered, glancing over his shoulder. “The forest isn’t just quiet. It’s listening.”

They reached a clearing—a hollow junction where three root-paths met. Normally, this would be a place for gathering, for meditation and communion. But now, it was abandoned. The hanging seed-globes had ruptured prematurely, their interiors leaking sap that shimmered with a faint oily sheen.

Koro knelt beside a puddle and dipped his fingers into the thick fluid.

It sizzled slightly against his skin.

His armor recoiled.

Kaelen stepped forward. “Careful. That residue—it's reactive. We’ve seen similar in decomposed nodes from the lower reaches.”

Koro examined his fingers. The armor had healed already, knitting together with a thin layer of thorned lattice. But something writhed just under the skin, deeper than the bio-weave.

“Whatever this is,” he said quietly, “it doesn’t just kill. It infiltrates.”

A distant shriek echoed through the grove—sharp and unnatural.

Both men turned toward the sound.

Another scream, closer this time. Then a loud crash—wood and steel fused together, breaking apart.

Kaelen drew in a sharp breath. “The eastern spire... That’s—”

Koro was already moving.

His armor spread along his limbs, forming sleek organic plates. Vines coiled from his shoulders, thorned tips twitching with readiness. As he ran, the root-paths shifted beneath him, responding instinctively to his urgency. The forest knew its Guardian was on the move.

He ascended a spiraling walkway and burst through a wall of leaves onto a high overlook. The view stopped him cold.

In the distance, the eastern canopy—once brilliant with light—was dark. A massive bloom-tower had collapsed. Smoke rose in curling green plumes. Vines snapped and flailed in panic, disoriented and infected. The infection was no longer subtle.

Kaelen appeared beside him, breath ragged. “That tower held a Core fragment... If it was breached—”

“It was.” Koro’s voice was grim. “And if we don’t act soon, the rest of the forest will follow.”

He turned to Kaelen.

“Summon the Circle.”

Kaelen hesitated. “Are you sure?”

Koro stared out across the infected skyline. “The Sacred Bloom told me to awaken. That means this is no longer threat... it’s warfare.”

He clenched a fist, and his armor flared in response, blooming with jagged thorns like a living crown of bark and bone.

The forest had cried out.

Now, Thornfall would answer.

Koro stood on the edge of the overlook, his eyes fixed on the withered skyline. Vines whipped and recoiled across the distant tower as though the structure itself were convulsing in pain. Even from this distance, he could see the change—the unnatural shimmer clinging to the air, the oily smoke spiraling upward like a signal.

Beneath the surface, the forest’s song had thinned into a single note of anguish.

“I’ve never seen the infection move this fast,” Kaelen said behind him, voice hushed. “It’s like it knew where to strike. Not random... deliberate.”

Koro didn’t answer. His gaze followed a flock of biomech birds fleeing the infected canopy. One clipped the edge of a blackened vine mid-flight, and its wings sputtered. It spiraled downward, crashing into the boughs below in a trail of sparks and feathers.

Kaelen stepped forward. “Koro... what if it’s thinking?”

Koro’s jaw tightened. “Then it’s not just disease. It’s strategy.”

He turned from the ledge and moved quickly down the nearest branch-ramp. His footsteps echoed faintly along the barksteel spine beneath him. Around them, Verdantia’s once serene aura had grown restless. Leaves trembled without wind. Bark twisted in place. The forest wasn’t just wounded—it was reacting, fighting something it didn’t understand.

As they passed beneath an arch formed by two entwined roots, Koro stopped suddenly. The inner wall of the arch was pulsing—subtly, like a heartbeat.

And then... it spoke.

“He sees us.”

The voice wasn’t audible. It came like a ripple in his skull, a friction behind his eyes. Kaelen stumbled, clutching his temple.

Koro’s armor flared violently, thorns rising, plates locking into full defensive posture.

“He remembers,” the voice said again. “The Guardian who left us in the dark.”

Koro took a slow step back. The arch split open.

