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CHAPTER I
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The forest did not welcome strangers.

It breathed.

That was the first thought that crossed Eldric Hale’s mind as he stood at the edge of the treeline, boots sinking slightly into damp soil. The air felt heavy, thick with the scent of moss, wet bark, and something older—something that did not belong to any living thing.

Before him stretched the Verdanth Hollow, a fictional forest spoken of only in fragmented legends and half-burned royal archives. No map dared to chart its true depth. Cartographers left it as an empty green scar, a space marked by silence.

Eldric adjusted the leather strap of his satchel and exhaled slowly.

“So this is it,” he murmured.

The forest answered with a low rustle, leaves shifting though no wind passed through them.

Behind him, a woman scoffed.

“You’re staring at it like it might bow,” said Mireya Voss, tightening the belt around her coat. Her dark hair was tied back in a practical knot, a few strands already escaping and clinging to her cheek. “Forests don’t care who you are.”

Eldric glanced back. “This one might.”

Mireya raised an eyebrow. “You’re serious.”

“I am.”

She shook her head but smiled faintly. “Then let’s hope it likes us enough not to swallow us whole.”

A third figure approached, boots crunching softly on fallen leaves. Rowan Keir, taller than both of them, carried their supplies with a calm that suggested experience rather than strength. His eyes never stopped scanning the shadows between the trees.

“Arguing with legends already?” Rowan asked.

“It’s not an argument,” Mireya replied. “It’s a warning.”

Rowan stopped beside Eldric, gaze fixed forward. “Either way, we cross now. Once we step in, turning back won’t be easy.”

Eldric nodded.

He had known this since the moment he deciphered the final line of the royal manuscript—the one sealed with the broken crest of a forgotten crown.

The treasure lies where roots embrace stone, and the forest remembers its king.

That line had cost him three years of research, one burned library wing, and the quiet ruin of his academic reputation. Scholars laughed at the idea of a “lost kingdom” swallowed whole by a forest. Kingdoms fell by war, by famine, by betrayal—not by trees.

Yet here it was.

Waiting.

Eldric stepped forward.

The moment his boot crossed into the forest’s shadow, the temperature dropped. The sunlight dimmed, filtered through thick canopies that twisted like ribs overhead. The ground changed too—soft, almost spongy, as if layered with centuries of decay and memory.

Mireya followed, then Rowan.

Behind them, the path they came from seemed to narrow unnaturally, swallowed by vines that hadn’t been there moments before.

Mireya noticed first.

“...That’s new.”

Eldric turned. The forest’s edge looked farther away than it should have been.

Rowan frowned. “We just walked ten steps.”

“No,” Eldric said quietly. “The forest walked us.”

They exchanged a glance, the unspoken understanding settling in: this place did not obey ordinary rules.

They moved deeper.

Ancient trees rose like pillars of a cathedral, their trunks marked with faint carvings—circles, crowns, sigils half-eroded by time. Eldric stopped often, brushing dirt from stone fragments half-buried in roots.

“These aren’t random,” he said, excitement threading his voice. “They’re structural. This was a road.”

Mireya knelt, touching a cracked slab beneath the soil. “A road... in the middle of nowhere?”

“In the middle of a capital,” Eldric replied.

Rowan’s grip tightened on his pack. “Then where are the walls? The towers?”

Eldric looked up.

“They fell inward.”

As if summoned by his words, the forest opened slightly ahead, revealing a collapsed archway made of dark stone, vines strangling its curves. At its peak, barely visible beneath moss, lay a symbol.

A crown.

Not ornate. Not jeweled.

Simple. Heavy. Final.

Mireya swallowed. “So the stories were true.”

Before Eldric could answer, a sound echoed through the trees.

Not an animal.

Footsteps.

Rowan lifted a hand instantly. “We’re not alone.”

The forest fell silent.

Even the leaves seemed to listen.

Somewhere beyond the archway, something—or someone—was moving with purpose.

Eldric felt it then: the unmistakable sensation of being watched, not with malice, but with judgment.

The forest remembered its kingdom.

And it had just noticed new intruders.

Rowan moved first.

