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    For the keepers of quiet graves,For the hands that trace forgotten names on stone,For every memory buried to keep the world safe,And for the brave fools who dig them up,Knowing the truth will cut them to the bone—This story is your echoing, unmarked home.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The most dangerous thing in the universe is not a weapon. It is a memory that refuses to die. For a memory can be a ghost, a god, or a fault line in the world—and sometimes, it is all three at once." 
— From the Fragments of the Un-Sung Histories
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Chapter 1 — The City of Veils
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The capital did not riot. It remembered—and that was worse.

Veyra moved through the Ashfall District like a blade through silk, her presence alone enough to silence the whispers. The air here was different—thicker, older, laced with the residue of what had been taken. It settled on the skin like phantom ash, the kind that never fell from the sky but rose from the ground, from the bones of the forgotten. She could feel it, the collective memory of this place, a low hum in her teeth. A headache that never quite ended.

Her boots made no sound on the cobblestones, worn smooth by centuries of frightened footsteps. Around her, the district held its breath. Buildings leaned into one another as if sharing secrets, their facades scarred by old fires and newer, more deliberate marks—the graffiti of rebellion. Not the colorful, desperate slogans of the early days, but something quieter, more sinister. Single words. Symbols. Eyes weeping light. The Council’s enforcers scrubbed them clean every dawn, but by twilight they were back, glowing faintly with a phosphorescence that no one could source. As if the very walls were remembering.

The rebels had gathered in the ruins of the old market, a place where the fracture in reality was thinnest. Veyra could feel it from three streets away—a psychic spillage, emotions raw and reckless, leaking into the atmosphere. Anger, sharp as broken glass. Grief, thick and cloying as blood. And hope, the most dangerous of all, the kind that only the desperate cling to, bright and brittle and doomed.

She paused at the edge of the square, letting the feeling wash over her. To anyone else, it would be a mood, an atmosphere. To Veyra, it was a banquet. A metallic tang bloomed on her tongue, the precursor to the feast. Her power stirred, a cold, hungry thing uncoiling in her gut. The Council called it a gift. The Undying’s Blade, they named her. A sacred weapon to preserve the peace. She’d swallowed that lie for years, let it coat her throat until she could no longer taste the truth.

Now, the lie was cracking.

She stepped into the ruins.

Forty, maybe fifty of them, huddled around a makeshift brazier, the fire casting jagged shadows that danced like tormented spirits. They were young, most of them. Hollow-cheeked, eyes too large in faces worn thin by a fear that had nothing to do with hunger. They fell silent as one, the conversation dying mid-whisper. The fire popped, an obscenely loud sound in the sudden quiet.

A woman near the front clutched a child to her chest, her hand over the girl’s mouth. Not to silence her, Veyra realized. To protect her. From me.

The thought was a sliver of ice in her veins. She ignored it.

“The Council knows you are here,” Veyra said, her voice flat, carrying in the hollow space. It was not her voice, not really. It was the voice they had given her, trained into her, cool and resonant and utterly devoid of inflection. The voice of judgment. “Disperse. Return to your sectors. Your... grievances will be noted.”

A laugh, brittle and broken, came from the shadows. “Noted? You mean erased. Like our families. Like our lives.”

A man stepped forward. He was older than the others, his face a roadmap of losses. He had the look of a former artisan—a potter, perhaps, or a mason. His hands were broad and scarred, clenched into fists at his sides. “You,” he spat, the word dripping with a hatred so pure it was almost sacred. “You took my daughter. You stole her from my mind.”

Veyra looked at him, her head tilted slightly. A standard accusation. The grief-stricken often blamed the Council’s enforcers for their losses. The Mind-Scrub, they called it, a necessary reset for those who couldn’t bear the weight of the past. She had performed hundreds. It was mercy, the priests said. A clean slate.

“If your daughter was scrubbed,” Veyra recited, the words ash in her mouth, “it was for the stability of the whole. The past is a weight that sinks cities.”