Inside the root—embedded like a tumor—was a twisted organic mass. It pulsed in time with the forest’s rhythm. Not wood. Not flesh. Something in between. A glistening, blackened seed... with veins.

Kaelen stared, horror blooming across his face. “That’s not natural... It’s planted.”

Koro leaned in, and for the briefest moment, the core of the mass shuddered and split, revealing an amber eye. It blinked once.

Then the entire arch screamed.

The sound was deafening—raw, psychic, like a thousand vines tearing through his mind at once. Koro fell to one knee, clutching the side of his head. Kaelen dropped beside him, convulsing.

Then, just as suddenly, the sound vanished.

The mass within the root sagged, collapsing into a dry husk. The eye had closed.

Dead. Silent.

As if it had only wanted to look.

Kaelen panted beside him. “What in the Core’s name was that...?”

Koro rose slowly, trembling slightly as his armor retracted. He stared at the black husk, now dormant.

“A message,” he whispered. “Or a warning.”

Kaelen stood beside him, shaken. “Do we tell the Circle?”

“We show them,” Koro said, his voice iron. “This isn’t a sickness anymore. It’s a presence. And it knows who I am.”

Far beneath Verdantia, under layers of root and rust, something opened its mind.

And whispered back.

“So do we.”

Koro’s footsteps were slower now, more measured as he and Kaelen passed beneath the towering living arches of the eastern transitway. The encounter in the root-husk hadn’t left them—its presence clung like damp spores in their lungs. Kaelen kept glancing back, as though expecting the walls to open again.

The thrum in the air was steady now.

Not loud. Not sudden.

Just... persistent.

A reminder.

“I’ll need to run full diagnostics,” Kaelen murmured, still shaken. “If that thing we saw was part of Rustroot... it’s evolving faster than I thought.”

Koro didn’t reply. His mind wasn’t on Kaelen’s words—it was on the voice. The whisper that had spoken to him directly. Not just through instinct. Not through the bloom.

But with memory.

He remembers.

That wasn’t just an observation. It was a statement of intent.

Koro paused at the junction where the path forked into three root-lines—one to the Circle’s council halls, another to the healer sanctuaries, and the third back to the Grove. His hand brushed the carved symbol on the living wood pillar that marked the paths: three leaves, forming a triangle. Balance. Harmony. Life.

He touched the leaf pointing east.

It crumbled under his fingers.

Kaelen stepped beside him, voice quiet. “You saw it too?”

Koro nodded slowly. “This isn’t just corrosion. It’s erasure.”

He turned toward the central path. The Sylvan Circle had to be warned. Every moment they delayed, the deeper Rustroot sank into Verdantia’s roots—its memory, its history. If left unchecked, it wouldn’t just devour the city.

It would replace it.

The vines along the path tightened slightly, reacting to his thoughts. The bio-network heard everything. That had always been Verdantia’s gift—and its greatest vulnerability.

“I’ll prepare the spores and meet you at the chambers,” Kaelen said, taking a different path.

Koro walked alone now, beneath the twilight canopy. The golden light filtering through the foliage had taken on a strange tint. Not quite red. Not quite green. A color between warning and decay.

As he neared the council threshold, his armor shifted again—thorns momentarily rising, as if anticipating a blow.

He looked over his shoulder.

The forest behind him was still.

But just beyond the Grove’s edge, something moved.

Only for a heartbeat. A silhouette.

Hunched. Watching.

Then gone.

Koro narrowed his eyes, but didn’t follow.

He pressed his palm to the council gate. The root-wall unfurled, opening to the chamber within.

But as he stepped inside, one final sound followed him from the trees.

A whisper on the wind. Not from the Bloom.

Not from the Core.

But from beneath.

“The forest forgets the wound.

But the wound never forgets the forest.”

Koro stepped into the chamber of the Sylvan Circle.

The living walls of the council sanctum closed silently behind him, sealing out the distant whispers of the forest. High above, threads of glowing root-vein curled through the ceiling, pulsing with slow, golden sap. Twelve thrones of braided bark circled the room—each grown from its occupant’s ancestral tree.

