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The morning sun draped over the valley in warm gold, coaxing steam from the damp soil and illuminating the soft haze that always lingered where the woods met the field. The farm stirred slowly to life—chickens muttering in the coop, wind catching on the wooden chimes by the porch, and the quiet creak of the well rope as Elowen Vale drew the first bucket of the day.

Elowen Vale rose with the first light, the soft glow spilling through the small window of the farmhouse she now called home. The scent of dew and freshly turned earth drifted in as she stepped barefoot onto the cool wooden floor, feeling the familiar roughness beneath her feet. Today was like any other day on the farm, simple but full of quiet comfort—the steady rhythm of chores and the comforting presence of the fields stretching beyond the hills.

She moved through her morning chores like muscle memory, her hands stained with lavender sap and soil, the scent of rosemary clinging to her skin. Her brown braid was tucked under a faded scarf, boots worn down but sturdy. She belonged to this place. Every corner held a memory—most of them warm, some hollow.

The farmhouse was crooked with time, its shutters slanted and its roof patched with metal scraps hammered in by Bram’s aging hands. She hadn’t changed a thing since they’d passed—Maelin and Bram Vale, the only parents she’d ever known. Two winters gone now, taken quietly, like embers fading in the hearth.

She still set two cups at the breakfast table some mornings. Still folded the linens Maelin had embroidered with such care. Still looked toward the porch expecting Bram to call her sapling and tap his cane twice when the kettle boiled.

The ache didn’t hurt as sharply as it used to. It just lived inside her now—quiet and permanent.

After feeding the goats and checking the garden beds, she made her way to the wooden chest beneath the loft stairs. She knelt beside it and lifted the lid slowly, revealing a folded blanket the color of early moss. Strange stitching edged the corners—runes, perhaps, or just an unfamiliar embroidery from some forgotten place. A tiny tunic, too delicate for human craftsmanship, lay beside it.

And nestled inside, the necklace.

A simple chain of gold with one word engraved in curling script:

Elowen.

Her fingers brushed the delicate gold necklace—a slender chain holding a simple pendant engraved with her name: Elowen. It was the only thing her adoptive parents left her from the day they found her, wrapped in a finely woven cloak of strange fabric she had never seen before. The necklace was crafted with a delicate elegance that didn’t match the rustic simplicity of the farm, and the cloak’s shimmering threads caught the sunlight with a shimmer that felt almost otherworldly.

They had told her it was a precious keepsake from the kingdom, the only clue to her true origins. Over the years, Elowen had kept the necklace and cloak close, never quite daring to chase the questions they sparked. Her adoptive parents had passed some seasons ago—an old couple who loved her fiercely—and she had inherited the farm. Though she was in her late twenties, she often thought about the strange fabric of the cloak and the elegant necklace, wondering who she had been before.

She had loved them deeply, and that love anchored her, more than the curiosity about her past.

She reached for it carefully, as she always did, and let it lie across her palm. The metal was warm, impossibly so, no matter the weather. She never wore it out in the fields—too risky, too dear—but she kept it close, hidden in a wooden box under her bed each night. It was the only thing she’d had with her when Bram found her, swaddled and silent, at the forest’s edge almost three decades ago.

“You must’ve come from a fairy tale,” Maelin used to say, brushing her wild dark curls from her face.

But even as a child, Elowen had sensed the truth lived somewhere deeper, darker. She wasn’t dropped off by accident. Someone had meant for her to survive—and someone else had tried to make sure she wouldn’t.

Still, she'd never searched for more. Her parents were her heart. Her home.

Until now.

Lately, dreams had disturbed her sleep—whispers in languages she didn’t know, trees taller than mountains, a throne made of roots. Her fingertips burned when she pressed her palms to the old oaks. Her eyes sometimes flashed green in the mirror, for a breathless second, and then returned to brown.

She told no one. Who would believe her?

A sudden commotion snapped her out of the thought. A flutter of feathers. A cluck of alarm.

She stood and hurried outside to find the chicken coop gate swinging open in the wind. One hen was missing.

“Rilla,” Elowen muttered, grabbing her shawl. “You little menace.”

She followed the trail of white feathers across the pasture, toward the sagging fence that bordered the forest. Past that line, the woods grew thick—untamed, ancient. People said it was cursed, that people disappeared if they went too deep. But Elowen had never feared it. She had always felt it was... waiting.

She ducked through the fence gap and stepped into the hush beneath the canopy. The light changed immediately—green, amber, veined with shadow.

“Rilla?” she called softly.

A rustle answered her, and she caught a flicker of white moving deeper into the woods. She followed without thinking, pushing aside ferns and ducking under low branches. She wasn’t sure how far she’d gone before the trees began to whisper.