“Her name!” he screamed, the sound tearing from his throat. “You stole her name! I can see her face. I can feel her, here—” he slammed a fist against his chest “—but I can’t name her! What kind of monster does that?”

The crowd murmured, a wave of anguish and agreement. The emotion in the square spiked, a cresting wave of psychic energy. Veyra’s headache sharpened, focusing behind her eyes. The metallic taste flooded her mouth.

This is why you’re here, she reminded herself. Consume the chaos. Restore the silence.

The man lunged.

It wasn’t a coordinated attack. It was pure, unadulterated rage. He came at her with no weapon but his hands, his face a mask of primal sorrow. A part of Veyra, the part that was still human, still trapped deep inside the weapon they’d made, admired it. His love was so vast it had curdled into this, into a suicide charge against the Undying’s Blade.

She didn’t move. She let him come.

His hands closed around the front of her grey, high-collared tunic, the fabric sleek and cool under his calloused fingers. His breath, hot and sour with despair, washed over her face. “Give her back,” he sobbed, the fight draining out of him as quickly as it came, replaced by the crushing weight of his loss. “Please. Just her name.”

For a fraction of a second, Veyra hesitated. She saw the tears cutting tracks through the grime on his cheeks. She saw the man he was, not a rebel, but a father, hollowed out. The cold thing inside her writhed, impatient.

Protocol dictated a physical subdual. A neural shock from the device on her belt. But the emotion here was too volatile, too public. It needed to be consumed. Erased.

“I cannot give back what was taken,” she said, and her voice was softer than she intended. Then she lifted her hand.

Her palm was pale, unmarked. No one looking at it would see the channels carved beneath the skin, the conduits for a power that fed on the intangible. She pressed it to his sweating forehead.

Contact.

The world dissolved.



It began, as it always did, as a flood of sensation. Not images, not at first. Feelings. The warm, doughy weight of a small child asleep on his chest. The sound of giggles, high and bright like shattering crystal. The scent of jasmine soap and rain on hot pavement. Happiness. Deep, simple, and utterly foreign. It washed over Veyra’s barren psychic landscape like a colour she’d never seen.

Then the memories coalesced.

A little girl with hair the colour of wheat, chasing a glowing moth in a tiny courtyard. Her laugh. “Papa, look!”
Her small, serious face concentrating as she attempted to write her own name, tongue poking out. The clumsy, beautiful letters.
A fever. Him holding a cool cloth to her brow, singing a tuneless song his own father had sung. Her eyes, too bright, trusting him to make it better.
The market day. Her hand in his. The smell of spiced bread. Her pointing at a vendor selling star-charms. “For Mama,” she’d said.
The memories were vibrant, precious, each one a jewel. Veyra moved through them, the cold engine of her power already categorizing, separating, digesting. This was the process. Find the core of the identity, the nexus of pain, and dissolve it. Leave the shell, the empty vessel, to be refilled with Council-approved placidity.

She followed the thread of the father’s love, down through the years, to its source. To the moment of loss.

It wasn’t a death. It was a Vanishing.

The memory was foggy, fractured—deliberately fractured, Veyra recognized with a professional detachment. A standard scrub. Men in grey, like her, but without her insignia. The child screaming, not in fear, but in recognition. A strange detail. The father fighting, being held back. A flash of light. Then... nothing. A blank space where a person should be. An emptiness in the man’s mind so profound it was a sucking wound.

And there, buried in the scar tissue around that wound, pulsing like a trapped star, was the name.

Not the daughter’s name.

Veyra recoiled. The shock was physical, a jolt that threatened to break her connection. It wasn’t possible. She was in the father’s memory of his daughter. The nexus should be her name. The source of the pain.

But this name... it was interloper. A ghost in the machine.

Eryndane.

The word slithered through her mind, alien and yet devastatingly familiar. It didn’t sound like a name. It sounded like a sigh at the end of the world. It tasted of ozone and rosewater and old stone. It echoed in the hollow places inside her, places she didn’t know she had, and found nothing there to answer it.

Who—?

