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Come back.

You are the one who doomed us all.

Elarion takes what it wants.

Come back. Come back. Come back.

His own.

He had been expected.

The shadows lunged.

A dagger. A circle of chanting figures. His voice speaking forbidden words.

The truth.

Was himself.

No.

Elarion burned. And I... I was the one who set it ablaze.

Flames roared around him, devouring the great spires of Elarion, turning marble and gold to soot and ruin. | Screams echoed through the air—his people, his court, his friends—all of them lost in the fire.

The whispers returned.

A Memory. A Nightmare. A Truth.

The Night of the Betrayal.

He was back in Elarion.

The blade moved.

Disappointment.

Back in the Present

And in doing so, he had sealed Elarion’s fate.

The exact moment he became a monster.

"Do it. The throne must be taken. The gods demand it."

He could take it.

He had wanted it.

There was no turning back.

Hope.

The road stretched before them.

They would face it together.

Instinct took over.

Snap.

Gone.

They were not alone.

Dozens.

A figure.

Nothing.

Impact.

Light.

His name.

Seraphine screamed.

Fear.

Veydris.

Downward.

Silence.

Reality returned in a rush.

“You must claim the Throne of the Hollow.”

The Throne of the Hollow.

“You will not be the same.”

“Below.”

"Do not stray."

The Throne.

"You are not worthy."

"Prove yourself, or be forgotten."

It was fast. Too fast.

He was outmatched.

Gods.

They were connected.

"I claim it."

"The Hollow has chosen."

"The Hollow has chosen."

A Vision.

The Present.

"Then you understand the cost."

"The Hollow stirs. The choice has been made. But a throne is not merely taken—it is earned."

"Prove yourself."

"Prove yourself."

"Only those who command the Hollow shall wield it."

Will.

General Vareth.

General Cassian Vortheos.

No.

Darkness bloomed.

The dead followed.

The battlefield changed.

Elders of the Ebon Dominion.

They rose.

The shadows moved.

"ISHTHAR."

“You should have left this place buried.”

The Veiled Prince.

Eyes.

But in thought.

A presence.

Not with his eyes. Not with his mind.

She was gone.

Stepped.

Him.

Not a scar.

Doubt.

Expectation.

This was his path to walk.

The book opened on its own.

The shadows lunged.

Everything exploded.

Move.

The world shattered.

A figure emerged.

It spoke.

Amusement.

It was suffocating.
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The desert winds howled like mourning spirits, sweeping across the endless dunes. Beneath the cold glow of the twin moons, a lone traveler stood at the threshold of the forsaken city. Towering obsidian walls, carved with hieroglyphs long erased by time, loomed before him. The air shimmered with an eerie, golden haze—whispers of a power lost to the ages.

They said the gods once walked these streets. They said their voices still echoed in the silence.

The traveler, wrapped in tattered robes, hesitated. He had come seeking the city's heart, the legendary artifact whispered about in forbidden texts. But the legends also spoke of something else—of those who entered and never returned. Not because they perished, but because they forgot.

Forgot who they were.

Forgot why they came.

And became something else entirely.

The city did not kill. It consumed.

Taking a deep breath, the traveler stepped forward.

And the city remembered him.
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The wind carried the scent of ancient stone and forgotten prayers. Kaelen pulled his tattered cloak tighter around his shoulders as he crested the final dune. Below him, bathed in the pale glow of twin moons, lay the city that should not exist. Elarion.

The ruins stretched endlessly, a labyrinth of towering spires and shattered monuments. Obsidian statues of faceless deities lined the streets, their hollow eyes staring into the abyss of time. No birds circled above. No life stirred within. Yet the city was not dead.

Kaelen could feel it breathing.

He took a step forward, his boot sinking into the soft sand that encroached upon the forgotten streets. A voice whispered—faint, distant, curling around the edges of his mind. He turned sharply, hand resting on the hilt of his dagger. Nothing. Just shadows, stretching long and restless beneath the moonlight.

Legends spoke of the city’s curse. Those who entered would lose themselves—memories unraveling like threads caught in the wind. But Kaelen had prepared. He had etched his name into the inside of his wrist with a dagger’s edge. A desperate measure, but necessary. If he forgot everything else, he would remember this: Kaelen. He was Kaelen.

