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by ALFRED BEKKER

The Rune Tree of the Halflings

An ancient tree falls silent—and with it, the songs of the forest. When a mysterious splinter of black stone threatens the balance of the dwelling trees, young Arvan, a human among halflings, is caught up in a whirlwind of ancient powers, forgotten names, and dangerous secrets.

Together with his friends – the eloquent Neldo, the wise healer Zalea, the elven tracker Lirandil, and the courageous Borro – Arvan embarks on a journey through forests, rivers, and cities. Amid political intrigue, magical thresholds, and the power of names, he must not only unravel the mystery of the Rune Tree, but also find his own place in a world full of wheels, puzzles, and shadows.

Atmospheric, poetic, and full of magic, "The Rune Tree" transports you to a fascinating fantasy world where friendship, origin, and identity are put to the test. Ancient legends awaken, new alliances are forged—and in the end, a single name decides the fate of all.

For fans of detailed high fantasy, magical natural worlds, and multi-layered characters.

Immerse yourself now and experience the magic of the residential trees!
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Characters


●  Arvan: A young human from the dwelling trees, traveling between the forest, river, and sea. He grew up among halflings.

●  Lirandil: An elven tracker with quiet authority.

●  Derdo: Chancellor and strategist in Pandanor; practical, sober, eloquent.

●  The Duke (of Pandanor): The secular lord of Pandanor; action-oriented, unpretentious.

●  Gomlo: Elder of the Treefolk; fatherly authority.

●  Brongelle: A skilled halfling craftswoman from Arvan's circle.

●  Zalea: Healer from the dwelling trees; knowledgeable about plants and winds.

●  Neldo: Halfling, carver and tinkerer; invents "ugly but useful" things.

●  Borro: Halfling and slinger; quick tongue, alert eyes.

●  Grebu: Old scribe/teacher with a sharp mind.

●  Mira: Woman with sea-green eyes; connected to wheel symbolism.

●  Areda: "Mother of Wheels"; knows houses, threads, and decisions.

●  Orimo: Merchant and liaison in Carabor.

●  Sere: Lamp keeper at the lantern house at the mouth of the river.

●  Taram: Helmsman with a sure hand for currents.

●  Kjar: Skilled rider and pathfinder of Pandanor.

●  Sarn Varen: Master umbrella maker on the coast.

●  Jarra: Master net maker and clear voice in Varen.

●  Mer: Young workshop assistant in Varen; quick learner.

●  Kal Serent: Representative with coins and orders.

●  Kal Vend: Envoy with words and explanations.

●  The governor (of Gaa): Representative of the Forest King in Gaa.

●  The man at the bow: Observer on the river; cool tactician.



Places


●  Residential Trees: Tree cities of the halflings in the great forest.

●  Pandanor: Fortified city on the river; ducal seat, place of work and reflection.

●  Carabor: Port and trading city by the sea; many houses, many wheels.

●  Gaa: Center of power of the Forest King; seat of the governor.

●  Graufurt: Old river bridge and crossing, strategic point.

●  Rasalmauer: Border or transition area between forest and plains.

●  The Tongue (the Moor): Deceptive, wandering moor tongue in the forest.

●  Varen: Coastal town of the shield makers and net makers.

●  Chain tree: River weir with lowered chain at the mouth.

●  Lantern house: Tall light box at the mouth of the river, Sere's watchtower.



Groups/Institutions


●  Radbund: Influential alliance in Carabor, with wheel symbol.

●  Aradis: Old house of the "wheels"; scholars, messengers, and calculators.

●  Chain Guild: Guild of chain and weir builders on the river.

●  Shieldmakers: Craftsmen on the coast; build current shields.

●  Name Binders: People who work with names, questions, and "threads."



Things/Symbols


●  Wheel with five spokes: Ancient symbol; connects paths, knowledge, power.

●  Protector: Arvan's blackened blade; simple, functional.

●  Cat tree skin bag: Tight protective bag; keeps smells and effects away.

●  Splinter of black stone: Strange inlay; dampens and disturbs.

●  Ugly (Neldos' wedge): Unsightly but clever wooden tool for seams.

●  Rassa's pouch: Mixture of salt, senseless root, and tea; threshold aid.

●  Amulet with two eyes: Lirandil's old symbol; eye for gaps.

●  Small box (Areda's gift): Thin, clear plate with rune; reminds of boundaries.

●  Shell pendant: Small sea mark; calms breath and mouth.



Terms/natural phenomena


●  Rune tree: Old tree with carved symbols; "sounds" in the wood.

●  Kehr (Kehrwelle): Returning, organizing wave at low tide; does not like rigid edges.