He stepped forward without sound, drawing the short blade from his belt with a smoothness that suggested habit rather than fear. His eyes followed the direction of the footsteps, narrowing as he listened—not just to sound, but to the absence of it.

The forest had gone unnaturally still.

“No birds,” he whispered. “No insects.”

Mireya shifted closer to Eldric. “That’s never a good sign.”

Eldric nodded but did not speak. His attention had been pulled elsewhere—toward the archway. The crown carved into the stone seemed darker now, its edges sharper in the filtered light, as if the symbol itself were waking.

The footsteps came again.

Closer.

Crunch.

Pause.

Crunch.

Slow. Deliberate.

“Whoever it is,” Mireya murmured, “they’re not trying to hide.”

Rowan lowered his voice. “Or they don’t think they need to.”

Eldric swallowed. His hand slipped into his satchel, fingers brushing against parchment and charcoal, tools that suddenly felt laughably inadequate.

“Wait,” he said softly. “Listen.”

They did.

The footsteps stopped.

Then a voice broke the silence.

“You chose the old gate.”

It was calm. Measured. Neither threatening nor friendly.

From between two massive tree trunks emerged a figure cloaked in layers of dark green and ash-grey fabric, woven to resemble bark and leaf. The hood shadowed their face, but their posture was upright, unafraid.

Rowan raised his blade. “That’s close enough.”

The figure halted beneath the archway, just out of reach of the vines. Slowly, deliberately, they lifted their hands to show they carried no visible weapon.

“Relax,” the stranger said. “If I wanted you gone, the forest would have done it already.”

Mireya’s jaw tightened. “Comforting.”

The hood tilted slightly, as if amused. “You’re early,” the stranger added. “Most don’t reach this far until nightfall.”

Eldric stepped forward before Rowan could stop him.

“Who are you?”

The stranger hesitated. Then lowered the hood.

They were younger than Eldric expected—perhaps only a few years older than himself. Their hair was silver-streaked not by age, but by something unnatural, like ash permanently woven into dark strands. Their eyes, however, were what froze Eldric in place.

Gold.

Not bright. Not glowing.

Old gold. Dull. Heavy.

“I’m the one who watches the first mark,” the stranger said. “And you’ve already stepped on it.”

Mireya glanced down instinctively.

Her breath caught.

Beneath her boot, partially hidden by moss and dirt, was a carved sigil embedded in the stone road—an incomplete crown encircled by roots.

She stepped back instantly.

“What is that?” she demanded.

The stranger’s gaze flicked to Eldric. “That,” they said, “is how the forest decides whether you’re seekers... or thieves.”

Rowan cursed under his breath. “And how does it decide?”

The stranger smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “It already has.”

Without warning, the ground shuddered.

Roots burst from the soil, thick as arms, curling around the stone archway with a sound like bone grinding against bone. The crown symbol pulsed faintly, not with light, but with shadow.

Mireya grabbed Eldric’s arm. “Tell me this is part of your research.”

Eldric stared, heart pounding. “No.”

The stranger stepped aside, gesturing toward a narrow path that had opened beyond the archway—a corridor of trees bent inward, forming a passage that had not existed moments ago.

“You may proceed,” they said. “For now.”

Rowan did not lower his blade. “And if we refuse?”

The stranger’s golden eyes hardened. “Then the forest closes. Permanently.”

Eldric took a slow breath.

“Why help us?”

The stranger studied him carefully, as though weighing something unseen.

“Because,” they said at last, “the treasure you’re looking for is not the most dangerous thing buried here.”

A distant sound echoed through the trees—deep, resonant, like stone doors shifting far underground.

The forest was opening something else.

“Move,” the stranger urged. “Before it wakes fully.”

Eldric met Mireya’s gaze. Fear flickered there—but so did resolve.

“Forward,” he said.

They stepped into the passage.

Behind them, the archway sealed shut with a thunderous crack, roots locking stone into place.

And somewhere deep beneath the forest floor, something ancient stirred—aware now that the lost kingdom was no longer forgotten.

The passage narrowed as they moved forward.