With a steadying breath, he descended the dune.

And the city waited.

The silence pressed against Kaelen’s ears like a held breath. Each step he took onto the stone-paved streets felt heavier than the last as if the city itself resisted his presence. The air was thick with an invisible weight—an ancient sorrow, lingering like the last embers of a long-dead fire.

He traced his fingers along the wall of a crumbling temple, the surface smooth and cold despite the desert’s heat. Strange symbols, worn by centuries of wind and time, pulsed faintly under his touch. He frowned. Could the stone still hold magic after all these years?

A gust of wind spiraled through the city’s corridors, carrying a whisper—a voice so faint he barely recognized it as sound. His pulse quickened.

“Who’s there?” he called, his voice swallowed by the endless emptiness.

No response.

Kaelen exhaled sharply and forced himself to move forward. He had not crossed half a continent, and endured weeks of scorching days and freezing nights, just to let a few murmurs in the dark shake his resolve. The Heart of Elarion was here, hidden somewhere within the depths of this forsaken city. If the legends were true, it held the power to reshape fate itself.

And if the city wanted to stop him, it would have to try harder.

Kaelen moved deeper into the city, his steps slow and deliberate, his every breath measured. The silence wasn’t natural—it wasn’t the absence of sound but the presence of something unseen, something watching. He had previously traveled through ruins and wandered through fallen civilizations' hollow bones, but this place was different. Elarion was not dead. It was dreaming.

The moonlight pooled in silver puddles across the cracked stone paths, illuminating faded murals carved into the walls. He stopped, brushing the dust away with his gloved hand. The carvings told a story—a procession of figures, tall and robed, their hands raised toward a swirling mass above them. A sun? No, something else. A heart, burning with light.

The Heart of Elarion.

The very thing he sought.

The legend spoke of a relic, pulsing with divine energy, hidden within the city's depths. Some said it was the last gift of the gods before they vanished. Others claimed it was a prison, containing something far worse than death. Kaelen wasn’t sure which version he believed.

His gaze traveled downward to the next carving. The robed figures were no longer standing in worship. They were kneeling. Their hands clutched their heads, mouths open in silent screams. The heart above them had changed. It was no longer light—it was shadow, tendrils stretching outward like grasping fingers.

A shiver crept down his spine.

He had spent years chasing myths, but now, standing before this forgotten warning, he wondered if he had made a mistake.

The wind shifted again, curling through the city’s corridors, carrying whispers too fragmented to understand. Kaelen exhaled slowly. He had prepared for illusions, for the tricks of a place soaked in ancient magic. His mind was strong. Stronger than the city’s attempts to unravel him.

He turned away from the mural and pressed forward.

The street opened into a vast courtyard, dominated by a towering archway that led into darkness. The entrance to the inner city. The point of no return.

Kaelen hesitated, his fingers drifting to the dagger at his hip. The sensation in his gut told him that once he stepped through, there would be no going back. He tightened his grip.

If the city wished to consume him, it would have to take him by force.

And so, he stepped into the dark.

The darkness swallowed Kaelen whole. The moment he passed beneath the towering archway, the world behind him seemed to vanish. No wind, no whispers—just an oppressive, suffocating stillness. His instincts screamed at him to turn back, but he clenched his fists and kept walking.

His footsteps echoed against unseen walls, each step bouncing back at him from the abyss. He reached into his satchel and retrieved a small lantern, striking flint against steel. The flame sputtered to life, casting a weak glow that barely reached beyond his outstretched hand.

The passage before him was narrower than he expected, the walls pressing close with smooth, almost polished stone. Unlike the ruins outside, this place bore no signs of decay. No dust, no erosion—nothing to suggest centuries of abandonment.

As he moved forward, something caught his eye. Symbols. The same as those on the temple walls outside, but here, they glowed faintly, pulsating like embers buried beneath ash. He raised a cautious hand to touch one, expecting the coldness of stone.

Pain.