●  Screen: Flat frame made of wood/metal with nets; divides currents for a short time.

●  Threshold: Transition point (door, bridge joint, shore edge) that can be "held."

●  Channel: Deep watercourse in a river or estuary; safe course.

●  Rows of posts: Coastal posts on which nets, edges, and paths hang.

●  Dryness/veil: Emptiness that takes up air/water; avoids names and salt.

●  Senseless/Senseless root: Plant from the forest; useful in mixtures.

●  Willows: Trees on the shore; "hold" the shore and bridges with their roots.

●  "Why / How come / Who": Three ways to ask – attitude, reason, possession; set the tone of encounters.



Formulas/idioms


●  "One finger higher": Small, decisive step (chain, lamp, attitude).

●  "Not today": Calmly setting boundaries at the transition.

●  "Tomorrow": No evasion, but an agreed decision to move on.
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​Chapter 1 The silent rune tree
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Since the day the tracker had stepped over the main fork of Gomlo's home tree again, the nights sounded different. It wasn't just the deep, restless rustling that sometimes arose in the crown when a gust of wind swept over from Long Lake and tangled itself in the giant leaves. It was a collective anticipation that sat in the furrows of the bark and vibrated in the delicate vibrations of the climbing plants, as if the trees themselves were holding their breath. Even the tree devils screamed less often.

Arvan woke up before sunrise. He didn't know if it was a dream that had awakened him or the memory of a sound that had long since faded when he opened his eyes. He lay still, listening and waiting for one of the night watchmen on the neighboring branches to blow a whistle signal. Nothing. Only the soft scratching of a beetle in the plank wall and the distant splashing of a drop of resin falling down the trunk onto the collection stone.

He sat up, ran his fingers through his hair, and remained like that for a moment, his feet in the cool shade of the ground. The scar on his back hardly itched anymore. Orry had smiled yesterday as if he had always expected such a healing process, and yet there was a look of amazement in his smile, one that Arvan now often saw on halfling faces when their gaze fell on something invisible beyond him.

He pulled on the doublet that Brongelle had laid on the edge of the bed, freshly mended – the embroidery around the knife sheath was tighter than before, other threads darker, so that a new pattern had emerged in which the old one lived on only in hints. He put on his belt. Protector leaned against the door. He raised his sword, its blade blackened so that it would not flare up in the twilight if it happened to catch the light. Neldo had insisted on it. "You see them first," the halfling had said, "and not them you." Arvan had nodded, even though coating swords with blackness would have seemed like a trick from a thief's story to him not long ago.

When he opened the door, Lirandil was standing outside. He stood as if he had just stepped out of the shadows. The first gray light spread across the fork in the road, the air smelled of damp bark, and the elf wore calmness on his face like armor.

"You're up early," said Arvan.

"Not me," replied Lirandil. "The trees."

Arvan heard it now too. A whisper. Not a sound that the ear could pick up, more like a pressure deep in his temples, a tug at his fingertips, where the fine cracks in the skin could form half-letters if you looked at them long enough. He felt a vine nearby stretching without moving.

"The runic tree has fallen silent," Lirandil said quietly.

"The Rune Tree?"

"The older of the two at the bend in the neck of the Long Lake. I was there that night when the tree flutes sounded the signal three times, which your elders consider a sign of misfortune when it sounds in the fog."

"I only heard it once," Arvan confessed.

"You were unconscious," Lirandil said without reproach. "The halflings like to think the Rune Tree leaves them alone, but it leaves no one alone who knows its shadow. Today, the trunk will wake and will not know why its bones ache."

Arvan ran his hand over his forehead. He had been aware of the feeling of balancing a burden without knowing its name for days.

"You want to go there?" he asked.

"Not alone," said Lirandil. "I need someone who does not confuse the love of plants with magic. And someone they do not have to love in order to obey." He looked at Arvan, and Arvan knew that the elf saw the images rising up inside him: tendrils swooping down to carry him, lashes of greenish strands against orc throats, the flash of the blade that had become his new name.

"Neldo," said Arvan.

"And Zalea," replied Lirandil, "if she accompanies us. A healer who knows the wind of the soil. In the shadow of this runic tree dwells an ancient poison that rose into the air even then, when your great-grandmothers tied the roots so that the children would not fall into the ditches."

"Borro?"

"Too loud," said Lirandil. Then he smiled, and there was affection in that smile. "But we will need him when we return, and with black stone."

Arvan nodded. "I'll go get them."

