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Chapter 1 — The Book With No Words
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The bells of Elaris rang seven times before dawn.

Their sound drifted through the sleeping city like echoes trapped beneath water—slow, heavy, mournful. The people of Elaris had long stopped asking why the bells rang before sunrise. In a city suspended above endless clouds, there were many things better left unquestioned.

Especially the sky.

Caelum Vale stood alone on the eastern bridge, one hand resting against the cold iron railing as fragments of pale blue light drifted overhead.

The sky was cracking again.

Thin lines stretched across the darkness above like fractures inside glass. They glowed faintly, pulsing with silver veins that spread wider every night. And from those fractures, pieces occasionally fell.

Not stones.

Not stars.

Pieces of the sky itself.

Tiny shards of luminous crystal descended slowly through the air, spinning soundlessly before vanishing somewhere below the city’s lower districts.

People called them blessings.

Caelum wasn’t sure anymore.

A gust of wind swept through the bridge, carrying the scent of rain and machine oil from the city engines far beneath the streets. He pulled his coat tighter around himself and continued walking.

Elaris was beginning to wake.

Warm lanterns flickered behind circular windows. Steam rose from rooftop pipes. Merchants dragged wooden carts across narrow stone roads while tired workers prepared the floating elevators connecting the upper and lower wards.

From afar, the city almost looked peaceful.

But peace in Elaris was always temporary.

A woman passed Caelum carrying a basket of flowers. She smiled politely.

Then paused.

Her expression changed.

“Excuse me,” she said softly. “Have we met before?”

Caelum blinked.

“I don’t think so.”

The woman frowned slightly, studying his face with uncertainty.

“You just... look familiar.”

“That happens sometimes.”

She nodded awkwardly before continuing on her way.

Caelum watched her disappear into the morning fog.

It had been happening more often lately.

People forgetting things.

Not ordinary things either.

Names. Faces. Entire years of their lives.

Last week, an old man in the southern district forgot he had a daughter. Yesterday, a teacher reportedly walked into his classroom and failed to recognize half his students.

The city officials blamed exhaustion caused by the falling sky shards.

Others blamed superstition.

The priests blamed sin.

But deep down, everyone in Elaris shared the same fear:

Something was wrong with the sky.

Caelum descended a narrow staircase leading beneath the bridge and entered the Archive District.

The air changed immediately.

Cooler.

Still.

Dust floated through thin beams of pale morning light leaking from the tall cathedral windows above. Endless towers of books surrounded him in every direction, connected by hanging walkways and rusted spiral stairs.

The Grand Archive of Elaris.

His home.

Or the closest thing he had to one.

“Late again.”

The voice echoed from somewhere above.

Caelum looked up.

An elderly man leaned over the railing of the second floor, arms crossed beneath dark archivist robes.

Master Orlin.

“You’re three minutes late,” the old man muttered.

Caelum removed his gloves calmly. “The bells rang early.”

“The bells always ring early.”

“Then maybe time itself is the problem.”

Orlin stared at him in silence for a moment before sighing.

“You spend too much time alone.”

“I work in a library.”

“That’s not an excuse.”

Caelum allowed the faintest smile to appear before following the staircase upward.

Master Orlin had been raising him since he was ten years old. Or at least that was what the official records claimed. Caelum remembered almost nothing before arriving at the Archive.

Sometimes he wondered if that should frighten him more than it did.

The second floor smelled of old paper and candle wax.

Stacks of books covered nearly every table. Some were centuries old, bound in silver-threaded leather. Others looked as though they might crumble if touched too roughly.

Orlin handed him a sealed document.

“Lower district retrieval.”

Caelum opened it briefly.

Sector Nine.

Restricted storage.

He frowned. “Again?”

“An order from the council.”

“That place should’ve been abandoned years ago.”

“Yes,” Orlin replied quietly. “And yet they keep asking us to search it.”

Caelum slipped the paper into his coat pocket.

“What are we looking for?”

“An old collection. Pre-Fracture era.”