The father’s memoryscape trembled. The happy scenes of his daughter flickered, distorted. For a heartbeat, the little girl turned, and her face was not a child’s face, but older, wiser, suffused with a sorrow that spanned galaxies. Her lips moved.

Eryndane.

The connection shattered.

Veyra staggered back into the physical world, her breath coming in ragged, unsteady gulps. The cold, consuming power inside her snaked back into its cage, sated but somehow agitated. Her palm burned where it had made contact.

The man collapsed. He didn’t fall dramatically; he simply folded, like a puppet with its strings cut, sinking to his knees then slumping sideways onto the cold stones. His eyes were open, staring at the smudged sky, perfectly clear and perfectly empty. The rage, the grief, the love—all of it, gone. Scrubbed clean. A perfect, peaceful blank.

A low moan rose from the crowd. The woman clutched her child tighter, turned the girl’s face into her shoulder.

Veyra looked at her hand, half-expecting to see a burn. There was nothing. But the name... it echoed.

Eryndane.

It meant nothing. It meant everything. A memory that was not hers, a ghost in a stranger’s mind, had just looked her in the eye.

“What did you do to him?” a young man whispered, his voice trembling with a fear that had finally overcome his anger.

Veyra forced her breathing to steady. She straightened her tunic, a meaningless, automatic gesture. The weapon reasserting its control. “He has been granted peace. His suffering is ended. Let that be a lesson to you all. The past is a poison. The Council offers the cure.”

The words were ash. They tasted of the lie.

She turned to leave, needing to be away from the silent man, from the weeping walls, from the echo in her skull. Her mandate was complete. The emotional epicenter had been neutralized. The rebellion here would fracture without its heart.

That’s when she saw it.

On the blackened wall of a collapsed tannery, fresh and glistening as if painted with liquid starlight, was the graffiti.

It was more elaborate than the others. A mask, stylized and tragic, its elongated eyes weeping trails of silvery light that dripped down the soot-stained brick. Beneath it, a single command, written in a flowing, elegant script that seemed to pulse with a gentle radiance:

REMEMBER.

Her blood went slow and cold in her veins. She took a step closer, her boots crushing powdered brick. The paint wasn’t paint. It was... energy. Psychic residue. She could feel a faint hum coming from it, a vibration that matched the new, strange ache behind her eyes.

And then, in the peeling, older layers beneath the glowing words, almost hidden by a water stain, she saw another. Fainter. Scratched, not painted. A word that made the ice in her veins solidify.

Sister.

It wasn’t addressed to the crowd. It wasn’t a slogan.

It was written in a handwriting she had seen a thousand times, in a thousand official reports. A handwriting she had been made to copy, to adopt as her own.

It was her handwriting.

The world tilted. The sounds of the district—the distant hum of the city’s core, the skittering of a scavenger rat, the choked sob of the woman behind her—all faded into a high-pitched whine. There was only the wall, the weeping mask, the command, and the title.

Sister.

She was an only child. Fabricated in the Council’s genesis vats, they said. A unique instrument. There were no others. There could be no others.

The glowing word REMEMBER seemed to throb in time with her sudden, frantic heartbeat.

From the empty man on the ground, a final, sighing breath escaped his lips. It carried one last, whispered fragment, the final echo of the memory she had stolen:

“...find Eryndane...”

Veyra turned and walked away. Her stride was still measured, still silent, still that of the Undying’s Blade moving through her domain. But inside, the cold, hungry thing that was her power was silent. For the first time in her existence, it was as still and as terrified as she was.

The capital did not riot. It remembered.

And now, so did she.
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Chapter 2 — The Oracle’s Collapse
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The prophecy-spire was dying, and its death throes were a song only Veyra could hear in its full, excruciating harmony.