A searing heat lanced through his palm, and he jerked back with a curse. The glow flared briefly before fading, leaving only the deep, throbbing ache in his skin. He glanced at his palm—it was unburned. No marks, no wounds. But the pain lingered, buried somewhere beneath the flesh.

The city was testing him.

Gritting his teeth, Kaelen pressed forward.

The passage opened into a vast chamber, the ceiling lost in the shadows above. At the center stood a massive circular platform, surrounded by pillars carved with more of the glowing script. A shallow basin lay in its center, filled with liquid as dark as the void itself.

A whisper curled through the air, clearer than before.

"Do you remember?"

Kaelen’s breath caught. The voice was not his own, but it spoke inside his mind, curling around his thoughts like a serpent. He drew his dagger instinctively, the cold steel steadying his grip.

"Who are you?" he whispered.

The liquid in the basin rippled.

"Do you remember?"

A sharp pain bloomed behind his eyes, a sudden pressure as if something was clawing at the edges of his mind. Images flickered in his thoughts—sandstorms, blood, a temple buried beneath the dunes. A name. A promise.

Then, as quickly as it came, the pain vanished.

Kaelen staggered, breathing hard. He didn’t know what the city wanted from him, but he knew one thing for certain:

It remembered him.

And it would not let him leave.

Kaelen steadied himself, gripping the hilt of his dagger as his pulse thundered in his ears. The chamber around him pulsed as if the stone itself had a heartbeat, slow and deliberate. The basin at the center of the platform rippled again, though there was no wind, no movement but his own.

The voice had asked him if he remembered. But remembered what?

He exhaled sharply, forcing his mind to push past the lingering ache behind his eyes. He had spent years preparing for this journey, deciphering fragments of forgotten texts, following whispers of lost travelers. Yet nothing could have prepared him for this. The city wasn’t just ruins—it was alive.

And it knew him.

Kaelen took a cautious step toward the basin. The black liquid was impossibly still now, its surface smooth like polished obsidian. He hesitated, then knelt beside it, studying his reflection. His face, gaunt from weeks in the desert, stared back at him. The firelight from his lantern flickered in his amber eyes.

Then his reflection blinked.

Kaelen froze.

The image in the water did not move with him. His heart pounded as the reflection tilted its head slightly, studying him as if it were the real one—and he the illusion.

The mouth of his reflection moved, but no sound came out. Then, suddenly, the voice slithered into his mind again.

"You should not have come back."

Kaelen recoiled, nearly losing his balance. His grip on the dagger tightened.

"Who are you?" he demanded, his voice low, steady.

No answer. The reflection only watched, its gaze unreadable.

He swallowed hard. The legends spoke of memory loss, of minds unraveling within these cursed streets. But he had been careful. He had prepared. The scar on his wrist was proof that he had anticipated the city’s tricks.

But the reflection’s words chilled him to his core.
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The way it had said it—as if this wasn’t his first time here.

Kaelen’s breath came slower now, his mind racing. He had always dismissed the warnings of the scholars, the cryptic messages scrawled in ancient ruins. But now, in the depths of this forgotten city, something inside him whispered that the warnings had not been myths.

He had been here before.

And he had forgotten.

The moment the realization struck, the reflection in the water began to change. Its features twisted, its eyes darkening into endless voids. Its skin cracked like shattered porcelain, and from within the fractures, something moved—something ancient, something hungry.

Kaelen stumbled backward just as the water in the basin erupted. A shadow burst forth, tendrils of darkness lashing toward him with unnatural speed. He threw himself to the ground, rolling as the inky tendrils slashed through the air where he had stood moments before.

The chamber trembled. The pillars groaned under an invisible weight. The voice returned, no longer a whisper but a chorus, echoing from the very walls of the city.

"You should not have come back."

Kaelen scrambled to his feet, his heart hammering. The shadow twisted, reshaping itself into something vaguely human—its form flickering, unstable, its head tilting as if amused by his terror.

Then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, it halted.

A new voice, sharp and commanding, cut through the chamber like a blade.

"Enough."

The darkness recoiled. The voice belonged to a woman.

Kaelen turned toward the source, his chest still heaving.