Most were still empty.

Only three of the Circle Elders had arrived—Elder Thaelen, whose skin shimmered with bioglass scales; Elder Vir, grown into his seat with moss-covered limbs; and Elder Maerel, silent and unreadable beneath her tangle of vine-crown and blindfold of woven silk.

They turned toward him as he entered, sensing his unrest before he spoke.

“Koro,” Maerel said, her voice as thin as silk. “The forest cries louder than usual today.”

“I bring news,” Koro said, stepping to the center of the ring. “The eastern tower is lost.”

Vir stirred. “Lost?”

“Infected,” Koro clarified. “The corruption is no longer dormant. It has form. It is learning. Reacting.”

Thaelen’s eyes narrowed. “We’ve had decay before. Mold. Collapse. This is not new.”

“This is not decay,” Koro said, his voice sharp. “It is Rustroot. And it remembers us.”

The words hung in the chamber like smoke.

Maerel tilted her head. “You’re certain?”

Koro stepped forward. He reached into the pouch across his waist and uncurled the blackened petal—the one given to him by the Sacred Bloom. Once vibrant, now dry and cracked like old bark. He let it fall.

It crumbled on the floor, curling into dust.

“The Bloom spoke. And what I saw in the Grove today...” He paused. “It looked back.”

The silence that followed was not disbelief. It was fear. But not the kind that ran wild.

The kind that had been buried for generations.

“I need the Circle’s authority to act,” Koro said. “The forest is already moving to protect itself. But if we don’t respond with clarity, with unity—we’ll fracture. And if Verdantia turns on itself... Rustroot won’t need to fight. It will inherit.”

Maerel turned slightly toward the others. “Summon the full Circle,” she said softly. “Tonight. We will speak with one root, or not at all.”

Thaelen rose from his throne, sap dripping from his joints like sweat. “If the guardian is right... then the Songwood itself may be next.”

Koro nodded, but his thoughts drifted beyond the chamber, back to the pulsing heart of the Grove, to the strange black seed still lingering in his memory.

He could feel something inside him still reacting—his armor... or something deeper. A trace of what had watched him. What had whispered.

He flexed his hand. A thorn sprouted from his wrist unbidden, longer than usual, and pulsing faintly with black along its edge.

He stared at it for a long, quiet moment.

Then it retracted.

Behind him, the Sacred Bloom’s song returned—faint, broken, discordant.

But one note rang clear above all the others now.

A warning.

It has already begun.
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Chapter 2. Verdantia’s Pulse
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Verdantia breathed.

It always had—through its vines, through its canopy of lightwoven leaves, through the million threads of life that pulsed beneath every branch, blossom, and bio-engineered barkplate. But today, the breath was shallow.

Koro T’Varan stood at the edge of a living transit-bridge, watching the great spires of the forest-city stretch into the green-tinged sky. Sunlight filtered through layers of transparent foliage, casting shifting patterns across the ground—light shaped by the forest’s will. A cable-vine arched overhead, its glowing strands carrying both energy and neural data in pulsing waves. High above, sky-fronds opened like parasols, catching solar streams and feeding the biomech network below.

Everything shimmered with organic grace.

And yet... it was wrong.

The harmony had faltered.

He could feel it—not in any specific sight or sound, but in the subtle imbalance of the city's rhythm. Verdantia's song, as the Core called it, was no longer in tune with itself. The walkways pulsed a half-beat slower. The pollenspore clouds hovered too long before drifting. And in the streets, the people—part-organic, part-human, each one born of symbiosis—moved with something new in their eyes:

Unease.

A trio of Sprig-Guards passed him, each clad in vine-woven carapace armor. One nodded respectfully. Another offered a closed-fist salute. Their expressions were tight, wary—not of him, but of the air itself. As if they too could sense that Verdantia, their sanctuary of centuries, was whispering something dark through its roots.