It wasn’t sound exactly. More like breath. Memory. Echo.

And then—

The air shimmered.

Her vision blurred. A pulse of energy, like a heartbeat under the earth, rose through her boots, up her spine. The necklace in her pocket burned against her skin.

She gasped and staggered, reaching for the nearest tree for balance. But her fingers met nothing. The world tilted.

A flash of gold light burst through the clearing.

Elowen’s breath came faster as she stumbled forward, drawn not only by the fleeing hen—but by something else. A pull, low and thrumming beneath her ribs, like a thread tugging her toward something just out of sight.

She paused beneath a thick archway of trees where the air felt heavier, sweeter. The light filtered green and gold, casting mosaic shadows across her skin. It smelled of loam and blooming things, but underneath that—an old scent, sharp and metallic, like the air before lightning.

A gust of wind passed through the canopy, whispering words she couldn’t make out. Her heart skittered. The necklace in her pocket warmed again, faint but unmistakable.

“Elowen...”

She froze.

The voice hadn’t come from behind her. It hadn’t come from anywhere. It had bloomed inside her ears, her bones.

A memory rose, unbidden: her eighth birthday. She’d been weeding the herb beds when her father stopped mid-step and stared at the forest.

“Did you hear that?” he asked, voice trembling.

“Hear what?” she’d asked, blinking up at him.

But he hadn’t answered. He’d just reached down, gently taken the gold necklace from her neck, and tucked it in his pocket. That night, they locked it in the wooden chest and never spoke of it again.

“Elowen...”

The voice came again—softer this time. Older. Sad.

She turned a slow circle, heart thudding.

Her gaze fell on a strange patch of earth just beyond the glade. The grass there was flattened in a perfect circle. No debris. No tracks. Just a hollow pressed into the land as if something had once stood there for a very long time... and then vanished.

Or been taken.

The leaves rustled again—not in the wind’s direction. They trembled inward, toward her.

Elowen stumbled back.

She should leave. This was a mistake. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t for her.

And then she heard the cluck.

Relieved, she darted toward the sound, parting the bramble—only to find Rilla perched on a moss-covered stone, completely unbothered, preening her feathers like she hadn’t just led her owner into a haunted patch of ancient forest.

Elowen released a breath and laughed under it. “You little hellion.”

She bent to scoop the hen into her arms—

—and the ground split beneath her feet.

It wasn’t a hole. It wasn’t even visible. But the air fractured, humming like glass about to shatter. A ripple of gold-green light surged up through the moss.

She gasped and stumbled again, but this time her vision warped, and the entire glade shifted. Her fingers slipped. Rilla darted away in a blur of feathers.

Elowen’s knees hit the ground hard, palms scraping against roots that weren’t there a moment ago. The warmth in her pocket surged to heat, and her necklace—still hidden—burned so fiercely against her side it drew a cry from her lips.

The air thrummed with energy. A figure moved in the shadows across from her, fast—too fast. There was a shimmer of metal, a sound like a spell half-spoken—

And a blast of golden light shot toward her.

She gasped, but it was too late. The spell struck.

Pain flared—not sharp, but hot and spreading. Her vision blurred. Her skin tingled. The world tilted.

And then she was falling.

Not far. Just—down.

Everything grew around her. The ferns, the stones, even Rilla.

No. She was shrinking.

Her eyes widened in terror as the world ballooned in size. She hit the ground, dazed, the necklace still burning in her pocket.

And then everything went black.
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Consciousness returned slowly, like a reluctant tide lapping at the edges of a memory she couldn't quite place. Elowen’s first sensation was scent—damp moss and spice, like clove and cedar bark left too long in the sun. Then warmth, not from sunlight, but something pulsing low and golden, as if the air itself was alive and thickened with breath.

She didn’t open her eyes at first. She was afraid of what she might see.

Because what she remembered made no sense.

A ripple in the earth. A flash of gold. The cry of her hen and the taste of wild magic in the back of her throat. Then nothing.

But now, beneath her fingertips, she felt something impossibly soft—a woven sheet that wasn’t cotton, wasn’t wool, something smoother than anything ever spun at the village mill. Her senses strained to name it, but they faltered, like trying to name a dream when the waking world had already started tugging it apart.

Her eyes opened.

The ceiling above her was carved. Not with beams and plaster, but sweeping arches of dark, polished wood that gleamed like still water. Vines had been coaxed through the rafters, blooming with soft silver petals that glowed faintly even in the dimness. The walls were curved, not flat—like she was inside something living, grown rather than built.

She sat up too fast.