Trees leaned inward unnaturally, their trunks bending like ribs closing around a fragile heart. The light faded into a muted green haze, broken only by thin strands of sunlight that barely reached the forest floor. Each step echoed softly, not in sound, but in sensation—like the forest felt their weight.

Eldric’s pulse thudded in his ears.

He forced himself to breathe slowly, counting each step, grounding himself in motion. Panic, he knew, would only sharpen the forest’s attention.

The stranger—the watcher, as Eldric now thought of them—walked ahead without hurry, boots never slipping, never hesitating. They moved like someone who knew where every root lay buried.

Mireya leaned close to Eldric, her voice barely audible.

“You trust them?”

“No,” Eldric whispered back. “But I trust the forest less.”

Rowan followed behind, blade still drawn, eyes cutting left and right. The deeper they went, the more wrong everything felt. The silence pressed against his ears, thick and deliberate.

“How many groups have come this far?” Rowan asked suddenly.

The watcher did not turn. “Enough to make the stones tired of footsteps.”

Mireya grimaced. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only honest one.”

They passed remnants of the old road—stone slabs cracked and lifted by roots, fragments of pillars swallowed waist-deep by earth. Eldric slowed, crouching beside a half-buried carving.

It was a relief.

Not gold. Not jewels.

A simple mark: a crown above three vertical lines.

“This was administrative,” Eldric murmured, more to himself than the others. “Boundary markers. Civic planning.”

Mireya blinked. “You’re telling me this forest used to have city zoning?”

“Yes,” Eldric said, awe threading his voice. “Which means this wasn’t just a kingdom. It was organized. Stable.”

The watcher finally stopped.

“Was,” they echoed quietly.

They stood before a clearing—small, circular, unnaturally precise. At its center lay a stone platform, barely raised, its surface etched with the same incomplete crown Mireya had stepped on earlier.

Roots circled it, but did not cross.

Rowan swore softly. “Another mark.”

“The second,” the watcher corrected. “The first decides who you are. The second decides why you’re here.”

Eldric straightened. “And if the forest dislikes the answer?”

The watcher’s gaze met his. “Then it takes something from you.”

Mireya’s jaw tightened. “Something like what?”

The watcher’s eyes flicked briefly to her boots. To Rowan’s blade. To Eldric’s satchel.

“Whatever you rely on most.”

A chill ran through Eldric.

He stepped forward before anyone could stop him.

“I’ll do it.”

Rowan grabbed his arm. “Absolutely not.”

Eldric shook his head. “This is my research. My obsession. If anyone’s marked, it should be me.”

Mireya searched his face. “Eldric... don’t be noble. Be smart.”

“I am,” he said quietly. “This forest responds to intention. Mine has always been clear.”

He stepped onto the platform.

The moment his foot touched stone, the air shifted.

Not violently. Precisely.

The carvings darkened, lines filling as if ink bled upward from the stone itself. Eldric’s breath hitched as something brushed against his mind—not a voice, but a pressure, rifling through memory.

Images flashed unbidden:

Dusty libraries.

Mocking laughter.

Burning parchment.

The crest of a broken crown.

Eldric gasped, dropping to one knee.

Mireya rushed forward. “Eldric!”

Roots tightened around the platform, stopping her inches away.

The watcher did not intervene.

They watched.

The pressure intensified—searching, weighing, judging.

Then—

Silence.

The roots loosened.

Eldric collapsed forward, hands shaking against cold stone. His satchel slid open, papers spilling out—maps, notes, fragments of the lost kingdom’s language.

One page did not fall.

It remained in his satchel.

Burned.

Not by fire—but by absence. The ink was gone, leaving only faint impressions in the parchment.

Rowan stared. “What did it take?”

Eldric swallowed hard. “My translation key.”

Mireya sucked in a sharp breath. “That took you years.”

“Yes,” Eldric said hoarsely. “And now the forest holds it.”

The watcher finally spoke. “You’re permitted to continue.”

“That’s it?” Rowan snapped. “You let it rob him and call it permission?”

The watcher’s gaze hardened. “The forest did not rob him. It balanced him.”

They turned away, walking toward a darker path ahead.