Koro moved down the bridge into the lower canopy district, known as the Bloommarket—a web of suspended platforms where vendors sold everything from healing spores to neural graft seeds. The place was alive with color. Bioluminescent fruit glowed in low baskets. Moss-leaf garments shimmered along living display vines. Aromas of sweet nectar and fermentroot stew clung to the air.

Children darted between stalls, laughing with sharp, melodic voices. Old forest sages sat atop coiled roots, chanting mantras into the canopy.

It all looked normal.

But Koro’s gaze found the fractures. A sapfruit cart left untouched too long had begun to rot unnaturally fast. A flowering vine above a shop entrance pulsed erratically, as if unsure of its own rhythm. A pollenspeaker—one of the empathic priests who read emotional harmonics from the forest’s breath—sat with her face in her hands, weeping silently.

The people felt it.

They couldn’t name it, but they knew.

As Koro passed, citizens bowed in quiet respect. He was Thornfall, chosen by the Arboreal Core, guardian of the Bloom. Many believed he could hear the forest’s very heartbeat.

What they didn’t know was that it had already begun to falter.

“Koro!” a familiar voice called.

He turned to see Iriel, a vine-weaver artisan and long-time friend, stepping down from her perch. She was draped in living silk-thread, a vine looped around one arm like a pet. Her hands were stained with pigment from her most recent mural—half of which was etched directly into the bark of the marketplace wall behind her.

Her smile was real, but thin.

“You look grim,” she said, stepping close. “Has the Core spoken again?”

Koro glanced around, then nodded slightly. “The Bloom has begun to wither. The eastern tower has fallen.”

Iriel’s smile vanished.

“Rustroot?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“You’ve heard the name.”

“Only in stories. Warnings told to children.” She looked up at him, eyes sharp. “But you’re not a child. And you never speak in riddles.”

Koro touched the wall behind her, his fingers brushing the edge of the mural. It depicted the forest's balance: the Core, the Circle, and the people—three rings around a single bloom. But the outer ring was smudged. The vines forming the mural had twisted subtly since he last saw it.

“I fear the balance has already shifted,” he said.

A sudden pulse surged through the ground beneath them—a tremor, barely enough to make the platform quiver, but enough for everyone in the market to freeze.

Whispers swept the crowd like wind.

Another tremor. Then silence.

Koro knelt, pressing his palm to the living root beneath the flooring.

Normally, the forest’s neural lattice would return a whisper—an echo of the city’s health. Today, there was only static. A low, churning buzz filled his mind, like a voice half-drowned in mud.

“Koro?” Iriel asked.

His armor responded instinctively—thorns blooming slightly along his forearms. His breath slowed.

Then it came: a dissonant chord. Not sound—but something deeper. A fracture in the pulse of Verdantia’s mind.

He stood abruptly.

“I have to go.”

“To the Circle?”

“To the source.”

As Koro departed, the marketplace slowly resumed its rhythm—but with caution. Above, the vine-cables pulsed with a new pattern. Not wild, but different. Unfamiliar.

And in the shadows between two blossom-trees, a single bloom curled in on itself, turning black at the edges.

It was not dead.

It was changing.

The root-path narrowed as Koro entered the Lower Canopy, a region less traveled by tourists and traders. Here, the biomech infrastructure grew denser—thicker bark columns threaded with glowing vein-light supported the entire weight of Verdantia’s higher towers. These roots, older than most citizens, carried both nutrients and memory.

He could feel it again—the forest’s pulse, but warped now, like a song played backward.

Koro knelt at one of the thicker root-nodes. He pressed his palm to the surface and whispered, “Show me.”

A moment passed.

Then the root quivered beneath his hand, and with it, so did he.

Visions struck like lightning: flashes of corrupted vines, of nodes torn apart from within. He saw healers huddled around a patient whose skin had fused with wild tendrils—whispers in her sleep, eyes glazed over in black-green gloss. He saw a spire convulse and split like overripe fruit, its core spilling out infected spores.

