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Chapter 1: The Stone in the Field




The morning sun had barely begun to stretch its fingers over the sleepy hills when Gazelem slipped out of the small wooden house that he shared with his parents and older brother, Alvin. The sky was a gentle shade of pink, fading to pale blue, and the air smelled faintly of dew-soaked grass and wildflowers. Gazelem loved mornings like this—quiet, untouched by the noise of the world, and full of secrets just waiting to be discovered.




He walked across the field behind their home, a broad stretch of rolling grass that ended where the forest began. This field had always been his playground, his escape, and today it seemed to hum with a strange promise. The birds sang in a language only the wind seemed to understand, and the occasional rustle of unseen creatures made his pulse quicken in the most thrilling way.




Gazelem wasn’t a particularly adventurous boy—not like Alvin, who was already seventeen and always climbing trees, building strange contraptions, or chasing trouble. Gazelem preferred to think, to observe, and to imagine the possibilities of things. But sometimes, even a quiet boy like him could stumble upon something extraordinary.




It was near the center of the field that he noticed it. At first, he thought it was just an oddly shaped rock, half-buried in the earth. Its surface glinted faintly in the sun, though it was more the shape that caught his attention. It was small, no larger than a large potato, but perfect in its imperfection. Gazelem knelt down, brushing the grass and dirt away with his hands. The rock—or stone—was smooth, yet warm to the touch, as if it had absorbed the sun even before the sun had risen.




He turned it over in his palms, marveling at the faint carvings etched into its surface. They were subtle, almost like veins in marble, but they seemed to pulse slightly under his fingers, as if alive. Gazelem’s heart beat faster. He had never seen anything like this. There was a whisper of something in the air—a pull, gentle but insistent, as though the stone wanted him to see more than just its physical form.




“What is this?” he whispered to himself, voice trembling slightly. He turned the stone over again. The carvings seemed to shift when he wasn’t looking directly at them, and when he blinked, he thought he saw tiny sparks of light dancing across its surface. A shiver ran down his spine.




He heard footsteps behind him and quickly hid the stone in his jacket. “Gazelem! Breakfast!” Alvin’s voice called, cheerful and loud, carrying across the field.




Gazelem swallowed hard. He didn’t want to let his brother see just yet. He didn’t know what the stone was—or what it might do. “Coming!” he called back, trying to sound casual.




Alvin appeared at the edge of the field, hands in his pockets, hair still messy from sleep. “What are you doing out here so early? Looking for rabbits again?”




Gazelem shook his head, trying to steady his excitement. “Just… thinking,” he said.




Alvin narrowed his eyes. “Thinking or daydreaming?”




“Maybe both,” Gazelem admitted. He stuffed the stone deeper into his pocket and followed his brother toward the house. But every few steps, he felt its warmth through the fabric of his jacket, like a tiny heartbeat echoing against his own.




Breakfast was a quiet affair. Their mother fussed over the eggs and toast while their father read the newspaper, oblivious to the energy buzzing in Gazelem’s chest. Alvin chattered about plans to fix the old barn roof, but Gazelem’s mind was elsewhere. He barely touched his food, and when his mother asked if he was feeling well, he nodded but said nothing about the stone hidden in his pocket.




Once the dishes were done, he sneaked back outside, the stone still tucked against his side. He had to know more. Sitting beneath a large oak tree, he placed the stone on his lap and studied it again. The carvings were more intricate than he had first realized—tiny symbols, swirling lines, and shapes that looked almost like letters. Not any letters he recognized, though. When he pressed his thumb gently against the stone, the carvings seemed to glow faintly, the warmth intensifying.




Suddenly, a faint image appeared on the surface—a shimmering scene that flickered like a candle in the wind. Gazelem’s eyes widened. He could see a castle, tall and white, with towers that pierced the clouds. Around it, the land stretched like a patchwork quilt of forests, rivers, and roads. And in the castle, he saw a girl, her hair golden and her eyes wide with fear, clutching at something—something small and precious. She looked directly at him, and he could feel the urgency of her gaze.




“What… what is this?” Gazelem breathed.




The scene changed, faster now, like flipping pages in a book. A man appeared—a tall figure with a cruel expression, his face twisted in fear and anger at the same time. He pointed at the girl and then at something in the distance, and the ground around him seemed to darken. Gazelem felt a chill. He didn’t know the man’s name, but he understood his intention: danger. The girl was in trouble.




The visions ended as suddenly as they had begun. Gazelem blinked, staring at the ordinary stone now resting in his hands. It looked like any other rock again, cold and silent. He held it closer, heart pounding. The images had felt real—too real to dismiss.




Alvin’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Gazelem? You’ve been quiet all morning. What are you hiding?”