“Rest while you can,” they added. “Beyond this point, the ruins stop pretending they’re dead.”

Eldric forced himself to his feet, chest tight but eyes burning with something sharper than fear.

Resolve.

“If the forest thinks that will stop me,” he said quietly, “it doesn’t understand scholars.”

Mireya placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “No,” she said. “But it’s starting to understand you.”

Ahead, the path descended into shadow.

And somewhere deeper still, beneath stone and root and memory, the heart of the lost kingdom waited—no longer asleep.

They did not move immediately.

The clearing seemed to breathe now—subtle, slow, deliberate. The roots around the platform relaxed, but they did not retreat. They lay coiled, patient, like muscles that knew they would be needed again.

Eldric steadied himself, fingers curling into the damp soil. His mind felt hollow in places, as though someone had carefully removed a piece without disturbing the rest. The absence burned more than pain.

Mireya crouched beside him, lowering her voice.

“Tell me exactly what you felt.”

Eldric hesitated. Scholars lived on precision, but this defied language.

“It wasn’t asking questions,” he said finally. “It was... checking alignment. Like matching a lock to a key.”

“And?” Rowan pressed.

“And deciding the key didn’t belong entirely to me.”

Rowan’s jaw tightened. “I don’t like intelligent terrain.”

The watcher stood at the edge of the clearing, eyes fixed not on them, but on the shadows beyond—as if listening to something deeper still.

“You should,” they said calmly. “It means the forest can still choose restraint.”

Mireya rose slowly. “You talk like you’re not afraid of it.”

The watcher’s lips curved faintly. “Fear implies uncertainty. I know exactly what it can do.”

That answer settled uneasily between them.

They moved on.

The path sloped downward, the soil gradually giving way to stone worn smooth by centuries of passage. Eldric noticed how the roots thinned here, retreating respectfully, allowing the road to exist.

“This was ceremonial,” he murmured. “Processional routes. For royalty.”

Mireya glanced at him. “You’re sure?”

“Yes. The spacing of the pillars, the angle of descent—it was designed to be walked slowly. Reverently.”

Rowan frowned. “So why hide it?”

Eldric stopped.

“Because reverence became dangerous.”

They reached a fractured colonnade—half-standing pillars leaning into one another like exhausted sentinels. Between them lay scattered fragments: broken tiles, rusted metal fittings, the remnants of something once grand.

Mireya knelt and brushed away dirt from a curved piece of metal.

“...This isn’t a weapon,” she said. “It’s ceremonial armor.”

Eldric joined her, eyes wide. “Royal guard insignia.”

Rowan scanned the area. “No bodies.”

“No,” Eldric agreed slowly. “Which means they didn’t die here.”

The watcher finally turned back to them. “The kingdom didn’t fall,” they said. “It withdrew.”

Mireya looked up sharply. “You don’t just withdraw a kingdom.”

“Unless,” the watcher replied, “the alternative is worse.”

A distant sound rolled through the forest—deep, rhythmic, almost like a heartbeat carried through stone. Eldric felt it in his chest before he heard it fully.

Rowan stiffened. “What was that.”

The watcher’s gaze darkened. “A reminder.”

“Of what?”

“That time is moving.”

They pressed on, the path narrowing once more until the trees gave way to a sunken courtyard. The floor was a mosaic—cracked, but intact—depicting a crown surrounded by figures kneeling not to a king, but to the forest itself.

Mireya stared. “They worshipped it.”

“No,” Eldric whispered. “They negotiated with it.”

The mosaic’s center was scorched—not burned, but erased. Whatever symbol once lay there had been removed deliberately.

Eldric felt a chill crawl up his spine. “That’s where the treasure isn’t.”

Rowan shot him a look. “Explain.”

“The real vault wouldn’t be glorified,” Eldric said. “They’d hide it where reverence wouldn’t reach. Somewhere practical. Forgotten.”

The watcher studied him carefully now. “You’re learning.”

“I’m remembering,” Eldric replied. “Even without the translation key.”

For the first time, something like approval crossed the watcher’s face.

“Good,” they said. “You’ll need that instinct.”