It wasn’t a sound, not truly. It was a pressure, a tectonic shifting in the psychic substrate of the city. As her skimmer cut through the high-altitude channels toward the Council’s central enclave, the vibration worked its way up from the craft’s humming struts, into her bones, and settled as a sharp, crystalline ache behind her eyes. She kept her gaze fixed on the approaching needle of the spire, a shard of obsidian and captured starlight piercing the perpetual twilight of the sky. The official communique had been terse: Oracle anomalous. Immediate attendance required. No details. No prognosis. Just the cold summons of the undying.

But Veyra knew. The taste of the Ashfall District was still in her mouth—metallic, yes, but under it, the strange, floral aftertaste of that name. Eryndane. It had woven itself into the fabric of her headache. The two events felt connected, a string pulled taut between the squalor of the ruins and the sublime heights of the spire. A string only she could feel, cutting into her palms.

The skimmer docked with a silent magnetic kiss. The entry hall of the spire was a monument to hollow grandeur. Vast, echoing space, floors of polished black stone that reflected the dim, sourceless light from above. The air was chilled, scrubbed of scent, of life. It smelled of nothing, which was the Council’s idea of purity. Statues of former Oracles lined the approach, their features smoothed by time and intention into bland, ageless masks. They were not meant to be remembered as individuals, but as functions. As vessels.

Veyra’s boots clicked on the stone, the only sound in the cavernous silence. Priests of the Oracle, in robes of grey so dark it was almost black, moved like phantoms in the periphery, their heads bowed, their hands clasped. They did not look at her. They never did. The Undying’s Blade was a necessary tool, but touching it left a stain. She was a walking violation of their sterile cosmology.

The elevator to the observation chamber was a glass cylinder. As it ascended the exterior of the spire, the city of Veils unfolded beneath her—a wound of light and shadow, sprawling and gasping. From here, the Ashfall District was just a smear of darker grey, a bruise on the city’s hide. Somewhere down there, a man lay empty, his daughter’ name a ghost in a room she’d demolished. Somewhere down there, a wall pulsed with a command meant for her.

Remember.

The elevator doors sighed open, and the song of the dying Oracle hit her like a wall.

The observation chamber was a spherical room at the spire’s very peak, its curved walls transparent, offering a 360-degree view of the choking sky and the dying star at the city’s heart—a sullen, red-gold eye bleeding light into the atmosphere. In the center of the room, suspended in a cradle of crystalline filaments and writhing energy, was the Oracle Engine.

It was not a machine, not in any sense a layperson would understand. It was a captured piece of the star’s core, a fragment of sentient plasma bound in quantum-hardened amber, wired directly into the celestial heart by strands of impossible physics. For a thousand years, it had pulsed with a slow, steady rhythm, whispering the future to the Council’s chosen priests. Its voice was said to be beautiful, a chorus of light.

Now, it screamed.

The sound was not auditory. It was a psychic spike driven directly into the mind. Veyra gritted her teeth, the cold engine inside her instinctively rising to absorb, to buffer. For the priests kneeling on the observation platform, there was no such protection.

They were arrayed in a semicircle, the High Oracle at their center. Men and women chosen for their psychic sensitivity, their minds fine-tuned instruments for receiving the Engine’s visions. Now, they were instruments of pure agony. They writhed on the floor, hands pressed to their ears, blood trickling from nostrils, from tear ducts. Low, animal whimpers escaped them. One young acolyte was repeatedly smashing his forehead against the polished floor in a desperate, sub-rhythmic attempt to override the internal noise.

The High Oracle, Lorcan, remained on his knees, his spine rigid, his face a mask of shattered dignity. He was an old man—or had been old when he was chosen centuries ago. The subtle, stolen vitality of the Council’s privilege kept him from decay, but it couldn’t hide the cracks. His eyes were wide, unblinking, fixed on the raging core of the Engine.

And the Engine itself...

Veyra had seen it in ceremony, serene, a captive sun. Now, it was a storm. The amber prison flickered, cracks like black lightning racing across its surface. Inside, the plasma contorted, shapes forming and dissolving—faces, screaming mouths, galaxies being born and snuffed out in milliseconds. The crystalline filaments glowed white-hot, throbbing with dangerous, overloaded energy. The air stank of ozone, of burnt copper, of something sweet and cloying... like rotting flowers.