Gazelem jumped, stuffing the stone into his pocket once more. “Nothing,” he said quickly, forcing a smile. But Alvin was suspicious. He studied his younger brother with sharp eyes.




“You’ve got something on you,” Alvin said finally, stepping closer. “What is it?”




Gazelem hesitated. Should he tell him? Could he even explain what he had seen? The truth sounded impossible even to him. “It’s… a stone,” he said finally. “I found it in the field.”




Alvin’s eyebrows shot up. “A stone?”




“Yes, but it’s… strange,” Gazelem said. “It… shows things. Things that happen somewhere else.”




Alvin laughed, thinking it a joke. “You’re making that up. Don’t tell me you’ve been reading too many stories again.”




“I’m serious!” Gazelem said, voice urgent. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the stone. “Look!”




Alvin took the stone reluctantly, turning it over in his hands. Nothing happened at first, but then—just as Gazelem had seen—the carvings glimmered faintly, and an image appeared. The castle. The girl. The cruel man.




Alvin’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Where did you… How…?”




“I don’t know,” Gazelem admitted. “I just… saw it.”




They stared at the stone together, and in that moment, something changed. Alvin’s skeptical expression melted into something closer to awe. “If what I’m seeing is real,” he said, voice low, “then we have to find her. We have to help her.”




Gazelem nodded, though fear prickled at the edges of his courage. He was just fourteen. His brother was older, stronger, braver. But deep down, he knew he couldn’t ignore what the stone had shown him. The images had left a mark on him, a quiet insistence that this wasn’t just a game or a vision. It was a call.




The boys spent the rest of the day examining the stone, trying to understand its secrets. They discovered that when they touched it together, the images grew clearer, showing not just moments but actions and choices, warnings and guidance. It was as if the stone was alive, or at least aware of them, guiding them toward something important.




That evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon and painted the sky in shades of gold and crimson, Gazelem and Alvin sat by the edge of the field, the stone between them. Neither of them spoke for a long time. The air was thick with anticipation, as if the world itself was holding its breath.




Finally, Alvin broke the silence. “We have to go to her world,” he said, voice firm. “The stone brought her to us for a reason.”




Gazelem nodded, feeling both fear and exhilaration. “But how? We don’t even know where to start.”




Alvin smiled faintly, eyes glinting with determination. “We’ll figure it out. The stone will show us the way.”




For the first time, Gazelem felt the full weight of what lay ahead. Their lives were about to change forever. And somewhere, in a realm far beyond their own, a young princess named Emma waited, unaware that two brothers from another world were about to step into her story—and into the greatest adventure of their lives.




The stone pulsed softly in Gazelem’s hands, a quiet heartbeat against their own. And as night fell over the field, the stars above seemed to shimmer in recognition, as if signaling the beginning of something extraordinary.




Gazelem didn’t sleep that night. He lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, imagining the world the stone had shown him, the girl in danger, and the adventure that awaited. He could feel it calling him—beckoning him beyond the field, beyond his home, into something unknown and magnificent.




And he knew, without a doubt, that he would answer that call.




The night pressed heavily against the small house, wrapping it in a blanket of stillness broken only by the occasional chirp of insects and the distant hoot of an owl. Gazelem lay awake, staring at the faint outline of the ceiling beams above his bed. The stone rested beneath his pillow, warm even through the thin fabric. He had tried placing it on the floor earlier, hoping distance might quiet his racing thoughts, but the unease only grew stronger, as though the stone resented being set aside. In the end, he had slipped it back under his pillow, where its warmth felt strangely reassuring.




Every time he closed his eyes, the images returned. The towering white castle. The girl with golden hair—Emma, though he didn’t yet know her name. The man with the fearful eyes and cruel mouth, pointing as if commanding the world to bend to him. Gazelem’s heart thudded at the memory, a mix of fear and resolve tightening in his chest.




Across the narrow room, Alvin lay on his own bed, hands folded behind his head, eyes open. “You awake?” Alvin asked quietly, breaking the silence.




Gazelem hesitated, then whispered, “Yes.”




“I figured,” Alvin said. “Hard to sleep after something like today.”




Gazelem shifted onto his side, facing his brother. Moonlight filtered through the small window, casting silver lines across the floor. “Do you really think it’s real?” Gazelem asked. “The stone. The girl. All of it.”




Alvin exhaled slowly. “I don’t know how it couldn’t be. I saw it too. I felt it.” He paused, then added, “And I don’t think it showed us those things by accident.”




Gazelem swallowed. “I’m scared,” he admitted.




Alvin turned his head, studying his younger brother’s face. “So am I,” he said honestly. “But that doesn’t mean we ignore it.”




The stone pulsed faintly beneath Gazelem’s pillow, as though responding to their words. A soft glow seeped through the fabric, barely noticeable but unmistakable. Gazelem sat up abruptly. “Alvin,” he whispered. “It’s doing something.”