A figure stood at the platform's edge, shrouded in deep blue robes that shimmered like the night sky. Her eyes, piercing and unyielding, locked onto his.

She was not a mirage.

She was real.

And somehow, deep within his fragmented mind, he felt that he knew her.

The chamber still trembled from the presence of the shadow, but the moment the woman spoke, the darkness recoiled like a wounded beast. Kaelen’s breath was ragged as he straightened, keeping his dagger raised. His pulse hammered in his ears, but his focus was now entirely on the figure before him.

The woman’s robes rippled as if caught in an unseen current. She moved with an eerie stillness, each step deliberate, as though she were walking through a world separate from his own. The glow of the arcane symbols lining the walls pulsed in rhythm with her movements.

Kaelen’s grip on his weapon tightened. "Who are you?"

She ignored his question. Her gaze flickered to the basin, where the shadow still coiled, shifting restlessly. "It knows you," she said, her voice calm but edged with something he couldn’t name.

Kaelen swallowed. "I don’t know what it is."

Her eyes snapped back to him. "Don’t you?"

A chill crawled down his spine. Something about her words—about the way she was looking at him—unsettled him. She spoke as if she knew him. As if she had been waiting for him.

Kaelen took a cautious step forward. "What is this place?"

She tilted her head slightly, considering him. Then she spoke again, and her words sent ice through his veins.

"You have been here before."

His breath hitched.

No. No, that wasn’t possible.

"I would remember," he said, but the words felt hollow even as he spoke them.

The woman gave him a look that was almost pitying. "Would you?"

The chamber pulsed again, and Kaelen’s mind reeled with flashes of something—fragments of images too quick to grasp. A temple buried beneath the sand. Blood soaking into the stone. A name is spoken in desperation.

He clenched his jaw, shaking his head. "I don’t understand."

The woman took another step toward him. "Elarion does not let go of those it has claimed."

Kaelen’s chest tightened. The legends spoke of the city consuming the memories of those who entered. But if what she was saying was true, then that meant...

He had been here.

And he had forgotten.

He forced himself to meet her gaze. "If I’ve been here before," he said, his voice low, measured, "then tell me—who am I?"

For the first time, the woman hesitated.

And then, in a voice barely above a whisper, she answered.

"You are the one who doomed us all."

The words struck Kaelen like a dagger to the chest.
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The air in the chamber grew heavier, thick with something unseen, something ancient. The flickering glow of the arcane symbols around them pulsed faster, as if in response to the revelation. Kaelen's breath was steady, but inside, his mind was unraveling.

He had come here in search of the Heart of Elarion, the fabled relic that could reshape fate. He had prepared for danger, for illusions, for the whispers of a cursed city.

But he had never expected to find himself at the center of its tragedy.

Kaelen forced his voice to remain steady. "What do you mean?"

The woman regarded him with unreadable eyes. "You were here before. You set things into motion. And now, you’ve returned to finish what you started."

His fingers curled tighter around the hilt of his dagger. "That’s impossible."

She stepped closer, the dim light catching the delicate silver embroidery on her robes. "Is it?"

Kaelen wanted to deny it, wanted to call her a liar. But deep down, something in him was breaking apart—something that had been carefully hidden beneath layers of forgotten time.

The flashes in his mind returned. This time, they lingered.

A city in flames. A figure standing atop the temple steps, their silhouette sharp against the raging inferno. A blade dripping with something dark.

His hand gripping the hilt.

His voice, shouting words he could not remember.

Kaelen staggered back, shaking his head. "No. That’s not me. That can’t be me."

The woman sighed as if she had seen this before. "You don’t remember. But the city does."

The shadow in the basin stirred again, its tendrils reaching outward, clawing at the edges of reality. The voice from earlier—cold, whispering—returned, curling through his thoughts.

"You cannot undo what has been done."

Kaelen’s pulse quickened. His instincts screamed at him to leave, to run from this place and never return. But he had come too far. He needed answers.

He turned back to the woman, his voice sharp. "Tell me who you are."

For the first time, her expression softened. "My name is Seraphine."

The name sent a strange shiver down his spine as if it held meaning he could not grasp.