Pain lanced through her spine. A wave of vertigo followed. She clutched the silken sheets beneath her as her gaze darted around the room. The bed she lay on was massive, its posts twisted like old roots and draped with a translucent green canopy that rippled despite the stillness in the air. The floors were polished amberwood, smooth enough to reflect light from the orblamps that hovered in sconces like pale moons.

Every surface shimmered faintly—not with dust or candlelight, but with enchantment. She could feel it in her bones, humming.

This wasn’t her farm.

This wasn’t even her world.

A soft sound—metal against leather. She turned sharply toward it.

He stood at the far end of the chamber, facing the arched window, framed in gold light and shadow. His back was to her, but even from behind, he looked carved from stormclouds and midnight.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Still as stone. His hair was dark, nearly black, curling just past the collar of a high-collared coat that shimmered with the woven hues of a midnight forest—deep green and steel, embroidered with silver thread. His posture was alert, soldier-straight, yet something about the line of his shoulders betrayed tension. Wariness.

Elowen swallowed hard, her throat dry.

As if sensing her gaze, he turned.

Her breath caught.

His face was the kind poets tried to describe and failed—angular and sharply beautiful, cheekbones like blade edges, a mouth set in a line that had forgotten how to soften. His eyes were what stole her breath most—silver, not gray. Not blue. Silver like tempered steel, bright and sharp and watching her with an expression that bordered on disbelief.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then, slowly, he stepped forward.

Elowen pressed back against the headboard. “Where... where am I?”

The man stopped halfway across the room, hands clasped behind his back. His coat gleamed when he moved, and she caught sight of the crest embroidered on his left shoulder: a stylized tree crest, its roots curling into a crescent, its leaves like flame. The same symbol she’d seen on the stone before—

The words lodged in her throat.

“You speak our tongue,” he said at last, his voice low and smooth—like riverstone after rain. But there was something guarded in it. Not cold exactly, but... wary.

“You—” Her mouth worked. “You understand me?”

His eyes narrowed, and his head tilted slightly, studying her like one might study a dangerous animal that was behaving oddly tame.

“I should be asking the same,” he murmured.

Elowen wrapped her arms around herself. Her clothes were still the ones she’d worn in the forest, though the edges were torn and stained. Someone had washed her face, she realized, and dressed the scrape on her palm. But no one had stripped her or changed her—not that she could tell. The necklace—

She froze.

The necklace.

It wasn’t around her neck. She patted the space beneath her collarbone, then the side of her pocket, heart quickening.

Gone.

Her panic must have shown, because the man’s silver gaze sharpened.

“What were you doing in the Western Verge?”

“The... what?”

His lips thinned. “Where the veil is weakest. You were found just past the Crescent Glade.”

“I—I was looking for my chicken.”

Silence.

His brow lifted, expression unreadable. “...Your chicken.”

“She ran into the woods.”

The silence deepened.

“You expect me to believe that you—” He stopped himself, jaw working. Then, quietly, he said, “Do you have any idea what you crossed into?”

“I didn’t mean to cross into anything!” Elowen shot back, the shock finally giving way to something closer to fear. “I was on my land. My family’s farm. Then... something happened.”

He studied her. “You say it’s your land. Yet the Verge belongs to no one. It lies between realms.”

“I didn’t know that,” she snapped. “I wasn’t exactly given a map. One second I was in my pasture. The next I was... here.”

A pause.

Then, more quietly, “You don’t remember passing through the wards?”

“I don’t know what that means.”

A longer pause.

Then he said, as if it cost him something, “That... would make sense.”

She narrowed her eyes. “And who are you?”

The man hesitated. His silver gaze drifted to the window before returning to her. “Prince Kaelen Sylthar. Crown heir to the Verdant Realms.”

Elowen’s mouth fell open.

“You’re joking.”

His expression didn’t change. “No.”

She blinked, then gave a short, incredulous laugh. “Okay. Sure. So, let me get this straight—there’s a ‘Verdant Realm,’ I’m in it, and you’re its prince?”

“Yes.”

“And I’m what... your prisoner?”

He didn’t answer immediately. His jaw clenched. “That remains to be seen.”

“Oh, wonderful.”

He took a slow step closer. “You were caught beyond the Veil. That alone is cause for questioning. But more importantly...” His eyes lowered, studying her again. “You shouldn’t be our size.”

“What?”

“You’re human. And yet...” His silver gaze rose again. “You are not as they should be. Something changed when you crossed. You... shrank.”

“I what?”

“Shrank. The shift must have occurred the moment you passed through the threshold. You are...” His brow furrowed. “Too small to be from your world. And yet not like us, either.”

She opened and closed her mouth.

He was right. The bed. The room. Even him. He wasn’t giant-sized, not exactly—but there was something taller, grander, refined. His people were like the woods themselves—scaled beyond human symmetry. If this was his normal... then she’d been altered.