Alvin sat up too. “Let me see.”




Gazelem pulled the stone out and held it between them. The carvings glimmered brighter than before, the symbols shifting and rearranging themselves. Slowly, lines of light formed shapes that resembled writing—symbols neither boy recognized, yet somehow understood.




“It’s… telling us something,” Gazelem said, awe creeping into his voice.




The stone’s surface shimmered, and an image unfolded like mist clearing from a mirror. This time, it wasn’t the castle or the girl alone. It was the field outside their house. The oak tree. The far edge near the forest. And then—something new. A faint glow near the old stone wall that bordered the land, forming the shape of an arch.




Alvin leaned closer. “Is that… here?”




Gazelem nodded slowly. “I think so.”




The image sharpened, showing the arch glowing brighter as night deepened, its light spilling across the grass like liquid moonlight. Then the vision faded, leaving the stone warm and silent once more.




Alvin stood. “We need to check it out. Now.”




Gazelem’s heart raced. “Now? It’s the middle of the night.”




“That’s what the stone showed us,” Alvin said. “If there’s a doorway out there, I want to see it before it disappears.”




Gazelem hesitated only a moment before nodding. He trusted Alvin, and the pull of the stone was impossible to ignore. They dressed quietly, slipping on boots and jackets, and eased out of the house without waking their parents. The cool night air greeted them, carrying the scent of damp earth and grass.




They crossed the field in silence, the moon guiding their steps. The stone wall loomed ahead, ancient and uneven, its rocks stacked long before either boy was born. And there it was—the arch. At first glance, it looked like nothing more than a trick of light, but as they drew closer, its shape became unmistakable.




The arch stood a few feet taller than Alvin, formed entirely of shimmering light. It hummed softly, a sound felt more than heard, vibrating gently in Gazelem’s chest. The air around it seemed thicker, charged with energy.




Alvin stopped short. “Well,” he said quietly. “That’s not something you see every day.”




Gazelem clutched the stone tightly. It glowed brighter now, responding to the arch as if recognizing an old friend. “I think this is it,” he said. “This is how we get there.”




Alvin studied the arch, his usual confidence tempered by caution. “And if we step through?”




Gazelem swallowed. “I don’t know.”




The arch flared suddenly, the light intensifying until the field was bathed in a soft, radiant glow. The stone in Gazelem’s hand grew almost hot, and new images flickered across its surface. Emma again—this time older, weary, standing before a shadowed throne. Fear and determination warred in her eyes.




“She needs us,” Gazelem said, his voice trembling but resolute.




Alvin clenched his fists. “Then we go.”




They stood at the threshold, the arch’s light brushing their faces. Gazelem felt a strange sensation, like standing at the edge of a deep pool, knowing that once he stepped in, there would be no turning back. He looked at Alvin, seeking reassurance.




Alvin met his gaze and nodded. “Together,” he said.




Together, they stepped through.




The world twisted. Light engulfed them, swirling colors and sounds merging into a single overwhelming sensation. Gazelem felt weightless, as though falling and flying at the same time. He clutched the stone, its warmth anchoring him amid the chaos.




Then, as suddenly as it began, it ended.




Gazelem stumbled forward, landing on soft grass. He gasped, drawing in air that smelled different—cleaner, richer, tinged with something floral and unfamiliar. He looked up, heart pounding.




They were no longer in their field.




The sky above them glowed with a gentle lavender hue, dotted with stars even though it felt like early evening. Trees towered around them, their leaves shimmering faintly as if dusted with starlight. In the distance, a city rose against the horizon—white stone towers and spires glowing softly, unmistakably the castle from the stone’s visions.




Alvin steadied himself beside Gazelem. “Okay,” he breathed. “You were right. We’re definitely not home.”




Gazelem stared in wonder. “It’s beautiful,” he whispered.




A sudden rustle in the undergrowth made both boys freeze. Alvin instinctively stepped in front of Gazelem, his posture protective. From between the trees emerged a small figure—no taller than Gazelem, with dark hair and keen eyes. The figure held a short blade, pointed cautiously toward them.




“Who are you?” the stranger demanded, voice sharp but uncertain.




Gazelem raised his hands slowly. “We don’t mean any harm,” he said. “We’re… travelers.”




The stranger narrowed his eyes. “From where?”




Alvin glanced at Gazelem, then answered honestly. “Another world.”




The stranger scoffed, but before he could respond, the stone in Gazelem’s hand glowed brightly. The stranger gasped, eyes widening. “A Seer Stone,” he whispered.




Gazelem blinked. “You know what this is?”




The stranger lowered his blade slowly. “Only in stories,” he said. “Come with me. If you carry such a thing, then your arrival is no accident.”