The first halflings emerged from the doorways as if they had been carved from wood. Faces in the semi-darkness, rough feet on rough bark, eyes counting the leaves as they moved. When Arvan knocked on Zalea's door, she was already coming out, her hair tied back with a ribbon made of cat tree bark, a bag slung across her chest, her hands empty. "I thought you'd knock at night," she said, running her fingertip across his forehead without asking, as if checking for fever. "You look better than yesterday. Can you still feel the wound?"

"Only when I think about it," he replied. "Lirandil needs us."

She looked over his shoulder, saw the elf, and nodded. There was no politeness in it, only recognition. "Neldo is in the carving room," she said. "Eating wood, as usual."

“I only eat wood if it smells like Obrind,” said Neldo when they found him among the shavings, his thumb on his knife, his eyes red with fatigue but alert. He saw Lirandil and sheathed his knife. “Are you going without Borro? If he realizes we’re doing something, he’ll follow us, even if we leave him behind.”

"He can follow us ten steps," Lirandil said dryly. "And then fifty. If he stays a hundred behind us, he can come with us."

Neldo grinned, then became serious. "I saw constellations last night that weren't there," he said. "I know we see nothing but leaves up here, but it was as if the sky-watchers had hung their songs under my forehead and swallowed half the notes."

"Then you see correctly," Lirandil said. "We'll leave before people ask if Gomlo sent us. It's better if they think he knew nothing about it."

"He knows," said Arvan.

"He knows many things," replied Lirandil, "and he lets us have some things that he could not keep if he bound them tightly to himself."

They left the fork on the west side, where the vines on the large anchor branches formed ribbons stretched across an alley like suspension bridges. Lirandil led the way, light as a bird's shadow. Arvan followed, sword at his hip, feeling the give of the vines under his weight. Each time he set foot, he sent a silent thought into the fibers. Hold.

A few tree sheep stared at them from the high branches, their tongues hanging out of their mouths as if they wanted to eat questions. Arvan did not answer. He could not have explained why it was easier for him to talk to a vine than to a halfling who looked at him as if he needed to be rescued after every step.

Once they had passed the border of the dwelling trees, the forest changed. The soil became richer, moister, the smell heavier. Spore smoke hovered at a very specific, invisible height, which the halflings instinctively avoided. Thin trees with black bark stood beneath the giants like children of misfortune whose eyes were never fully open. A black tree lay across the path, long since hollowed out, the demons gone; a vine had wrapped itself around its rotten heart and squeezed it until it decayed.

"Here," said Lirandil, suddenly kneeling at the trunk of a smaller but heavily encrusted tree. His fingers traced a depression. Neldo bent down. "Runes," he said softly.

Arvan saw what Lirandil saw. Signs that looked like random scars on the bark, strung together in a pattern that Zalea could name. She placed her fingertip on a pair of grooves. "Neck signs," she said. "When you read them all, it takes your breath away. This is not healing magic."

"Not from halflings," said Lirandil. "They are fragments of a foreign language. They have no effect here, but they are like arrows shot into a tree trunk to scare away horses." He stood up, reached into a bag, and sprinkled some powder over the indentations. It smelled of salt and cold iron. The surface shimmered and became smooth, as if an insect skin had been placed on it. "That will last until tonight," he said. "Hopefully we'll be back by then."

"If we don't slide down the root" — Neldo pointed with his thumb over his shoulder — "because the ground is knee-deep."
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It took them almost an hour to reach the edge of the bog, which the halflings called "the tongue" because it came out during dry spells and crept across the ground, licking up clay to devour small trees, and disappeared again when it rained. The runic wood stood on a kind of island, supported by three man-high roots, as if three giants had tried to lift the trunk and died in the attempt.

The symbols were old. You could tell by the bark that had grown around them, as if the lines had migrated with the growth. Some stood free, others disappeared under thin vines and reappeared between lichens. Arvan felt the silence before he realized it was making him shiver between his shoulder blades. The tree did not sing. All rune trees sang once you had heard it: a deep, metallic drone, as if a bell were stored in the wood.

"It is silent," said Zalea.

“Not quite,” replied Lirandil, placing his palm on it and closing his eyes. “It whispers. But its mouth is full of mud.” He took out a second bag. “Neldo, hold my hand when I say so. Arvan, don’t touch any vines until I tell you. Zalea – don’t breathe when the first breath comes.”

"What breath?" she asked, but Lirandil was already in motion.

He spoke words in Elvish that were not like singing, but like something invisible that took shape when you looked at it correctly. The runes glowed, not brightly, but rather as if light were receding from within. A bluish haze emanated from between the symbols.