Mireya crossed her arms. “Need it for what?”

The watcher gestured toward a stairway descending beneath the courtyard—stone steps choked with shadow, leading into the earth itself.

“The next mark,” they said. “Doesn’t take knowledge.”

Rowan swallowed. “Then what does it take?”

The watcher met each of their gazes in turn.

“Trust,” they said. “And someone always loses that first.”

Another pulse echoed beneath their feet, stronger now.

The forest was no longer merely observing.

It was preparing.

Eldric stepped to the edge of the stairway, peering into the dark. His reflection stared back at him from polished stone—tired, shaken, but unmistakably alive with purpose.

He exhaled.

“Whatever they buried,” he said quietly, “they were afraid of it being remembered incorrectly.”

Mireya nodded once. “Then we make sure we remember it right.”

Rowan tightened his grip on his blade. “Or we don’t come back.”

The watcher stepped aside, granting passage.

“Down,” they said. “Before the forest decides to test you again.”

The darkness below seemed to shift, as if responding.

And with the loss of his key and the weight of unseen judgment pressing closer, Eldric took his first step into the bones of the lost kingdom—knowing, with sudden clarity, that the true cost of this journey had only just begun.

The stairway swallowed sound.

Each step downward stripped away the forest’s surface life—the whisper of leaves, the creak of branches—until only stone remained. Smooth. Cold. Intentional. Eldric’s hand brushed the wall as he descended, fingers tracing shallow grooves worn by countless hands long before his own.

This place had known people.

And it had outlived them.

The light above faded until Mireya struck a flint, coaxing a small flame into existence. Its glow revealed a corridor carved directly into bedrock, reinforced by stone arches etched with faded sigils.

Rowan exhaled slowly. “No roots.”

“That means we’re beneath the forest,” Mireya said.

“No,” the watcher corrected quietly from behind them. “You’re within what it allows.”

They reached the base of the stairs.

The corridor opened into a chamber vast enough to make Eldric forget to breathe.

Pillars rose from the floor like petrified trees, their capitals shaped not like leaves—but crowns. The ceiling arched high overhead, lost in darkness, and the air carried the faint metallic scent of old stone and something deeper.

Regret, perhaps.

At the chamber’s center stood a circular dais, fractured but intact. Around it lay remnants of civilization: broken benches, rusted lantern frames, ceremonial banners reduced to ash-like threads.

Mireya turned slowly, awe softening her voice.

“This wasn’t a vault.”

Eldric nodded. “It was a council hall.”

Rowan frowned. “For a kingdom that vanished without war?”

“For a kingdom that argued first,” Eldric said.

They approached the dais.

Embedded in its surface were shallow depressions—handprints, worn smooth by repetition.

The watcher stopped a few paces back.

“This is where the decision was made,” they said. “Not to hide the treasure. But to bind it.”

Mireya stiffened. “Bind it to what?”

The watcher did not answer.

Eldric stepped closer, studying the markings etched around the handprints. Though his translation key was gone, recognition flickered—pattern, rhythm, logic.

“This isn’t a spell,” he murmured. “It’s an agreement.”

Rowan shot him a look. “With who?”

Eldric swallowed. “With the forest.”

A low hum vibrated through the chamber.

Not loud. Not threatening.

Aware.

The handprints darkened.

Mireya took an instinctive step back. “Eldric...”

“I know,” he said softly. “But this is the point of no return.”

The watcher finally moved, stepping beside the dais. For the first time, something like hesitation crossed their face.

“If you touch it,” they said, “the forest will record you.”

Rowan’s grip tightened. “Record him how?”

“As a participant,” the watcher replied. “Not a visitor.”

Eldric looked at his hands.

He thought of the lost translation key.

Of knowledge taken to force understanding earned.

Of a kingdom that chose erasure over misuse.

“If this place was built on consent,” he said quietly, “then someone has to speak again.”

Mireya met his gaze. “And if it decides you’re wrong?”

“Then it decides,” Eldric said. “But at least it won’t decide in silence.”

He placed his hands into the depressions.

The chamber inhaled.