“Why?” she whispered.

“I don’t know.”

“You think I did this on purpose?”

“I think nothing yet.” His voice softened slightly. “But I have questions. And I think you do, too.”

She stared at him for a long time.

Then nodded.

Elowen’s breathing slowed, but only just. Her skin still prickled from the sensation—her limbs felt wrong, too light, and every inch of her trembled as she sat at the edge of the velvet-draped bed. Her eyes kept returning to the gilded windows where golden-green light filtered in like honey, diffused and strange. The room itself still looked like something out of a fever dream, as if carved from living wood and enchanted glass, the walls gently curving, branches curling through the architecture as though the tree itself had grown into the shape of a palace.

And him.

He hadn’t spoken again. The stranger.

He stood near the door, a few paces away, but his presence was unignorable—an aura that pulsed with something both commanding and caged. He hadn’t moved much since she first woke, save for a small twitch of his hand, a flex of the fingers as if he still expected her to vanish or explode. His cloak hung from one broad shoulder in rich, woven green and gold, clasped with a crest she didn’t recognize. Beneath it, a fitted tunic the shade of black pine clung to the lean, defined lines of his body, fastened with silver lacing at the collar and sleeves.

His hair was dark as nightfall, brushed back from his face in tousled waves that framed sharply angled cheekbones and a proud, narrow nose. But it was his eyes that arrested her—the piercing, silvery green of moonlit leaves, watching her with a caution that bordered on reverence. Like she was a puzzle made of glass.

"Where am I?" she asked finally, her voice rasped and small.

The prince blinked slowly. Then spoke.

"You are in the Verdant Realms."

The name stirred something deep in her bones, as though someone had struck a chord on a string buried in her spine.

"That’s not possible," she whispered. "That’s not real."

"It’s real enough," he replied, his voice low and steady. Regal. Polished. "And you crossed into it. Though... you weren’t meant to."

Her breath caught. "Meant to?"

A flicker of something passed through his expression—guilt? Frustration? It vanished too quickly.

He stepped closer. Not enough to threaten, but enough that the air between them thickened. He studied her, eyes narrowing just slightly.

"I thought you were a threat. I tried to stop you. I used a binding spell—meant to entrap, or disable. But you..."

He gestured to her, his brows drawn.

"You changed. Shrunk."

Elowen stared. Her body tensed as she glanced down at herself again. Still small. Still unreal. Her heart began to pound again.

"You did this to me."

He exhaled through his nose, not denying it. "Yes. But not as intended. That magic wasn’t supposed to react this way. I didn’t expect... this."

His voice softened at the end, but the words still hit her like stones.

She recoiled, wrapping her arms around herself. "And now I’m what? Your prisoner?"

Something in his posture shifted—an invisible restraint pulling tighter.

"Not a prisoner. But not free to leave, either. Not yet."

Her gaze locked on his. "Then what am I to you?"

For a long beat, he didn’t answer.

Then, with reluctant honesty, he said, "An anomaly. A danger, maybe. Or something older. The elders will want answers. And so do I."

Elowen stood abruptly, the motion too fast—her knees buckled, and she grabbed the bedpost for balance. Her hands were shaking. She didn’t care if he saw.

"I’m just a farmer," she said, breathless. "I live near the forest, I raise chickens, I make rosemary salves—I don’t even know what I am to you. I shouldn’t be here."

She turned to the nearest window. Below, she could just make out the sprawling branches of the colossal tree that cradled this strange palace. Lights glowed in the distance, some floating midair, others bobbing gently like lanterns on breeze. Figures moved below—small, graceful, barely visible through the canopy.

A kingdom in a tree.

She pressed a hand to the wooden frame, and it pulsed faintly under her fingers, warm and humming.

"You carry something old," he said behind her. "Magic clung to you like mist. You didn’t just cross over. The realm responded to you."

Elowen turned, chest rising. She reached instinctively to her side—her pocket.

Empty.

Her fingers paused.

The necklace. It had been burning in her pocket before everything changed. But now... it was gone.

She said nothing.

The prince must’ve noticed the shift in her expression, because he stepped forward again. "You brought something with you. What was it?"

Elowen shook her head. "I don’t know."

Not a lie. Not completely. She didn’t know what the necklace was. Just that it was hers. Just that it mattered.

He didn’t press further. Instead, he moved to a low, curved table carved of twisted birchwood, lifting a decanter and pouring into two glass cups. A polite gesture. Or a tactic.

He offered her one.

She didn’t move.

"I’m not going to poison you," he said, with a trace of dry amusement. "If I wanted you dead, you’d have never woken."

She took the cup. Warily.