"Seraphine," he repeated, testing the sound on his tongue. "Why are you here?"

She hesitated. "Because I made a promise."

Kaelen frowned. "To who?"

Seraphine’s eyes met his. "To you."

Silence stretched between them.

Kaelen exhaled, his mind racing. "If what you're saying is true—if I was here before—then why don’t I remember?"

Seraphine’s gaze flickered to the basin, where the shadow coiled and writhed. "Because Elarion takes what it wants. And it took your past."

Kaelen swallowed hard. If this city had stolen his memories, had erased entire parts of his life, then the question wasn’t just what had he done.

It was why had he come back?

And more importantly—what had he left behind?

Kaelen’s breathing was steady, but beneath the surface, his mind was spiraling. The weight of Seraphine’s words pressed down on him like a slow-moving avalanche, suffocating, inescapable.
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If the city had stolen his past, had erased entire pieces of him, then what else had it taken? How much of himself had been lost in the ruins of this place?

He forced himself to focus. "If I was here before," he said slowly, "then tell me—what did I do?"

Seraphine hesitated, her hands curling into the folds of her robes. "Not all of it is clear. Even to me."

Kaelen narrowed his eyes. "You just said I doomed this city. Now you’re telling me you don’t know how?"

She exhaled as if the weight of his presence alone was exhausting. "I know enough." Her voice was quiet, but firm. "I know that the last time you stood in this chamber, you stood where that basin is now. And I know that when you left, the city began to die."

Kaelen’s gaze flickered to the dark liquid. The way it rippled, pulsing like a heartbeat.

The memory flashes from earlier returned, stronger this time.

A temple collapsing. Shadows consuming the streets. Voices screaming.

And his voice, speaking a name—not his own, but something older, something dangerous.

He clenched his jaw. "I wouldn’t have done that."

Seraphine looked at him with something almost like sorrow. "Perhaps not willingly."

The basin suddenly trembled. The liquid darkened further as if something beneath the surface had begun to wake.

Seraphine stiffened. "It’s not safe to linger here."

Kaelen didn’t move. "Not until you tell me everything."

Her gaze darkened. "If we stay here, you won’t have a choice. The city will show you itself."

Kaelen glanced at the walls, the arcane symbols now pulsing violently, like warning beacons. He wasn’t sure if he was ready for what the city would reveal.

But he knew one thing.

If Elarion remembered him, then somewhere, buried deep within these streets, was the truth.

And he would find it—no matter what it cost him.

The ground beneath Kaelen’s feet vibrated—faintly at first, like a distant tremor, but it grew stronger with each passing moment. The chamber was waking. The city was stirring.

Seraphine moved swiftly, grabbing his wrist. "We need to leave. Now."

Kaelen wrenched his arm free, his jaw tightening. "Not until you tell me what I need to know."

A sharp crack echoed through the chamber. The pillars lining the walls shuddered, the ancient symbols flickering wildly, their glow struggling against the encroaching darkness seeping from the basin. The shadows slithered outward, tendrils snaking across the stone like living veins.

Seraphine’s voice was calm, but firm. "If you want answers, you’ll have to find them outside this place. Stay any longer, and Elarion will take more than just your memories."

Kaelen hesitated, his instincts warring against his stubborn need for truth.

Then the shadows lunged.

A tendril of darkness shot toward him, faster than thought. He barely had time to react before Seraphine flicked her wrist, and a barrier of shimmering blue light erupted between them and the encroaching force. The impact sent a shockwave through the chamber, rattling the ancient stones.

Seraphine flinched, beads of sweat forming at her brow. "Move!"

Kaelen didn’t argue this time. He turned, sprinting toward the passage he had entered from, Seraphine close behind. The corridor stretched before him, longer than he remembered, the shifting walls bending impossibly as if the city itself was warping reality.

Another pulse rippled through the air. The symbols along the walls twisted, their glowing script rearranging, forming new words.

Words that he could read.
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Kaelen’s heart pounded as they ran. The city wasn’t just waking—it was calling to him.

The exit was closed now. The archway loomed ahead, framed by the eerie glow of an unnatural twilight beyond. But before he could reach it, the world tilted. The ground beneath him buckled, sending him sprawling forward.

