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Chapter One: When the Shadow Came Before the Body
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The king had not been born, and yet his shadow already ruled the world. It stretched along stone walls, slipped beneath doorways, and lingered at the edges of torchlight as if testing the weight of existence before flesh could claim it. On that cold night, while the wind whispered like a half-forgotten prophecy, Nael realized his shadow no longer followed him. It hesitated, advanced, and learned independence with unsettling intent.

Nael lived in the lower city, where damp air clung to the lungs and hope rusted faster than iron. He had no notable lineage, no name worth remembering, and for most of his life that anonymity had been a form of protection. In times ruled by prophecies, being unseen was a blessing. Yet recently, an unease had settled deep within him, not sharp like hunger or illness, but patient, like something waiting for permission to arrive.

As he walked through the night market, where secrets were traded more often than goods, he felt eyes slide toward him and quickly away. A woman dropped a glass charm at his feet and whispered an ancient name, one no one had spoken since the First Dynasty fell. Nael opened his mouth to ask her what she meant, but his voice refused to surface, as though his throat no longer recognized him as its owner.

For weeks now, reality had been subtly misbehaving. Mirrors reflected him incompletely. Candles died when he approached, not from wind, but as if light itself rejected his presence. In sleep, he dreamed of a vast hall where people bowed before a faceless shadow seated on an empty throne, while somewhere unseen, an unborn child cried in the dark. Each time, Nael woke with his heart racing to a rhythm that felt чужд, borrowed, and wrong.

The prophecy was known, though rarely spoken aloud. “The shadow shall rule before the king. And if the king is never born, the shadow shall consume the world.” The words were carved into temple memory and weaponized by both priests and rulers to justify bloodshed. Nael had never cared for prophecies. They belonged to the powerful, to those born beneath banners and crowns, not to men raised in narrow rooms that smelled of stone and mold.

That night, upon returning to his quarters, he noticed his shadow touched the opposite wall before his body did. He stopped. His body obeyed, but the shadow continued forward, then slowly turned, as if facing him. Fear rippled through him, sharp and cold, and he told himself exhaustion was playing tricks on his mind. The mind, when strained, invented monsters to explain its fatigue.

Then the voice spoke.

It did not come from outside, nor from within him, but from the space between him and the shadow. Calm, stripped of emotion, it said, “You are late.”

Nael stepped back, his breath shallow. The wall behind him felt closer than it should have been, as though the room itself were shrinking in response to the words. He did not answer. He could not. In that moment, he understood that his former life had ended quietly, without ceremony. He was no longer a man without consequence. He was a question made flesh, a shadow searching for justification.

Outside, the bells of the High Temple rang, announcing another sanctioned hunt for the child who did not yet exist. Nael smiled faintly, a bitter curve of the lips, because for the first time he knew the hunt was not truly for that absent child, but for him. For the shadow that had arrived too early, and for the prophecy’s mistake in granting awareness before meaning.

And in that fragile stillness, time did not stop in the world, but within him. The question was no longer who the king would be. It was what would happen if the shadow refused to disappear.
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Chapter Two: The Weight of Being Seen
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Morning did not arrive gently. It crept into the lower city like an intruder, pale and unwelcome, revealing details the darkness had been kind enough to hide. Nael woke with the lingering sense that he had not slept alone. The room was unchanged, yet something in the air felt disturbed, as if the night had rearranged itself around him and forgotten to put everything back. His shadow lay still beside him, too still, as though pretending.

He sat up slowly, watching the way light touched the walls before it reached him. When it finally did, it hesitated, dimming slightly, like a thought reconsidered. Nael exhaled, a shallow breath he did not realize he had been holding. The voice from the night before echoed faintly in his mind, not as sound, but as pressure. “You are late.” Late for what, he did not know, only that the accusation felt ancient.

Outside, the city was already restless. Word of the temple bells had spread, and with it came fear sharpened into purpose. Patrols moved through the streets, their armor marked with the sigils of both crown and clergy, a union forged by prophecy and blood. They were not searching randomly. They never were. They searched for signs, for anomalies, for the subtle disobedience of reality that marked destiny’s interference.

Nael pulled his cloak tighter as he stepped into the street. He felt exposed in a way he never had before, as if his presence now disturbed the balance of the world. People moved around him carefully, instinctively giving him space without knowing why. A child stared too long and was pulled away by her mother, who whispered a prayer that tasted of fear rather than faith.

As he passed a reflective window, he caught a glimpse of himself. His face was familiar, tired, unremarkable. But the shadow at his feet lagged behind, its outline slightly distorted, as though struggling to agree on his shape. Nael quickened his pace, heart tightening. He could no longer pretend this was coincidence. Whatever had begun was escalating, and the city, with all its eyes and rumors, was the last place to remain unnoticed.

He did not see the priest until it was too late.

The man stood at the mouth of a narrow alley, robes layered in dark blues and ash-white thread, symbols of the Order of Continuance stitched into the fabric. His eyes were sharp, reflective, unsettlingly calm. “You walk like someone carrying something heavy,” the priest said softly, as if commenting on the weather. “Yet your hands are empty.”

Nael froze. Every instinct screamed at him to run, but his body refused, caught between fear and a strange, rising certainty. “I’m just passing through,” he replied, surprised at how steady his voice sounded. The shadow at his feet twitched.

The priest smiled, not kindly. “No one is ever just passing through anymore,” he said. “Not since the signs began to appear.” His gaze dropped, lingering where Nael’s shadow should have behaved normally. Something unreadable flickered across his face, quickly masked. “You should be careful,” he added. “Some things are noticed even when they try very hard not to be.”

Nael turned away before the man could say more. He walked faster, then faster still, until the sounds of the city blurred into a dull roar. He did not stop until he reached the edge of the lower city, where abandoned structures leaned into one another like conspirators. There, in the quiet rot of forgotten places, he finally allowed himself to breathe.

The truth settled over him with crushing clarity. He was being seen. Not for who he was, but for what he represented. The shadow was no longer content to exist unnoticed, and the world, bound by its broken prophecy, was beginning to respond. Nael pressed his back against cold stone, eyes closed, fighting the urge to disappear entirely.

Somewhere far above, in halls built to outlast centuries, decisions were already being made. The shadow had revealed itself, however briefly, and those who feared the unborn king would not ignore such a sign. Nael did not yet know who would come for him first, the crown, the temple, or something far older. He only knew that hiding was no longer an option.

And deep within that realization, beneath the fear and the weight of attention, something else stirred. Not power. Not ambition. But a quiet, dangerous thought. If the world insisted on seeing him as destiny’s mistake, then perhaps it
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