"Don't breathe," said Zalea, holding her own breath nonetheless. Neldo placed his hands on Lirandil's wrists, while Arvan just stood there, feeling the vines on the ground lift their tips and lower them again, indecisive like dogs being asked if they can jump. He thought: Not yet.

The mist continued to pour out. It was cold. A coldness that knew no water. It settled on his forehead like a thin skin. A gust of wind swept through the crown, and the mist moved as if it were going into the wind. Then Arvan heard the rumbling, very quiet, like the first strike of a bell when you pull it out of a blanket.

"Now," said Lirandil from the throat of silence.

Arvan's thoughts rushed into the vines like familiar animals. The greenish tendons stretched, not growing, but longer than before, as if remembering that they had arms, and they reached down across the muddy throat of the ground where the tongue of the bog lurked. They did not reach for the trunk, but lay across the ground, forming a flat skin.

"What are you doing?" whispered Neldo, whose face was now brighter, from within, as if someone had placed a candle behind his forehead.

"I'm making us a floor," said Arvan, without taking his eyes off the trunk.

"Not too firm," warned Lirandil. "If something is breathing beneath us, it must not know that we are standing."

"Something?" asked Zalea. "What's breathing?"

Lirandil did not answer. He raised his second hand, and the runes slid into a different order beneath his fingers. It was as if they had never been as Arvan saw them now, and yet it was right, as if they were falling back into a litany they had once sung. The roar grew louder, not brighter, but deeper. Arvan felt it in the scar on his back, where it landed like cold rain.

Then he smelled it. Something like flesh that had lain in the earth, permeated with sweet rot and old blood. Neldo cursed very quietly, Zalea pressed her lips together, Lirandil opened his eyes. “They’re still here,” he said, as if he had been expecting something that was now reaching out to him.

"Who?" asked Arvan.

"Not 'who,'" replied Lirandil, "but 'what.'" He pointed his chin in the direction the smell was coming from. At first, Arvan saw nothing, then a movement that was not a movement—a thickening, a shadow that did not react to light, a stutter at the edge of the air. It didn't crawl, it glided. And where it touched the ground, the bark turned bluish.

"Shadow gas," said Zalea, her voice so thin that it only reached Arvan's ear. "My father told me about it when I was too young to believe that there was something you could see but not grasp."

"Not the orc stuff," said Lirandil. "Orcish mist stinks of grease and cold steel. This stinks of 'never.'" He raised his hand. "Stay behind me."

The thing that was not a thing felt along the vines like a tongue. It paused, as if testing the taste. Then, very slowly, it pushed itself up the bark. Lirandil stepped between the trunk and the shadow. He did not raise his sword. He raised his left hand, in which rested the amulet with the two eyes on his chest. It was as if the amulet was looking back. The eyes were not eyes. And yet the thing saw. It paused. Not because it understood. Because something inside it remembered that once, in its deepest night, there had been light.

"Go," said Lirandil.

Nothing happened. Lirandil said the word again, this time in Elvish, and it was not a command, but rather an offer. The shadow made a movement as if it were thinning, and Arvan heard the bell in the tree grow louder.

"Go," Lirandil said again, this time in a language Arvan did not understand, one that seemed to consist not of sounds but of intervals. The shadow slid back.

It did not go far. It sat down at the end of the vine skin and waited. The air around it warped, not in a way that could be seen, but in a way that gave the impression that the trees were receding.

"That's enough," said Lirandil. "We will no longer breathe what he wants to breathe."

Neldo released his hands from Lirandil's wrists. "What does he want to breathe?" he asked, more out of politeness than to give the thing the name that was on the tip of his tongue.

"What we love," said Lirandil. "That's the only thing it likes."

Arvan would have laughed if he hadn't felt a chill come over him. He felt the vines beneath his feet remain alive, vibrating slightly, even though he had commanded them to lie still. He let the command sink deeper until the gentle restlessness subsided.

"Talk to him," Lirandil urged Zalea. "Not to the thing. To the tree."

Zalea stepped forward, raising her hands as if to lift a child. When she spoke, it was not the whispered babble of healing spells used to coax pain out – it was the old halfling speech, in which the words that were rarely used were so smooth that they nestled in the mouth like river stones in a hand. She apologized. For touching the bark without asking, for tearing off leaves when she needed medicinal herbs, and for not knowing any songs that could take away old age and heaviness. Then she asked. Not for the tree to speak. But for it to remember how the roar inside it sounded when the runes were still fresh.

Arvan felt the movement first in his toes. A fine, rapid fluttering. He knew it: this was how a bird's wing felt when it tentatively tried to lie in the wind for the first time in the season. The roar returned. At first like a sound you have silenced and that only comes back when you are not looking. Then it filled the trunk, settled in the space, so that even the shadow thing twitched like a gray mosquito.