The drink inside shimmered like light caught in rain. She sniffed it. Fragrant. Floral. Familiar and not.

"What’s your name?" she asked before sipping.

He paused. Then gave it.

"Kaelen. Prince of the Verdant Realms."

The name sounded like a drumbeat in her head.

Elowen drank. The warmth spread down her throat like sunlight.

She didn’t know where she was, why she was like this, or how to fix it. But she knew one thing:

This wasn’t a dream. And it wasn’t going away.

Elowen didn’t sleep. Couldn’t.

Even after Kaelen left the room—his departure guarded and silent, flanked by two sentries with eyes like carved quartz—she lay atop the silken coverlet, staring at the carved boughs above her head. The ceiling curved like a cathedral dome, where twisting limbs and flowering vines spiraled around a pale, glowing root-vein that pulsed like a heartbeat. The entire room, the entire palace... the whole place breathed.

It unnerved her.

She was still small. Still altered. Still alien in a world that didn’t obey the rules of hers. Every so often, her fingers reached to her side, to the place where her necklace should be. Where it had been. The hollowness of her pocket ached in its absence.

She didn’t know if it was fear, confusion, or some deeper instinct that kept her chest tight. But she knew this: whatever had happened in the forest, it wasn’t random.

The realm responded to you.

Kaelen's words looped in her mind.

She sat up. The cup he’d offered still rested on the curved nightstand beside the bed. Empty now. Her lips remembered its sweetness, but her thoughts refused to be lulled by it.

A faint knock at the chamber door broke the hush.

Before she could answer, the door opened.

Not a guard.

Not Kaelen.

A girl entered, slight and agile, no taller than Elowen herself now. She had the look of someone born of bark and blossom, with leaf-brown eyes and wild curls bound in rings of silver. She wore a tunic the color of river moss, belted at the waist with strands of vine.

"Don’t scream," she said.

Elowen blinked. "Why would I?"

The girl smiled. "You look like the type."

She padded forward with a tray in hand—a bundle of what might be food and folded linens. She placed it on a nearby table, then paused and turned.

"I’m called Liora. I’m the prince’s Attendant. Don’t make a face, I didn’t choose it. And no, I’m not here to spy. Just to get you washed and fed. You look half-drowned."

Elowen stared at her, a bit stunned. Not by the comment, but by the girl’s demeanor.

"You’re not afraid of me."

"Should I be?"

"Kaelen—the prince—said I might be dangerous."

Liora shrugged, already bustling around the room, folding back curtains and cracking open a high window. A fresh breeze swept in, cool and sharp with mint-sap and sky.

"Kaelen says a lot of things. Doesn’t mean he’s right."

Elowen stood, slowly. Her feet met the floor with bare hesitation. Still too light. Still too wrong. She approached the table, where the tray offered some kind of soft bread, a round fruit that glowed faintly, and a small bowl of water scented with petals.

"Where am I really?" she asked. "What is this place?"

Liora glanced at her from across the room, pausing in her curtain work. "The High Canopy. The prince’s solar wing. You’re about ten levels above the Trunkroot line. We’re in Virellan."

Elowen said nothing. The words were sounds, but they meant little. She picked up the fruit and turned it in her hand. It shimmered slightly, as if dusted with starlight.

"And why am I here?"

Now Liora stilled.

Her smile faltered, just a little.

"That," she said, "you'll have to ask the prince yourself. Or better yet, the Council. Though I’d wait till they’re in a good mood."

Elowen didn’t answer. Her heart crawled into her throat.

The necklace. The magic. The way the forest had turned her small.

Someone had to know something.

But for now, the only thing she could do was survive.

She looked toward the window, toward the vast canopy beyond, where leaves the size of sails rustled in the distance. Somewhere in that sprawling maze of green and gold, answers waited.

And so did Kaelen.

Later that day—or was it night? Time passed strangely in the tree-city of Virellan—Elowen stood by the high-arched window in her chamber, the pale wind sweeping back her hair. Though the view offered no horizon, only a forest canopy of endless green and gold, she still searched it as though looking for the edge of a dream. The glowing fruit from Liora’s tray still sat uneaten behind her. Even the bread, soft and warm, had been left untouched. Her stomach turned with too many questions.

Behind her, the chamber door creaked open.

Elowen stiffened. She turned slowly.

It was him.

Prince Kaelen stepped inside, this time unaccompanied by guards. The silence around him felt thicker tonight, like the branches of the tree held their breath. He had changed clothes. His earlier formal garb had been replaced by something more functional, though no less regal: a dark green tunic with finely stitched detailing in the pattern of curling leaves and silver thorns. A wide belt circled his waist, and his boots, laced to the knee, bore faint scuffs as though he’d been walking the spiral paths between levels.