Stone warmed beneath his palms—not heat, but presence. Eldric’s vision blurred as the world narrowed to sensation: pressure, weight, memory pressing back.

Not images.

Voices.

Not spoken—but layered impressions.

Fear.

Responsibility.

A crown set down voluntarily.

Eldric gasped.

The watcher closed their eyes.

Rowan swore softly. “Something’s happening.”

The markings flared—not with light, but clarity. Lines sharpened, symbols aligning. The dais sank slightly, stone grinding against stone as a hidden mechanism awakened.

Then—

It stopped.

Abruptly.

The hum faded.

The chamber went still.

Eldric staggered back, breath ragged. Mireya caught him before he fell.

“What did you see?” she whispered.

Eldric shook his head slowly. “Not see.”

He looked up—toward the watcher.

“They’re not guarding the treasure,” he said hoarsely. “They’re guarding the choice.”

The watcher opened their eyes.

And for the first time, something unmistakable surfaced there.

Relief.

“Then you understand the first truth,” they said. “The treasure was never meant to be taken.”

Rowan stared at the sealed floor. “Then why let us come at all?”

The watcher turned toward the dark corridor beyond the chamber, where the stone bore fresh fractures—as if something beneath had shifted.

“Because,” they said quietly, “someone else already has.”

A distant tremor rolled through the ground.

This time, it did not feel like a heartbeat.

It felt like movement.

Eldric steadied himself, resolve hardening in his chest.

“Then Chapter One is over,” he said. “And the real journey begins.”

The forest did not disagree.

For several heartbeats, no one spoke.

The chamber remained unnaturally still, as though the stone itself were holding its breath. Even Mireya’s flame burned lower, its edges trembling as if uncertain whether it was permitted to exist here.

Eldric leaned heavily against the dais, palms still tingling. The warmth had faded, replaced by a dull ache that spread up his arms and settled behind his eyes. Not pain—weight.

Rowan broke the silence first.

“You’re shaking.”

Eldric nodded faintly. “It’s not my body.”

Mireya tightened her grip on his shoulder. “Then whose is it?”

Eldric swallowed. “Everyone who stood here before me.”

The watcher approached slowly now, steps careful, reverent. They knelt beside the dais and pressed two fingers against one of the ancient handprints.

“The council placed themselves into the record,” they said. “Their doubts. Their compromises. Their fear of being wrong.”

Rowan frowned. “You’re saying the forest remembers intentions.”

“Yes,” the watcher replied. “And it never forgets unfinished ones.”

Another tremor rippled through the chamber—subtle, but undeniable. Dust sifted from the ceiling in a fine, silver veil.

Mireya glanced upward. “That movement earlier... that wasn’t just mechanisms, was it?”

“No,” Eldric said quietly. “Something responded.”

He straightened despite the lingering weakness, eyes scanning the room anew. Details he hadn’t noticed before emerged now: hairline fractures in the stone floor radiating outward from the dais, like stress lines in glass. The council chamber was no longer dormant.

It was destabilizing.

Rowan sheathed his blade halfway, tension still coiled in his posture. “Then we triggered something we don’t understand.”

Eldric met his gaze. “That was always going to happen.”

The watcher rose to their feet, expression hardening once more. “You’ve crossed the threshold. The forest has acknowledged you as relevant.”

Mireya snorted softly. “That’s one way to put it.”

“It means,” the watcher continued, “you will no longer be ignored.”

As if to prove the point, a sound drifted into the chamber—faint, distant, but unmistakable.

Metal.

Stone scraping against stone.

Rowan’s hand flew back to his weapon. “Tell me that’s natural.”

The watcher’s eyes flicked toward the fractured corridor ahead. “No.”

Eldric’s chest tightened. “You said someone else already had access.”

“Yes,” the watcher said. “But not understanding.”

Mireya’s expression darkened. “Someone who forced their way in.”

“Someone who treated the forest like an obstacle,” the watcher replied. “Not a partner.”

Another tremor followed—stronger this time. A section of the far wall shed loose stone, revealing a narrow fissure glowing faintly with reflected light from somewhere deeper.

Rowan stared. “That wasn’t there before.”