“—fracture in the sequence—the pattern is undone—the forgotten thread—”

The voice of the Oracle Engine was a cacophony. It was the High Oracle’s refined baritone shredded and layered with the screams of the dying acolytes, with static, with the deep, groaning pull of the star itself. It was no longer prophecy. It was a seizure given sound.

“—she moves in the places between—the hollow crown cracks—the consumer is consumed—”

Each fragmented phrase was a shard of glass in Veyra’s mind. She took a step forward, her training asserting itself. Assess. Stabilize. The protocol for Oracle malfunction was doctrinal: reinforce the psychic dampeners, administer neural sedatives to the priests, initiate a core diagnostic. But this was beyond malfunction. This was vivisection.

“—THE NAME THAT WAS TAKEN—THE NAME THAT IS RETURNING—”

The voice shrieked, a feedback loop of pain. Several priests convulsed violently. The High Oracle, Lorcan, finally tore his gaze from the maelstrom and looked at Veyra.

His eyes were not just terrified. They were accusing.

“You,” he rasped, his voice raw, as if he’d been screaming for hours. A trickle of blood traced a path from his ear down his parchment neck. “You did this.”

It was not a question. It was a verdict, delivered in this cathedral of dying light.

Veyra stopped. The cold thing inside her went very still. “The Oracle’s instability requires containment, High Oracle. I am here to enact Council Protocol—”

“Your interference!” he spat, the force of the words making him sway. He pointed a trembling, skeletal finger not at her, but past her, toward the city, toward the Ashfall District. “Your... your touch in the lower districts. The ripples... you have corrupted the stream! You have introduced a variable the Engine cannot reconcile!”

A chill that had nothing to do with the chamber’s temperature seeped into Veyra’s core. The graffiti. The name in the father’s mind. The string pulled taut.

“—RESTORED—” the Engine wailed, the word tearing through the chamber, a sonic blade that made the transparent walls vibrate. “—RESTORED—RESTORED—RESTORED—”

It was a broken record of cosmic agony. The word hammered into them, each repetition louder, more desperate than the last. The priests were sobbing openly now. One had gone limp, unconscious or worse.

“Silence it!” Lorcan screamed, his composure obliterated. “You were built for this! Consume the anomaly! Cleanse the signal!”

He was ordering her to do to the Oracle Engine what she had done to the father in the market. To devour the chaos. To scrub a thousand-year-old sentient star-fragment clean.

The absurdity, the blasphemy of it, almost made her laugh. Almost. But the command was given. She was the Undying’s Blade. Her function was to cut away infection.

She approached the cradle. The heat was immense, a physical wall that made the air waver. The psychic scream was a physical pressure, threatening to liquefy her brain. She raised her hands, the conduits beneath her skin tingling, awakening. The cold hunger uncoiled, drawn to the massive, roiling pain before it. This was not a single man’s grief. This was the grief of a star, of a timeline, of a future unraveling.

As she reached out her mind, a tendril of her power extending toward the fracturing amber, the Engine’s voice changed.

The chaotic screaming coalesced, focused. The myriad voices blended into one—a clear, terrible, and deeply intimate whisper that cut through the din and spoke only to her.

“You opened the door, sister. You let the memory in.”

Veyra froze. Her blood turned to ice.

“And now she walks through.”

The voice was her own. It was the High Oracle’s. It was the child from the market. It was the weeping mask on the wall.

“RESTORED!” The Engine gave one final, shrieking crescendo.

Then, silence.

A deafening, absolute silence, more terrifying than the noise. The plasma core stilled, dimming to a dull, ember-like glow. The cracks in the amber stopped spreading. The filaments ceased their throbbing. On the floor, the priests went limp, their whimpering ceasing as unconsciousness or death took them.

Only the hum of the spire’s life support remained.

Veyra lowered her hands. They were trembling. She clenched them into fists.