But it was the cloak he carried that caught her eye. Deep moss, lined in silvered silk. He folded it over one arm as he entered, then offered a short nod.

"You didn’t eat," he observed.

She lifted her chin. "No. I didn’t."

He looked to the untouched tray, then back at her. "It isn’t poisoned."

"I believe you," she said. "But I’m not hungry."

Kaelen stepped further in, his gaze tracking the flow of breeze from the window. The golden light filtering through the leaves above had faded into a twilight hue, casting soft shadows across the chamber. The floor, a woven mat of barklace and velvet moss, muted his steps.

"I wanted to speak with you before the Council summons us," he said.

Elowen crossed her arms. "Us?"

He nodded. "They’ve been informed of your... arrival. There’s talk of old magic, of unexpected crossings. They will want to see you for themselves."

She stared at him. "I don’t understand any of this."

"Neither do I," he admitted. "Which is why I need you to tell me everything that happened. Every detail."

She opened her mouth. Closed it again.

How could she explain it when she didn’t know what to believe herself? That she’d been walking in the forest. That she’d followed a flicker of light that moved wrong, breathed wrong. That her necklace had burned hot against her thigh right before the world bent in half. That he—this prince—had appeared out of nowhere and cast something that felt like a blade of wind and thought.

Elowen looked away. "You tried to hurt me."

"Yes," Kaelen said quietly. "I did."

"Why?"

He hesitated. Then:

"Because I thought you were a threat to the Accord. To our lands. The last time something crossed through the Veil unbidden, the tree lost half its western reach."

Her throat tightened. "But I didn’t cross anything. Not knowingly. I didn’t even mean to come here."

He stepped closer, his eyes never leaving hers. "Then something else meant it."

A silence spun between them, thick with unspoken fears. Outside, the wind whispered through the branches like voices murmuring just out of reach.

Elowen broke the silence first. "What is the Accord?"

Kaelen drew a slow breath. "It’s a pact. A balance struck long ago between the Verdant Houses, the Tree, and the roots below. It ensures the magic remains pure—untouched by decay or greed. And it governs entry to the Realms. Only those of blood-right or invitation may pass. You are neither."

Her hands tightened around her elbows.

"Then why am I here? Why did your spell... do this to me?"

His jaw flexed. "I don’t know. But I intend to find out."

He turned, placing the folded cloak over a nearby chair. His next words came softer, as though they weren’t meant for anyone but himself.

"When I struck at you, the spell unraveled. I’ve used it a hundred times. It never fails. But with you... it bent. Reformed."

Elowen studied him. "Maybe your spell isn’t as precise as you think."

He gave a faint, humorless smile. "Maybe. Or maybe you carry something that interfered."

Her breath caught.

She thought of the necklace. The heat. The sudden rush of light and falling. But she didn’t mention it. Not yet.

Instead, she asked, "What happens when we see the Council?"

Kaelen looked to her, and for the first time since they met, she saw something raw in his expression. Not fear. But uncertainty.

"They will test your presence. Try to determine your origin. They may try to use the tree’s roots."

She frowned. "What does that mean?"

"You’ll see."

Not comforting.

A new breeze stirred the room, and Kaelen moved to close the shutters. For a brief moment, his silhouette crossed hers in the windowlight. She turned toward him.

"If I fail their test... if they decide I don’t belong here... what then?"

He didn’t answer.

That silence told her more than she wanted to know.
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Chapter Three
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Elowen had never been inside a place so silent that even thought seemed too loud.

The corridor leading to the Council Hall spiraled downward in a slow coil, the walls lined with bioluminescent moss and veins of translucent amber. No torches. No lanterns. Only the soft internal glow of the tree guided their descent. Kaelen walked ahead, each step measured, his cloak whispering against the moss-lined floor. Two silent guards followed at a distance behind her.

It felt like walking down a throat.

Every so often, Elowen reached toward her side—reflexively searching for the locket she couldn’t recall dropping. The ache of its absence had settled in her ribs like a missing bone. She didn’t know why the thought of it kept returning. Just that it meant something.

Kaelen finally slowed before a carved archway, guarded by twin figures cloaked in iridescent bark-armor. They stood motionless, holding staffs etched with shifting glyphs. With a silent nod from the prince, they opened the doors inward.

The chamber beyond took Elowen’s breath.

It was not a hall. It was a sanctum carved directly from the heartwood of Virellan. Towering columns of braided branches rose like cathedral spires, reaching toward a domed ceiling threaded with veins of golden sap. A single, massive root curled up from the floor, encased in crystal glass, glowing faintly. The air shimmered with a strange pressure, like a held breath.