That caught his attention.

Very few things remained from before the sky began breaking.

“How old?”

Orlin hesitated.

“Older than the city itself.”

Silence settled between them.

Then somewhere outside, thunder rumbled across the sky.

Except there were no clouds.

Both men looked instinctively toward the cathedral windows.

A new crack had appeared overhead.

Longer this time.

Brighter.

The light pouring through it painted the Archive walls in silver.

Caelum felt unease crawl beneath his skin.

Orlin’s expression darkened.

“They’re getting closer,” the old man whispered.

Another distant bell rang.

Not the morning bells.

Emergency bells.

Voices erupted somewhere outside.

Caelum stepped toward the window.

Far above the western district, something burned in the sky.

A falling shard.

But this one was enormous.

It descended slowly through the clouds like a dying moon.

People screamed in the streets below.

The shard vanished behind distant rooftops.

A second later, the city trembled violently.

Books crashed from shelves.

Dust exploded through the Archive halls.

Somewhere beneath them, machinery groaned like an injured beast.

Caelum grabbed the railing before losing balance.

“Lower impact district,” Orlin said sharply. “Go.”

“What?”

“Now.”

Caelum didn’t argue.

He sprinted down the staircase two steps at a time as alarm bells consumed the city.

Outside, chaos had already begun.

Smoke rose from somewhere beyond the lower wards. Citizens flooded the streets, shouting over one another while guards attempted to control the panic.

Another crack split the sky overhead.

For a brief second, Caelum thought he saw something moving inside it.

A shape.

Tall.

Watching.

Then it vanished.

He pushed through the crowd and headed downhill toward the impact zone.

The lower districts of Elaris were darker than the upper city. Narrow alleys twisted between leaning buildings while steam pipes hissed endlessly overhead. The air smelled of rust, ash, and wet stone.

By the time Caelum arrived, guards had already sealed half the street.

The shard had crashed through an abandoned tower.

Blue light poured from the ruins.

People stood frozen nearby, staring silently.

Not afraid.

Mesmerized.

Caelum approached slowly.

The shard embedded in the center of the rubble was beautiful.

Almost unbearably so.

Its surface shimmered like liquid glass while strange symbols moved faintly beneath the crystal.

He had seen sky fragments before.

But never one this large.

Never one that felt alive.

A guard grabbed his arm.

“Restricted area.”

Caelum showed the archivist seal attached to his coat.

The guard immediately stepped back.

“My apologies.”

Caelum moved closer.

The light from the shard illuminated the broken tower walls in pale silver. Dust drifted lazily through the glow like snow.

Then he heard it.

A sound.

Whispering.

No...

Writing.

His eyes narrowed.

Somewhere beneath the rubble, pages were turning.

Slowly.

By themselves.

Caelum climbed carefully across broken stone toward the center of the ruins. The whispering grew louder with every step.

The guards noticed.

“So he hears it too...”

“What is that sound?”

“Stay back.”

But Caelum kept moving.

Something beneath the debris was calling to him.

Not with words.

With recognition.

He reached the collapsed center of the tower and pushed aside a broken wooden beam.

Underneath it lay a single black book.

Untouched by dust.

Untouched by fire.

Perfectly intact.

The cover had no title.

No symbol.

Nothing.

Just dark leather that seemed to absorb the surrounding light.

The whispering stopped the moment he touched it.

Silence swallowed everything.

Even the city noise faded.

Caelum stared at the book uneasily.

Then the first page opened by itself.

Blank.

The second page turned.

Blank.

Third.

Blank.

Until suddenly—

Words began appearing across the paper.

Not ink.

Something darker.

The letters slowly carved themselves into the page while Caelum watched in horror.

A name.

Lena Marris.

Below it, another sentence appeared.

She has forgotten her son’s face.

Caelum’s breath caught.

Somewhere behind him, a woman screamed.

He turned instinctively.

At the edge of the crowd, a crying boy clutched a woman’s dress desperately.

“Mother—”

The woman pulled away in terror.