The High Oracle, Lorcan, pushed himself to his feet, his movements jerky, ancient. He stared at the dormant Engine, his face grey with something deeper than fear. It was the look of a man who has seen the foundation of his world prove to be rotted wood.

He turned that look on Veyra. The accusation had hardened into certainty.

“You have broken the future,” he said, his voice hollow. “The Engine’s visions are the bedrock of Council rule. Of the Stability. You have... contaminated the source.”

“I performed my duty in the Ashfall District,” Veyra said, her weapon-voice back, flat and dead. “I neutralized a psychic contagion.”

“You are the contagion!” he hissed, taking a step toward her. The remaining priests stirred, a wary circle of broken men and women looking at her with new eyes. Not just a stained tool. A plague vector. “The Engine was stable until today. Until your ‘neutralization.’ What did you touch down there? What did you bring back?”

Eryndane.

The name burned on her tongue, but she swallowed it. To speak it here, in this place, felt like igniting a fuse. “I consumed a rebel’s traumatic memory. Standard procedure. The anomaly was contained.”

“Was it?” Lorcan’s gaze was piercing. “Or did you simply carry it here? In you?”

The question landed in her gut like a stone. The aftertaste. The headache. The echo. Was she the carrier? Had the father’s ghost, the name, hitched a ride in the very power that was meant to erase it?

“The Council will demand answers,” Lorcan continued, his strength returning, fueled by dogma and dread. “And if the Oracle cannot provide them, they will demand a source of the corruption. A single, containable source.”

He didn’t need to elaborate. The threat hung in the ozone-tainted air. She was the single, containable source. The weapon that had turned in its wielder’s hand.

“You will investigate,” he pronounced, his voice regaining its ceremonial authority. “You will go back. You will find the root of this... this remembering. You will trace it to its source. And you will excise it.” He took a final step, until he was a breath away, his old, blood-flecked face inches from hers. He smelled of incense and despair. “You will fix what you have broken, Blade. Or by the silent star, we will unmake you to preserve the whole.”

It was her death sentence, delivered as an order. A final chance to prove her function, or be decommissioned. She felt the eyes of the broken priests on her, waiting for her obedience.

She gave a single, sharp nod. “As the Council wills.”

She turned to leave, the silence of the chamber now a physical weight. The dormant Engine was a tombstone in the center of the room. As she reached the elevator, Lorcan’s voice stopped her, not a command this time, but a low, haunted whisper, meant only for her retreating back.

“It spoke of restoration. Of a ‘she.’” A long, shuddering pause. “She is coming back.”

The elevator doors closed, sealing her in the silent glass cylinder. The city sprawled beneath her once more, but it looked different now. It wasn’t just a city. It was a crime scene. And she was no longer just the investigator.

She was the prime suspect. And the only clue.

The ghost of a name echoed in the silence of her descent.

Eryndane.

And beneath it, the Oracle’s final, terrifying promise.

She is coming back.
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Chapter 3 — The Forbidden Name
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The first citizen came at dawn.

Veyra had not slept. Sleep was a biological luxury the Council’s modifications had not entirely erased, but it was a distant, frayed concept, like a color seen only in a dream. Instead, she had spent the night in the sterile expanse of her chambers—a suite of rooms in the Citadel’s upper spire, all sharp angles, muted greys, and vast windows overlooking the city she was tasked to pacify. It was not a home. It was a maintenance bay for a weapon.

She stood at the window, her forehead pressed to the cool, flawless glass. The city below was a tapestry of controlled dimness, sectors lighting up in prescribed sequences for the simulated dawn. The Ashfall District was a smudge of permanent shadow. The memory of the father’s collapse was a cold stone in her stomach. The Oracle’s scream was a scar on her mind. And the name... the name was a splinter lodged in the meat of her thoughts, working its way deeper with every silent, restless hour.

Eryndane.

She had run every classified database she had clearance to access. No records. No historical references. No listed personnel, erased or otherwise. It was a ghost in the machine, a zero where there should have been data. This, more than anything, terrified her. The Council recorded everything. For a name to be this cleanly excised meant it was not just forbidden; it was considered a existential threat. A cognitive virus.