The moment his hands touched the stone, a jolt of raw energy surged through him. Images—fragments of another life—rushed into his mind like a tidal wave.

He saw himself standing before the basin, the dark liquid swirling.

He saw Seraphine kneeling, her wrists bound in chains of light.

He saw his hand raised—holding a dagger, its blade glinting with unnatural power.

And he heard a name.

A name that sent ice through his veins.
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Kaelen gasped, his body jerking as if pulled from deep water. The vision shattered, leaving him breathless, his fingers trembling against the cold stone.

Seraphine’s voice cut through the haze. "Kaelen!"

He forced himself upright, chest heaving. The exit was just ahead. They had to move.

With a final, desperate push, he sprinted forward and burst through the archway, leaving the whispering darkness behind.

Kaelen stumbled into the open air, his chest heaving as he braced himself against the cold stone of the ruined archway. The sensation of the vision still clung to him, like phantom hands grasping at his mind.

He had seen himself standing before the basin. He had seen the dagger.

He had seen her, bound in chains.

Seraphine emerged behind him, her robes billowing as she turned to face the temple entrance. The stone passage behind them trembled, the glow of the arcane runes flickering wildly. Then, with a deep, echoing groan, the entrance collapsed inward.

Dust and debris billowed into the twilight air. The temple was sealing itself shut.

Kaelen straightened, his hands still trembling. "What the hell was that?"

Seraphine didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she closed her eyes, exhaling slowly as the tension in her shoulders eased. Only then did she look at him.

"You remembered something, didn’t you?"

Kaelen clenched his jaw. He didn’t want to say it aloud, didn’t want to give voice to the haunting images still burned into his mind. But Seraphine was watching him with knowing eyes.

He exhaled sharply. "I saw myself. In that chamber. Holding a dagger."

Seraphine’s gaze darkened. "Did you see what you did with it?"

Kaelen swallowed. The answer hovered on the edge of his mind, just beyond his grasp. He had been standing over the basin. The dagger had been in his hand.

But had he struck someone? Had he performed a ritual?

The memory refused to settle, twisting away like mist in the wind.

"I don’t know," he admitted.

Seraphine studied him for a long moment, then looked away, her expression unreadable.

Kaelen turned his attention to their surroundings. They stood at the edge of a vast ruin, a city half-buried in the sands of time. The sky above them was a deep, unnatural twilight—neither day nor night—its light casting the ancient streets in an eerie glow.

Elarion. The Forgotten City.

Kaelen had spent years searching for this place, following fragmented records and whispers from scholars who barely believed in its existence. But now that he was here, he realized something chilling.

The city hadn’t been lost. It had been hidden.

And for good reason.

Seraphine adjusted her robes, her gaze scanning the ruins. "We can’t stay in one place for long. The city is awake now. It knows you’re here."

Kaelen frowned. "You keep saying that. What does it mean?"

Seraphine met his gaze. "Elarion isn’t like other ruins. It’s alive, in ways you can’t yet comprehend. And it doesn’t forget those who have wronged it."

Kaelen felt a chill creep down his spine. "You’re saying the city itself is watching me?"

Seraphine nodded. "It’s always been watching you."

Kaelen inhaled sharply, fighting the instinctual urge to look over his shoulder. The ruins were silent, but now that he was listening, he could feel it—that strange, oppressive weight in the air, as if unseen eyes were pressed against his skin.

The realization settled in his chest like a heavy stone.

He hadn’t just returned to Elarion.
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A hollow wind swept through the ruins, carrying with it the faint whisper of something unseen. Kaelen stiffened, his instincts screaming at him that they were not alone. The city was awake, and it was listening.

Seraphine stepped forward, her voice low. "We need to keep moving. The longer we stay in one place, the more dangerous this becomes."

Kaelen hesitated, his mind still tangled in the remnants of his fragmented memory. He had come here searching for answers, but all he had found so far were more questions—questions that clawed at the edges of his sanity.

"Where do we go from here?" he asked.