“I don’t know you.”

The boy froze.

The entire street fell silent.

Caelum slowly looked back down at the book in his hands.

More words were appearing now.

More names.

More memories disappearing.

And at the very bottom of the page...

A final line began writing itself.

Caelum Vale.

He felt the blood drain from his face.

The sentence beneath his name was incomplete.

The ink trembled as though uncertain how to finish it.

Then, slowly—

He will be the last one remembered.

Rain began an hour after the shard fell.

Not ordinary rain.

Silver rain.

Tiny droplets shimmered beneath the fractured sky, glowing faintly whenever they touched the stone streets of Elaris. The people of the lower district hurried indoors the moment it started. Windows slammed shut. Lanterns disappeared one by one.

Nobody trusted rain that came from a broken sky.

Caelum walked quickly through the empty streets, the black book hidden beneath his coat.

He could still feel its weight against his chest.

Warm.

Almost breathing.

Every few minutes, he imagined he heard pages turning on their own.

He tried not to think about the sentence written inside it.

He will be the last one remembered.

The words replayed endlessly in his mind like a curse.

A distant rumble echoed overhead.

Caelum glanced upward.

The cracks in the sky had widened since morning. Thin streams of pale light leaked through them, stretching across the darkness like veins beneath skin.

For a moment, he wondered what existed beyond those fractures.

Then he immediately regretted the thought.

The Grand Archive stood ahead, towering over the district like a sleeping cathedral. Rain slid down its enormous stained-glass windows while iron bells swayed gently above the rooftops.

As Caelum stepped inside, warmth wrapped around him.

And silence.

The kind of silence only ancient libraries possessed.

Master Orlin stood near the entrance waiting.

The old man’s eyes immediately fell toward Caelum’s coat.

“You found something.”

It wasn’t a question.

Caelum hesitated briefly before removing the black book.

The moment Orlin saw it, his expression changed completely.

Not surprise.

Fear.

Real fear.

“Where did you get this?”

“The impact site.”

Orlin took a slow step backward instead of forward.

“That’s impossible...”

“You know what this is?”

The old archivist remained silent for several seconds.

Rain tapped softly against the cathedral windows behind them.

Finally, Orlin spoke.

“Come with me.”

He led Caelum through restricted corridors deep beneath the Archive. Very few people were allowed underground. The lower levels stored forbidden collections—records considered too dangerous, unstable, or ancient for public access.

The deeper they descended, the colder the air became.

Dust covered everything.

Old lanterns flickered weakly along stone walls lined with sealed doors.

Caelum followed quietly.

“You’re avoiding the question,” he said at last.

Orlin continued walking.

“That book should not exist anymore.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” the old man replied darkly, “someone failed.”

They eventually stopped before an enormous iron door engraved with strange circular symbols.

Orlin removed a silver key from inside his robe.

The lock clicked heavily.

As the door slowly opened, stale air poured outward.

Caelum stepped inside.

And froze.

The chamber beyond was enormous.

Hundreds of bookshelves stretched through darkness illuminated only by pale lanternlight. But unlike the upper Archive, these books were chained.

Every single one.

Some trembled slightly against their restraints.

Others whispered faintly.

Caelum felt unease settle deep in his stomach.

“What is this place?”

Orlin closed the door behind them.

“The Forgotten Collection.”

Caelum stared at him.

“I thought those were myths.”

“So did most people.”

The old man walked slowly between the shelves.

“These books are not written by human hands. They appear during catastrophic events—wars, plagues, disappearances.” He paused beside one chained volume. “Each book records what the world is trying to erase.”

Caelum instinctively tightened his grip on the black book.

“Then this thing...”

Orlin looked directly at it.

“...is older than all the others.”

Silence filled the chamber.

Somewhere nearby, pages rustled in darkness.

Caelum finally asked the question lingering in his mind.

“What happens if the memories inside disappear completely?”

Orlin’s face hardened.

“The person disappears with them.”

Caelum felt cold.