A soft chime echoed in the silence of her rooms. The door sensor. Not the official, imperious tone of a Council summons, but the hesitant, civilian ping of someone at the outer vestibule. At this hour? Curfew for the outer sectors was absolute.

Veyra didn’t move. The comm panel on the wall flickered to life, showing a feed from the external camera. A woman stood there, her form blurred by the cheap, recycled synth-fabric of a lower-sector worker’s overcoat. She was middle-aged, her face pale and drawn under the vestibule’s unforgiving light. Her hands, clasped before her, were trembling. Not from the cold—the Citadel’s environmental systems were perpetually, clinically temperate. From fear.

Veyra’s instinct was to ignore it. A malfunction. A lost soul. The Citadel guard would remove her. But then the woman looked directly up into the camera lens. Her eyes were wide, hollow, glistening with a desperation that was utterly focused. She knew who lived here. She had come here, through checkpoints and curfews, on purpose.

The chime sounded again, more persistent.

Against every protocol, Veyra touched the panel. “State your purpose.” Her voice, filtered through the speaker, was even more disembodied and cruel.

The woman flinched but didn’t flee. She leaned closer, her voice a thin, reedy whisper picked up by the sensitive mic. “Please. Blade of the Undying. I... I need to report a malfunction.”

“Report to your sector’s cognitive hygiene office.”

“It’s not my malfunction,” the woman breathed, her confession misting the lens. “It’s in my head, but it’s not mine. I remember someone. Someone who shouldn’t exist.”

The words landed in the silent room like drops of water on a hot stove. Someone who shouldn’t exist. The string pulled taut in Veyra’s mind thrummed.

She disengaged the lock. The outer door slid open with a hushed hiss. “Enter. Vestibule only.”

The woman stumbled in, hugging herself as the inner door to the main chamber remained sealed. Veyra watched her on the monitor. She was looking around the sparse, antechamber as if it were a sacred tomb, fear and awe warring on her face. Veyra emerged from the inner door, and the woman fell to her knees, forehead nearly touching the polished floor.

“Rise,” Veyra said, her tone leaving no room for deference. “Explain. Concisely.”

The woman scrambled up, but kept her gaze lowered. “The memories... they started last night. After the... the pulse.”

“Pulse?”

“The sound. From the spire. Everyone felt it. A... a tearing feeling.” The woman dared a glance upward. “You didn’t feel it?”

Veyra had felt it. The Oracle’ death cry. It had reverberated through the city’s psychic substrata. “Continue.”

“After, my mind... it wasn’t quiet anymore. There was a... a presence. A shadow. Not a full person, just... pieces. The scent of engine oil and honeysuckle. A laugh that echoes in a way mine doesn’t. A phrase: ‘The sky is a lie we tell the ground.’” The woman’s voice grew more frantic. “And last night, I dreamed. I was in a place... all white stone and falling water. And I saw you.”

Veyra went very still.

“You were younger. Your hair was longer. And you were... crying. You were standing over someone. They were kneeling. And you had your hands out, and there was... darkness. Like liquid shadow, pouring from you, covering them. And I felt... I felt your grief. It was so vast it had teeth. And I knew, in the dream, the person kneeling was the one in the shadows of my mind. The one who shouldn’t be there.”

The description was a key turning in a lock Veyra didn’t know she possessed. A flash, an image—white stone, the roar of water, a weight of sorrow so immense it threatened to crack the world. It was gone as soon as it came, leaving only vertigo.

“This is a psychic echo from the Oracle’s disturbance,” Veyra stated, the official explanation forming on her lips automatically. “A collective traumatic feedback. It will fade.”

“No!” The woman’s defiance was sudden, fierce. “It’s real. And I know their name. It’s there, on the tip of my memory, like a word I’ve forgotten. I think... I think you know it too. I think you put it there. Or... or you took it away.”

The antechamber was silent. Veyra could hear the faint, almost imperceptible hum of
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