Seraphine turned her gaze toward the horizon, where the remnants of a grand avenue stretched before them, flanked by towering, crumbling statues. Their faces were worn away by time, but Kaelen could still make out their regal postures—kings, queens, gods, or something in between.

"There’s a place," she said finally. "A temple deeper in the city. If we can reach it, I might be able to help you recover more of what you lost."

Kaelen exhaled slowly. "And what if I don’t want to remember?"

Seraphine’s expression was unreadable. "Then the city will make sure you do."

A shiver ran through him.

Without another word, they started walking.

The ruins stretched endlessly before them, an intricate maze of broken archways, shattered towers, and streets choked with sand. Every step Kaelen took felt heavier as if the city itself resisted his presence.

As they walked, his eyes drifted over the remnants of Elarion’s past. The buildings, though ancient, still bore traces of something magnificent—mosaics depicting celestial constellations, walls engraved with forgotten languages, and statues that seemed to watch him as he passed.

And then, amidst the wreckage, something moved.

Kaelen froze. His hand went to the hilt of his dagger, his senses sharpening.

Seraphine had seen it too. She raised a hand, fingers twitching slightly in a way that made Kaelen suspect she was preparing a spell.

The shadow darted between the ruins—a figure, quick and silent, vanishing behind a fallen column.

Kaelen’s voice was barely above a whisper. "We’re not alone."

Seraphine nodded. "We never were."

Kaelen’s pulse quickened. Whoever—or whatever—was out there, they had been watching for some time.

And now, they were making their move.

The silence that followed was thick, charged with unseen tension. Kaelen’s grip on his dagger tightened as his eyes flicked between the broken pillars and collapsed archways. Whoever—or whatever—was moving through the ruins was skilled. No misplaced steps, no hurried movements. Just the ghostly presence of something lurking beyond sight.

Seraphine moved beside him, her posture tense but composed. "They’ve been tracking us since we left the temple."

Kaelen frowned. "You didn’t think to mention that sooner?"

She didn’t take her eyes off the ruins ahead. "Would it have changed anything?"

Kaelen clenched his jaw. No, it wouldn’t have.

The figure moved again—this time, faster. A shadow against the pale stone, slipping between the skeletal remains of a once-great structure. Kaelen caught a brief glimpse of it—humanoid, but unnatural.

Then, the whisper came.

A voice, neither male nor female, neither near nor far. It slithered into the air like a dying breath.

"The Forgotten One returns..."

A cold dread curled around Kaelen’s spine. He turned sharply toward Seraphine, but her expression told him she had heard it too.

The whisper came again, a rasp of something ancient and knowing.

"Does he remember the screams?"

Kaelen’s breath hitched. The vision from earlier—the crumbling temple, the shadows devouring the streets, the cries of the damned—came flooding back with brutal clarity.

He took a step back. "What the hell is this?"

Seraphine inhaled sharply. "We need to—"
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The shadows lunged.
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Kaelen barely had time to react before a mass of darkness erupted from the ruins, coalescing into something vaguely humanoid. A figure cloaked in writhing black tendrils, its face obscured by a shifting void where features should have been. Its hands—long, clawed—reached forward.

Kaelen rolled to the side just as the creature swiped, its claws raking through the air where he had stood a moment before. Dust and shattered stone flew in all directions.

Seraphine didn’t hesitate. She raised her hand, fingers twisting in a sharp motion. A pulse of blue light erupted from her palm, striking the shadowy figure square in the chest. It reeled back, hissing—a sound that didn’t belong to anything human.

Kaelen was on his feet in an instant, dagger drawn. "What the hell is that?"

Seraphine’s voice was taut with urgency. "A revenant. A soul bound to the city’s will."

The creature let out a rasping growl, its form shifting, writhing. The darkness around it pulsed like something alive.

"You cannot run from the past, Kaelen."

His name. It knew his name.

A violent shudder tore through him. He wasn’t just being watched—he was being hunted.

The revenant lunged again.

Kaelen didn’t think. He moved.

His blade met resistance as he slashed through the creature’s shifting form. The revenant shrieked, its shadowy body parting like smoke, but the wound did nothing to slow it. Its tendrils snapped forward, coiling around Kaelen’s wrist in
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