But more than that—he felt something.

A presence. Watching. Listening. Not distant.

Near.

He pulled back, panting. The connection snapped violently, leaving his fingertips burned with sap-scars. The bark recoiled from his touch, twitching faintly as if afraid of him.

Or warning him.

His armor rippled over his shoulders, thorns bristling with instinct. Koro straightened, scanning the path behind him. The shadows between root-arches were still, but the air was no longer passive. The forest didn’t just feel off—it felt haunted.

Then he saw it.

Just for a second.

A shimmer between vines. A flicker of movement that didn’t belong—too fast, too sharp. Like a splice in the natural weave. It ducked behind a spiraled bark column, gone in an instant.

Koro advanced, slowly. Quietly.

The tendrils on his armor lengthened, ready.

“Who’s there?”

Silence.

Then a single phrase, whispered not in words but through the sapline itself—an impulse sent through the biomech systems beneath his feet, vibrating up through his bones.

“You were the first to forget.”

Koro froze.

Then a scream echoed through the undercanopy. Not human. Not animal. Something in between.

He ran.

The source of the sound was a hollowed bloom-pod—an old meditation chamber, long abandoned. The petals had closed years ago, its purpose lost when Verdantia expanded upward.

Now, it was open.

Inside, vines clung to the walls like veins under diseased skin. Black filaments threaded the air, drifting weightlessly, pulsing with dim crimson light. At the center lay a corpse—or what was left of it. Twisted bark had grown out from its spine, fusing it to the wall. The body’s face had long since eroded.

Its chest, however, still pulsed. Slowly. Like something unfinished.

Koro stepped closer.

And the vines reached for him.

His armor reacted instantly, flaring outward. Tendrils whipped forward and sliced through the reaching limbs. Bark screamed—an unnatural sound, like the forest itself crying out in betrayal.

He stepped back.

“Not decay,” he whispered. “Transformation.”

A low pulse hummed through the chamber.

It was no longer Verdantia’s rhythm.

It was something else.

Rustroot wasn’t spreading like infection.

It was rewriting.

Koro turned and sprinted back toward the core-path, the song of the forest warping behind him into something sour, something synthetic.

Above him, a pollencloud passed—once golden, now faintly red.

And all throughout the rootways, subtle tremors began to spread.

Far away, in the High Grove Spire, the Sylvan Circle gathered in silence—unaware that by the time they convened, Verdantia would no longer be whole.

Koro emerged from the hollow chamber, breath tight, sweat streaking down his temples despite the cool mist of the canopy. His armor had retracted into his skin, exhausted from the brief surge. The vines at his feet trembled faintly as he passed, as if reluctant to support his weight.

The forest was no longer holding him.

It was testing him.

All around, the signs multiplied.

A walkway once alive with light now sagged in its center, its bioluminescent threads flickering erratically. Clusters of bloomflies—normally serene pollinators—buzzed in disoriented spirals, their wings twitching with static. A few citizens passed him on a higher root-arch, casting nervous glances at the sagging canopy.

The whispers were beginning.

Not just from the forest.

From the people.

“The Core is silent...”

“The Grove’s petals closed this morning...”

“They say the eastern tower collapsed from within...”

As he climbed a spiral trunk-path back toward the upper districts, he caught sight of a mural being dismantled. The young vine-artisans, normally guided by the city’s subtle neural signals, looked frustrated, confused. The vines that once moved in harmony with their touch now resisted, curling away or distorting the image. What had been a depiction of the Sacred Bloom was now a misshapen thing—petals contorted, the central eye open too wide.

Koro pressed on.

By the time he reached the outer rim of the Circle’s arbospire, Verdantia's hum had changed completely.

No longer a rhythm.

Now a heartbeat—but not the city’s own.

He turned, casting one last look across the forest from this height.

And there—beyond the Songwood’s crown—he saw it:

A black bloom.

Unnatural. Perfectly round.

It hadn't been there yesterday.

Its petals swayed not with the wind, but with intention.