"There," said Lirandil, touching a rune that was sunk deeper into the trunk than the others. It was not a line, it was a kind of bowl. There was something inside it. A splinter, not made of wood. It shimmered dully.

Neldo leaned forward. "A splinter of black stone," he said incredulously. "Who would ram something like that into a rune tree?"

"Someone who knows that it will muffle the roar," replied Lirandil. "Help me."

They couldn't grasp it with their fingers. Arvan placed his hand next to it and sent a thought into the wood. Open up. Not far, just enough to soften the edges. The wood was hard as an old back that had refused to tremble in foreign hands for years. Then something gave way. Lirandil pulled, Neldo grabbed the side. The splinter slid out.

The shadow at the end of the vine surface twitched as if it felt a pain for which it had no form. Zalea breathed in, a single, very short sound, and pressed her lips together again. Lirandil held the splinter in his palm. It wasn't cold. It was empty.

"Who set it?" Neldo asked.

Lirandil looked at him. “An orc doesn’t put anything in runes. He tears it out. This was put there. With a knife with a narrow blade that once belonged to a grid master.”

"That doesn't get us any further," said Arvan, even though it did exactly that: it meant that someone who knew the halflings had guided the hand that placed the stone.

"Yes, it does," said Lirandil. "It tells me that the enemy was here long before the orcs came to your trees. And that he knew exactly what he had to touch to silence you."

"Grebu," Arvan said without thinking.

"Grebu knows where runes lie," replied Lirandil, "and he knows when he must not touch them. There are many who know what he knows and who do not know what he knows. One of them was here."

Arvan wanted to touch the splinter. Lirandil pulled his hand back. “Not with your skin,” he warned. “Not yet.”

"What do we do with it?" asked Zalea.

“We give it to someone who recognizes its flavor,” replied Lirandil. “Someone who once sat in a house where there were books that were not written by halflings.”

“Grebu,” said Neldo this time.

“Grebu,” Lirandil repeated. He looked at Arvan. “You carry it. In a bag made of cat tree skin. That stuff makes even the air cry if it gets too close.”

Arvan pulled the cord from his shoulder where the pouch for his knife hung, took out the knife sheath, and handed the pouch to Zalea. She stuffed the cat tree skin into it, pressed it shut, let the splinter slide in, tied the pouch, and handed it back to Arvan. "Not on your chest," she said. "On your side. Otherwise your heart will beat on it."

He accepted the advice like someone who accepts water when they are thirsty, without asking why it comes from a bucket and not from their hand. As he tied the pouch tightly, the roaring in the tree did not stop, but it became more even. The vines beneath his feet relaxed, the shadow at the edge receded, not into the forest, just into a crevice where it hadn't been before. It wasn't gone. It was different.

"Let's go," said Lirandil. "And don't look back."

They walked back, slowly, without haste. The vines rolled up under their feet as if they had never been anything other than part of the ground. No flute signal. No bird cry. As they passed the edges of the tongue, the clay lifted, just a tiny bit. Neldo made a movement as if he wanted to laugh.

"What?" asked Arvan.

"I was just thinking about Borro," said Neldo. "And that he would say something like, 'See, it's more dangerous without me.'"

"He's there," said Zalea, pointing to a shadow between two trunks that looked like the shadow of a halfling trying not to look like a shadow. Borro stepped forward, the slingshot at his belt, his eyes wide, his forehead tamed by a slingshot strap, and, to everyone's surprise, he didn't smell like stink moss.

"I stayed a hundred paces behind," he said before any of them could speak. "And then another hundred. And I didn't watch you." He nodded toward the rune tree. "But it sang again. I heard it in my gut. And something made the sweat freeze when I took a deep breath."

“Breathe more shallowly,” Zalea advised, without mockery. “If you can.”

Borro snorted. “I can if I have to,” he said. “But when I do, my grandmother’s grandmother falls out of my head.” He looked at Lirandil. “Is it true that you rode a scorpion as big as two war elephants?”

"Once," said Lirandil, and walked on. "It was temperamental."

"Like you," Borro muttered so quietly that only Neldo heard him, then winked at him as they caught up with Arvan.

When they reached the area of the dwelling trees again, the wind picked up. One of those drafts that had nothing to do with the storms, but could stir the air so thoroughly that it smelled more like the east than usual. A flute signal cut across the branches—long, short, short, long—and this time Arvan knew what it meant, even though he had never properly learned the signs: gathering.
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