Thirteen figures sat in a circle around the root. Their thrones were not uniform; each was carved from a different wood, veined with symbols and encrusted with delicate leaves or thorns. Robes of deep green, rust red, and sun-bleached silver marked their allegiance to various Verdant Houses.

Kaelen stopped at the edge of the circle and bowed his head. Elowen hesitated.

"Step forward," one of the Councilors said.

Her feet obeyed before her mind agreed. She walked to the center of the ring, toward the heartroot beneath the crystal. Its warmth buzzed in her skin the moment she neared. She tried not to shiver.

"Name," another voice demanded.

She swallowed. "Elowen Vale."

The name rang strangely in this space, like a song missing a verse.

A sharp-eyed woman with silver vines braided through her crown of hair leaned forward. "You claim no title."

"I don’t have one."

"And yet, you crossed the Veil."

Elowen opened her mouth to deny it, then stopped. Did it matter if she hadn’t meant to cross?

Another councilor—an elder man with skin like aged bark—raised a carved staff. "Let the Root taste her."

Kaelen stepped forward, a line of tension in his jaw. "Are you certain?"

The man looked at him without blinking. "Would you prefer we allow an unknown foreign magic to root itself in the High Canopy untested?"

Kaelen said nothing. He moved back.

Two younger members of the Council approached Elowen. One held a shallow dish carved from sapstone, the other a curved knife of translucent bone.

"Hold out your hand," the woman said.

Elowen did.

She barely flinched when the blade nicked her palm. The blood that welled was oddly dark. Almost violet. It shimmered as it fell into the dish. The woman carried it to the glowing root, knelt, and poured the contents onto the crystal surface.

A pause.

Then the chamber shifted.

The root moved. Or pulsed. The glow brightened. And then—the blood disappeared.

Not absorbed. Drawn in.

The councilors all reacted at once. Some stood. Others gasped. A deep murmur rippled through the chamber like wind through old leaves.

"It recognizes," one whispered.

"Impossible," said another.

Kaelen’s eyes snapped to Elowen, but she was already reeling.

"What does it mean?" she asked, her voice thin.

The woman with the crown of silver vines stared at her, not with hostility—but with something sharper. Suspicion. Calculation.

"It means," she said slowly, "that the Tree remembers you."

Elowen felt her knees weaken.

Another councilor rose. "Such a resonance hasn't occurred in two centuries. Not since—"

"Enough," the bark-skinned elder snapped. He turned to Elowen. "You are to be watched. Closely. Until we understand what your presence means."

Kaelen stepped forward again. "She is in my custody."

The councilor did not look away from Elowen. "Then you will share her fate, Prince."

With a motion of his staff, the chamber dimmed.

The root stopped glowing.

And Elowen knew she had just become something more than an outsider.

She had become a variable.

A question the Council feared too much to leave unanswered.

The wind was colder when they emerged from the Council sanctum, though Elowen doubted the temperature had truly changed. Something inside her had. The silence in her bones wasn’t still anymore—it buzzed like a hive disturbed. Her blood still pulsed strangely in her veins, as though it hadn’t quite settled since the root drank it.

Kaelen hadn’t spoken a word since they left.

They walked the winding ascent back up the spiral corridor, the glowing moss dimmer now, shadowed as though the Tree itself had withdrawn some of its light. Elowen’s fingers curled unconsciously into the folds of her borrowed cloak. The guards behind them were different now—strangers, silent and hooded. There was no pretense of hospitality anymore. Only observation. Containment.

She finally broke the silence.

“They think I’m a threat.”

Kaelen’s jaw flexed, but he kept his gaze ahead. “They think you’re something they can’t explain.”

“That’s not better.”

“It’s safer.”

“For who?”

He stopped so abruptly she nearly collided with his back. Slowly, he turned to her, the faint bioluminescence catching in the ridges of his cheekbones, making his eyes look almost hollowed.

“For you,” he said, voice low. “And for me. If they decide you’re more than anomaly—if you’re prophecy, or curse, or heir to something they hoped dead—then everyone in that chamber is already planning how to survive you.”

Elowen blinked. “But I’m no one.”

He gave a slow, bitter smile. “No one doesn’t stir the roots.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. The moss-lined walls around them gave off the faint scent of crushed herbs and distant sap. Elowen hated how little sense anything made. And yet, she couldn’t shake the strange familiarity that had wrapped itself around her since she arrived.

A memory tugged at her.

A shape in a dream. A story her mother used to whisper at night when she was very small. Of a tree that lived beyond the sky, whose roots drank memories and whose leaves never fell, because they remembered the first winds that made them grow.

“Do you believe in fate?” she asked suddenly.

Kaelen tilted his head, as though startled by the question. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it implies someone else already wrote the ending. And I refuse to let anyone decide mine.”