And in that moment, Koro understood:

Rustroot wasn’t spreading like a disease.

It was blooming.

It was claiming.

And Verdantia... was only its first root.

Koro remained still, his eyes locked on the black bloom rising beyond the treeline. Though it sat leagues away on the outer rim, he could feel it—like a thorn in his mind’s edge. Its petals, too perfect, too symmetrical, moved not with the forest’s breath but against it. As if the city inhaled, and it exhaled.

He activated his comm-root.

“Koro to Kaelen.”

The line hissed—distorted static filled the line, like wind through dead leaves.

Then: “—hear you. What is it?”

“I found a bloom. Black. South quadrant. Beyond the Songwood’s edge.”

A pause.

“Impossible. No registered growth in that area. I checked the latest seedmap this morning.”

“I’m looking at it now.”

Kaelen’s breath caught. “I’ll pull satellite spores. Give me five minutes.”

Koro ended the link, but his gaze lingered on the thing.

From this distance, it should have been beautiful—an anomaly perhaps, a rare mutation, something to archive or celebrate. But no part of it felt alive. It was as though the forest had grown a wound. And the wound had decided to bloom.

A low vibration moved through the branch beneath him—subtle, but building. A resonance, like a drumbeat under stone.

Krrrk.

He turned.

On a nearby wall—bark twisted in a geometric swirl—thin cracks formed, splitting the outer layer of sapwood in slow motion. Beneath the surface, for just a moment, he saw it again:

Veins.

But not of the forest.

They were too black. Too orderly. Designed.

And then—gone.

The bark resealed itself, as if ashamed.

Koro’s fists clenched.

He’d trusted the Bloom’s visions. The whispers. The way the forest used to guide him. But now the forest was turning in on itself. Forgetting what it had been. Or worse—being made to forget.

He turned back toward the Sylvan Circle’s high arch.

The vines recoiled from his touch at first, before recognizing him. The great threshold unfurled with reluctance, as if unsure whether to admit even its Guardian.

He stepped through.

Inside, the chamber pulsed with unease. Elders were gathering. Advisors whispered. Pollenspeakers chanted low, dissonant tones that didn’t align with Verdantia’s natural cadence.

Koro walked alone to the center dais.

The light above dimmed.

Verdantia’s song had not stopped.

It had been overwritten.

And in the silence between pulses, something else was singing.

The chamber of the Sylvan Circle towered like a cathedral sculpted from living wood and memory. Root-pillars coiled upward, bending and merging to form a dome of translucent canopy that filtered sunlight into soft, shifting patterns. Normally, the space was filled with music—tones carried on wind-vines, harmonizing with the moods of its councilors. Now, the chamber was silent.

Not solemn.

Empty.

Koro stepped forward onto the central platform—its surface a braided web of roots grown just wide enough to hold the weight of judgment. Only a handful of the elders had arrived early. Their expressions were guarded, uncertain. Behind them, symbiotic fauna blinked slowly from their grown perches. The glowworms that usually danced across the walls were gone.

The council seats loomed—twelve grown from the heartwood of ancient species. Symbols of unity. Balance. Life.

But today, Koro felt their eyes upon him like bark turned to stone.

Elder Vir, oldest among them, finally stirred. His voice was gravel layered with lichen.

“You came alone.”

Koro bowed slightly. “The others are arriving. But this couldn’t wait.”

Vir’s hand twitched along the carved groove in his seat. “The tower collapse?”

“Confirmed,” Koro said. “And more. I found a seed. Black. Pulsing. Not native.”

Whispers echoed from the back. Even the roots seemed to twitch underfoot.

Elder Thaelen, his bioglass eyes catching the filtered light, leaned forward. “A bloom that wasn’t planted?”

Koro nodded. “It didn’t grow with the city. It grew against it. It is part of Rustroot.”

“Rustroot,” another elder spat softly, as if the word were poison. “That name again...”

“It’s not a name,” Koro replied. “It’s a memory. And it’s awakening.”