Eldric felt the truth settle coldly into place.

“It’s opening paths,” he said. “Not for us. For balance.”

Mireya’s voice dropped. “Meaning if someone takes... something must be released.”

The watcher inclined their head. “You learn quickly.”

Silence pressed in again, heavier now, threaded with urgency.

Eldric took a slow breath. “The treasure isn’t gold.”

“No,” the watcher agreed.

“And it isn’t a weapon.”

“No.”

Eldric looked toward the fissure. “It’s authority.”

The watcher did not deny it.

Rowan swore under his breath. “Someone claiming the right to decide what the forest should be.”

Mireya clenched her fists. “And if they succeed?”

The watcher’s voice lowered. “Then the forest stops asking.”

That landed harder than any threat.

Eldric closed his eyes briefly, grounding himself. When he opened them, resolve had replaced the last traces of doubt.

“Then we don’t stop them by stealing the treasure,” he said. “We stop them by finishing what the council started.”

The watcher studied him in silence.

“You realize,” they said slowly, “that doing so may erase you from history as well.”

Eldric smiled faintly. “That’s a risk scholars should be willing to take.”

Another distant sound echoed—closer now.

Rowan shifted his stance. “Whatever’s moving down here knows where it’s going.”

Mireya nodded once. “And now so do we.”

The watcher turned toward a narrow passage to the side of the chamber—one that had remained sealed until now. With a low groan, stone slid aside, revealing a hidden corridor sloping upward.

“The forest has given you a choice,” they said. “Pursue what was disturbed... or leave with what you’ve learned.”

Eldric looked at Mireya. At Rowan.

Neither hesitated.

“We move,” Rowan said.

Mireya met Eldric’s eyes. “Together.”

Eldric nodded, heart steady now despite the danger coiling ahead.

“Then let the forest remember this,” he said. “Not as theft. But as correction.”

They stepped into the newly opened passage.

Behind them, the council chamber sealed itself once more—not in anger, but in acceptance.

Above, far beyond stone and root and shadow, the forest shifted its attention.

The first chapter had ended.

And the lost kingdom, long silent, had begun to speak again.
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CHAPTER II
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The passage rose sharply.

Stone gave way to earth again, but not the living soil of the forest above. This ground was compacted, old, shaped by hands that understood permanence. The air grew colder with every step upward, carrying with it the faint scent of iron and dust.

Eldric felt it immediately.

A pull.

Not forward—but sideways, as though something within the forest had adjusted its awareness and now kept him within reach. The sensation settled between his ribs, quiet but persistent, like a question that refused to be ignored.

Mireya noticed his slowed pace.

“You feel it too,” she said softly.

He nodded. “I don’t think it’s tracking us.”

Rowan glanced back. “That’s not comforting.”

“No,” Eldric agreed. “It’s... accounting for us.”

They emerged into a narrow ravine where massive roots clawed through stone walls like frozen waves. Faint light filtered down from above, fractured by tangled branches high overhead. Unlike the ruins below, this place felt interrupted—as though something had torn through layers that were never meant to be exposed.

The watcher stopped abruptly.

“Don’t move.”

Rowan froze instantly. Mireya stiffened, scanning the ground.

“What is it?” she whispered.

The watcher crouched, brushing dirt aside with careful fingers. Beneath the soil lay a deep groove—straight, unnatural, scored through stone itself.

“Tool marks,” the watcher said, voice tight. “Recent.”

Eldric knelt beside them, studying the cut. “Not forest-made,” he said. “And not ceremonial.”

Rowan’s expression hardened. “Military.”

Mireya exhaled slowly. “So they didn’t negotiate.”

“No,” the watcher replied. “They demanded.”

A distant sound echoed through the ravine—voices, faint but unmistakably human. Not whispers. Orders.

Rowan drew his blade silently. “How many?”

The watcher closed their eyes briefly, listening not with ears, but with something older.

“Too many for stealth,” they said. “Enough to believe they’re untouchable.”

Eldric’s chest tightened. “Who are they?”

The watcher opened their eyes.