They stared at each other.

Then he turned and continued up the path. She followed, slower now.

As they neared the higher branches, light returned—soft and green-gold, filtering through narrow lattice-like windows in the walls of living bark. The sounds of the upper levels resumed—distant voices, the call of winged beasts that fluttered between platforms, the hum of a city alive above the roots.

Kaelen finally gestured toward a narrow landing.

“You’ll stay here. Temporarily. This level is warded.”

Elowen followed his gaze.

The chamber he meant wasn’t like the first. This one was smaller, circular, with a ceiling so high it disappeared into shadow. The walls were smoother, carved less organically, more deliberately. A solitary window stretched from floor to near-ceiling, overgrown with lattice vines that let in filtered light but no clear view.

It felt like a waiting room for judgment.

She stepped inside and turned to him. “I’m not going to run.”

Kaelen leaned one shoulder against the frame. “I know.”

“Then why the guards?”

“Because it’s not just me you have to convince.”

A bitter laugh escaped her. “I didn’t even want to come here.”

“I didn’t want to bring you.”

They stared at each other for a long moment. Then he looked away first.

“I’ll return in the morning. Someone will bring food.”

“You think I’ll have an appetite after this?”

He gave no answer.

She watched him turn and disappear down the branch-path, his cloak trailing behind like a piece of night caught in the wind.

The chamber was silent after Kaelen’s departure, the absence of his presence as heavy as the air itself. Elowen stood alone inside her strange new prison, cloaked in green light and the soft whisper of leaves rustling just beyond the latticed window. She hadn’t realized how tall the trees were—how everything here towered, as though the people who lived inside them were born knowing how to look upward.

Her legs gave out without warning.

She sank onto the low-set bed carved into the wall, its mattress moss-soft and blanketed in tightly woven vines. Her hands trembled as they rested in her lap, stained faintly with the residue of dried blood.

The Tree remembers you.

Her fingers curled into her palms. Not because the words scared her—though they did—but because they echoed something she didn’t want to believe.

She’d dreamed of this place once. Long ago. Before she could speak in full sentences. A dream with too much color, with trees that hummed and branches that held memories instead of birds. She’d told her mother about it once, half-asleep on a long drive home from school. Her mother had stroked her hair and said, “Dreams are where magic hides, Elly.”

Not what hides. Where.

The difference burned now.

Because her mother had said that too easily.

She rose, pacing the chamber with nervous energy she couldn’t name. Her body felt too light, too small in a place built for beings made of memory and myth. Her hand grazed the edge of the vine-laced window frame—and stopped.

There, etched lightly into the wood, was a small sigil. Half-faded. A crescent curve, with three seed-like dots beneath it. The same strange curve she’d seen once—long ago—in a photo album her adoptive father had quickly shut and shoved into a drawer when she was eight.

Her breath caught.

Had that been... the same mark?

Her mind whirled, pieces of a life she’d always accepted without question unraveling at the seams. She remembered the story they’d told her. We found you. No one claimed you. You were alone. We were the lucky ones, Elly.

But now she saw the precision in those words. The performance of them.

They hadn’t said she was abandoned. They’d said no one claimed her. As if someone could have—but didn’t.

Or wasn’t allowed to.

“Elly...”

The voice was in her head. Her real name echoed in the silent room, even though no one had spoken. A memory. That same voice again—her mother’s—but younger. Speaking into the dark when she thought Elowen had been asleep.

“She doesn’t remember. That’s good.”

Elowen’s knees buckled again. She sat on the moss-covered floor this time, hands bracing on the smooth wooden planks. The breath came too fast, too shallow.

She hadn’t been found. She’d been delivered.

She didn’t know how she knew it. Just that she did.

A rustling from the far corner startled her. She turned sharply—just in time to see something shimmer and fade against the far wall. Not a person. Not a creature.

A shape.

It pulsed once, like a trick of light, then vanished.

She rose cautiously, crossing the room.

The wall looked solid. But when she pressed her palm to it, it warmed. Like the root in the chamber. As if it recognized her.

“Why?” she whispered aloud. “What am I?”

The wall pulsed again under her palm—and this time, a tiny recess revealed itself. A hidden hollow.

Inside lay a fragment of something wrapped in fineleaf cloth.

She reached in, hands steady despite the racing of her heart. Unwrapping it slowly, she found what looked like a sliver of carved seedstone, no larger than her thumb, etched with the same crescent-and-seed sigil she’d seen at the window.

A weight settled in her stomach.

This wasn’t an accident. This room had been chosen for her.

The Council hadn’t known, but someone had.

Kaelen?

No. He had been as shocked as she had when the Root drank her blood. His panic had been real.
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