A silence passed between them like pollen drifting into shadow.

Then the air changed.

The entire chamber vibrated. Not a tremor. A tone. Subtle. Deep.

The light through the canopy shifted—colors muting into bruise-like shades of violet and brown.

A leaf fell from the highest branch and landed beside Koro’s foot.

It rotted on contact.

The elders gasped. One rose from his chair in horror. A vine snapped away from the chamber wall and shriveled before them.

Koro stepped back and turned his gaze upward.

The dome was bleeding light.

Lines of black veining had begun threading through the canopy, too small to notice from afar, but now unmistakable.

It wasn’t just a bloom growing in the outskirts.

The infection had already reached the heartwood.

And none of them had seen it coming.

A new figure entered behind Koro, robes trailing sap-mist—Elder Maerel, the blindfolded sage of the Bloomwardens. Her steps were slow, guided not by sight, but by the pulse of the city.

She stopped beside him and whispered:

“The forest’s pulse is broken.”

Koro turned his head. “You feel it too?”

Maerel nodded. “Verdantia doesn’t know what it is anymore. The memories are vanishing.”

“Then the Circle must act.”

“No,” she said, her voice barely audible.

He stared.

She turned her blindfolded gaze toward the trembling light.

“The Circle must remember.”

Koro locked eyes with Maerel, even though she could not see him. Yet somehow, she always saw more than the others. Her blindfold, woven from bloom-silk, fluttered faintly as the chamber’s pulsing light dimmed another degree.

The roots beneath his feet vibrated with a strange cadence—three pulses, a pause, three again. Not natural. Not random. A signal.

Maerel turned slightly toward the central root-column of the chamber, where the city’s neural lattice converged. “The memory stream is fragmenting,” she said. “Some of the echo-vines are reporting false readings. Others... silence.”

Koro felt a chill move through his chest. Silence in the echo-vines was impossible. They were the city’s lifeblood—rooted in ancestral memory and connected to every living thing in Verdantia.

Vir stood now, slowly, his moss-covered robes dragging across the platform. “I’ve lived through a dozen seedcycles,” he said, voice low. “Storms. Fire. Blight. But never this. The forest forgetting itself...”

“There’s more,” Koro said, stepping forward. “The infection is intelligent. I saw it shape a corpse into a living node. I saw it reach for me. And it whispered something.”

He hesitated.

Thaelen narrowed his eyes. “What did it say?”

Koro exhaled slowly. “It said I was the first to forget.”

That struck like thunder in the chamber. Even Maerel’s head tilted again, as if hearing a second voice layered beneath his words.

“The infection has memory,” Koro continued. “Not just of us, but of the city itself. It knows the patterns. It’s not spreading... it’s adapting. Root by root. Memory by memory.”

A low groan echoed through the chamber as one of the ceiling veins split—just slightly—oozing a dark amber fluid that dripped once onto the floor.

Plop.

Plop.

Plop.

The chamber quieted to stillness.

Then—

From far below, in the lower canopies, a scream.

One voice. Human. Then another.

A pulse rippled upward. Not tremor, not quake—bio-feedback. The network shuddered. One of the elders collapsed forward in his chair, clutching his head. A pollenspeaker by the wall cried out and vomited spores.

A vine twisted along the ceiling—one of the neural ones—its color flickering. Green. Then black.

A breach.

Koro’s voice cut through the chaos: “It’s begun.”

Maerel stepped beside him, her blindfold now stained at the edges with sap. “No,” she whispered. “It began long ago. We were simply too proud to hear it.”

Koro looked around the chamber—at the failing systems, the frightened guardians, the silence between the pulses.

Then he looked up, through the translucent canopy, to where the black bloom still loomed in the distance.

Growing.

Spreading.

Watching

Verdantia’s pulse was no longer its own.

And deep beneath the roots of the city, something opened its mind...

And listened back.

The chamber lights flickered again—dimming not with power loss, but with withdrawal, as though the very soul of the city was curling inward.
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