“People who believe the kingdom was lost unfairly,” they said. “And that reclaiming it excuses everything.”

Mireya’s jaw clenched. “Treasure hunters with ideology.”

“Worse,” the watcher corrected. “Restorationists.”

Another voice echoed—closer now. A laugh. Confident. Unafraid.

Rowan shifted his stance. “We need cover.”

The watcher shook their head. “You need understanding.”

They gestured to the ravine walls, where shattered symbols lay half-buried beneath fresh damage.

“They don’t see a living boundary,” the watcher continued. “Only an obstacle delaying ownership.”

Eldric felt a familiar anger rise—quiet, sharp. “They’ll break the balance.”

“Yes,” the watcher said. “And the forest will answer.”

Mireya’s eyes flicked between them. “Then why hasn’t it already?”

“Because,” the watcher replied, “it is still deciding whether humans are capable of restraint.”

That settled heavily over them.

Footsteps approached from the left—armored boots scraping stone. Eldric tensed, heart hammering.

Rowan leaned in. “If they see us—”

“They will,” the watcher said calmly. “You were acknowledged. They were not.”

As if summoned by the words, the ravine shifted.

Roots tightened. Stone groaned.

The voices ahead faltered.

“What was that?” someone barked.

Another voice answered, sharper. “Ignore it. Keep moving.”

Eldric swallowed. “They’re forcing progress.”

“Yes,” the watcher said. “And the forest remembers every force applied to it.”

Mireya looked at Eldric, urgency burning in her eyes. “Then what do we do?”

Eldric considered the ravine—the damage, the arrogance etched into every fresh cut.

“We don’t race them,” he said quietly. “We outlast them.”

Rowan frowned. “Meaning?”

“Meaning we move where they can’t,” Eldric replied. “And listen where they won’t.”

The watcher studied him, then nodded once.

“Good,” they said. “Then you’re ready to meet the first consequence of being recorded.”

A sudden crack split the air.

Not thunder.

Stone fracturing.

One of the ravine walls collapsed inward, sealing off the approaching voices with a roar of falling earth. Shouts erupted—surprised, angry.

The forest had acted.

Silence followed.

Eldric’s breath came shallow. “That wasn’t subtle.”

“No,” the watcher agreed. “That was a warning.”

Mireya stared at the sealed passage. “And if they don’t listen?”

The watcher turned away, already moving deeper along a narrow, untouched path.

“Then,” they said quietly, “the forest stops warning.”

Eldric exchanged a glance with Rowan and Mireya.

There was no turning back now—not because the path was gone, but because the choice had already been made.

They followed.

Above them, unseen and patient, the forest adjusted its judgment.

And somewhere beyond roots and ruin, the ones who did not ask began to realize they were no longer alone.

They lingered in the ravine longer than comfort allowed.

Dust still hung in the air from the collapse, drifting in pale sheets that caught the fractured light above. The shouts on the other side of the sealed passage had faded, replaced by a tense quiet that felt rehearsed rather than defeated.

Rowan was the first to speak.

“They’re disciplined,” he said quietly. “That silence wasn’t panic.”

Mireya nodded. “They’re regrouping.”

Eldric’s gaze remained fixed on the wall of fallen stone. He could feel it again—that sideways pull—stronger now, taut as a drawn wire. The forest wasn’t merely aware of him. It was referencing him.

“They’ll test another route,” he said. “They won’t retreat.”

The watcher knelt, pressing their palm to the ground. Their eyes unfocused slightly, breath slowing as if syncing to a deeper rhythm.

“They’re splitting,” the watcher murmured. “Three groups. One wounded. One angry. One curious.”

Rowan blinked. “You can tell all that from the ground?”

“No,” the watcher replied. “From intention.”

Mireya wrapped her arms around herself, unease creeping into her posture. “That means at least one of them is thinking.”

“Yes,” the watcher said. “And that’s the dangerous one.”

They moved again, slipping into a narrower corridor where roots formed a tangled canopy overhead. The forest here felt closer—less vast, more intimate. Eldric noticed how the ground subtly shifted beneath their steps, firming where they placed weight, loosening where they did not.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JASON SATTAN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