“That’s impossible.”

“Is it?”

The old archivist approached a nearby shelf and carefully removed a chained document.

Dust scattered into the air.

“Three years ago,” Orlin said quietly, “there was a musician in the eastern district. Famous. Beloved by thousands.”

He opened the document.

Inside was a sketch of a smiling woman holding a violin.

“Then people began forgetting her songs.”

Caelum listened silently.

“A week later, they forgot her face.”

Orlin turned another page.

Blank.

“Eventually,” he whispered, “they forgot she ever existed.”

The final page was empty.

“No records remain of her now except this.”

A chill crawled across Caelum’s skin.

“You’re saying people can be erased?”

Orlin looked exhausted suddenly.

“I’m saying the world is changing.”

The lanterns flickered overhead.

For a brief moment, darkness swallowed the room.

And during that darkness—

Caelum heard breathing.

Not Orlin’s.

Something else.

Close.

He turned sharply.

The shelves behind him stood motionless.

Yet he could have sworn someone was standing there seconds ago.

“You hear them too,” Orlin murmured.

Caelum frowned. “Hear what?”

“The Hollow.”

The name itself seemed to lower the room’s temperature.

Orlin continued carefully.

“When memories disappear, they leave spaces behind. Empty places inside people.” He looked toward the darkness between shelves. “Sometimes those empty places do not stay empty.”

Caelum remembered the thing he had seen moving inside the crack in the sky earlier.

Tall.

Watching.

A quiet knock suddenly echoed from the iron door.

Both men turned.

Another knock followed.

Three slow taps.

Orlin’s expression tightened immediately.

“No one should know we’re down here.”

The knocking continued.

Calm.

Patient.

Caelum felt the hairs on his arms rise.

Then a girl’s voice spoke softly from behind the door.

“Open it.”

Silence.

Orlin did not move.

The voice came again.

“You shouldn’t leave that book alone with him.”

Caelum frowned. “Who is that?”

But Orlin’s face had gone pale.

“That’s impossible...”

The girl laughed quietly on the other side of the door.

“You always say that.”

Without warning, the lanterns throughout the chamber extinguished simultaneously.

Darkness crashed over them.

The chained books began whispering violently.

Pages flipped on their own.

Somewhere in the room, metal chains rattled aggressively.

Caelum instinctively stepped backward.

“Orlin—”

“Don’t move.”

The old man’s voice sounded strained now.

A faint silver glow suddenly appeared beneath the iron door.

Then the door slowly creaked open by itself.

Cold wind flooded the chamber.

And through the darkness, a girl stepped inside.

She looked around Caelum’s age, perhaps slightly younger. Long dark hair flowed over a gray coat still wet from silver rain. Her eyes reflected light strangely—almost like mirrors catching moonlight.

But that wasn’t what unsettled him most.

It was the books.

Every chained volume in the chamber had gone silent.

As if afraid of her.

The girl glanced around casually before her gaze settled on the black book in Caelum’s hands.

“There you are,” she said softly.

Caelum stepped back instinctively.

“Who are you?”

Instead of answering, she tilted her head slightly.

“You can hear the Hollow already, can’t you?”

The way she said it made his chest tighten.

Orlin finally spoke.

“Lyra...”

So that was her name.

The girl smiled faintly at the old archivist.

“You look older every time I return.”

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“And yet,” she replied calmly, “I usually end up being right.”

Her eyes shifted back toward Caelum.

Sharp.

Studying him carefully.

For reasons he couldn’t explain, Caelum suddenly felt as though she already knew him.

Not casually.

Deeply.

Like someone reopening a story they had once finished long ago.

Lyra walked closer slowly.

“You touched the Nameless Book,” she said.

“You know what it is?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

She stopped directly in front of him now.

Close enough for him to notice faint silver markings beneath the skin near her neck, almost hidden beneath her collar.

“Because,” she whispered quietly, “I’ve been looking for it my entire life.”

The black book suddenly trembled violently in Caelum’s hands.

Its
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