They followed the stranger through winding paths until they reached a small camp hidden among the trees. There, a handful of people gathered—men and women of varying ages, their faces etched with worry and hope. When they saw the stone, murmurs rippled through the group.




“The stone has returned,” one woman said softly.




“Returned?” Gazelem echoed.




The stranger nodded. “Long ago, it was lost. It was said to choose those who could see truth beyond worlds.”




Gazelem felt the weight of those words settle over him. He wasn’t just a boy who had found a strange rock. He was part of something far larger than himself.




That night, as they sat by a small fire, the people told them of Princess Emma, rightful heir to the throne, and of her uncle Higbee, who had seized power through deceit and fear. They spoke of the growing darkness, of allies scattered and hope fading.




Gazelem listened, heart heavy but resolute. The stone pulsed gently in his hands, as if affirming every word.




Alvin leaned toward him. “Looks like your stone didn’t just bring us here,” he whispered. “It brought us into a war.”




Gazelem nodded. “Then we’ll do what we came to do.”




Above them, the lavender sky shimmered, and in the distance, the castle’s towers glowed—beautiful and ominous all at once. Gazelem felt fear, yes, but also purpose. The stone had chosen him, and there was no turning back now.




Somewhere within the castle walls, Princess Emma waited. And somewhere in the shadows, Higbee plotted, unaware that two brothers from another world had just crossed the threshold into his fate.
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Chapter 2: Marks That Should Not Be There




Morning in the new world arrived without the sun Gazelem was used to. Instead, light seeped gradually into the sky, as though dawn were being poured gently from behind a veil. The lavender hues faded into pale gold, and the trees around the camp shimmered softly, their leaves catching the glow like fragments of glass. Gazelem stirred beside the dying embers of the fire, the stone resting against his chest beneath his jacket. It was warm—always warm—and seemed to pulse faintly with each breath he took.




For a brief moment, he forgot where he was. Then memory returned all at once: the archway, the blinding light, the stranger with the blade, the whispered stories of a lost princess and a stolen throne. His heart began to pound, not with fear alone, but with a strange, steady excitement.




He sat up slowly, rubbing his eyes. Around him, the camp was coming to life. A woman knelt near the fire, coaxing it back to flame. Two men spoke in low voices near the edge of the clearing, glancing frequently toward the forest as if expecting something to emerge from the shadows. The stranger who had first confronted them—whose name, Gazelem now remembered, was Corin—was sharpening his blade on a smooth stone.




Alvin sat nearby, tightening the straps on his boots. He looked up when he noticed Gazelem stirring. “You sleep at all?”




“A little,” Gazelem said. “The stone kept… humming.”




Alvin snorted softly. “Figures.” He lowered his voice. “I don’t like this place. Too quiet. Feels like the world is holding its breath.”




Gazelem glanced around. “Maybe it is.”




Corin stood and approached them. In the daylight, he looked younger than Gazelem had first thought—perhaps only a year or two older than Alvin. His eyes, however, carried the weight of someone who had seen too much. “You’re awake,” Corin said. “Good. There’s something you need to see.”




Gazelem felt the stone grow warmer at Corin’s words. “What is it?”




“Your stone,” Corin said. “It’s changing.”




Gazelem frowned and pulled the stone from beneath his jacket. At first glance, it looked the same—smooth, potato-shaped, etched with faint carvings. But when he turned it slightly, his breath caught. New markings had appeared overnight.




They were sharper, deeper, and unmistakably deliberate. Lines intersected in precise angles, forming symbols that hadn’t been there before. They seemed to press outward from within the stone, as if something inside were trying to write its way into the world.




“These weren’t here before,” Gazelem whispered.




Alvin leaned closer. “That’s what Corin meant. Marks that shouldn’t be there.”




The stone pulsed, and a thin line of light traced one of the symbols, glowing briefly before fading. Gazelem felt a strange tug in his mind, like a half-remembered dream brushing against his thoughts.




“I can almost… understand them,” he said slowly.




Corin’s eyes widened. “Then it’s true,” he murmured. “The stone has chosen you.”




Alvin straightened. “You keep saying that. What does that actually mean?”




Corin hesitated, then gestured for them to follow him. “Come. Others should see this.”




They gathered near the center of the camp, where several people paused in their tasks to watch. Murmurs spread as Gazelem held up the stone. The markings glimmered faintly, drawing everyone’s attention.




An older man stepped forward, his hair silver and his posture stooped but steady. His name, Gazelem learned, was Eldric. He studied the stone for a long moment, then nodded solemnly. “I have seen drawings of this,” Eldric said. “In the old records. The marks appear only when the stone is near its purpose.”




“What purpose?” Gazelem asked.




“To reveal truth,” Eldric said. “And to guide those who would act upon it.”




The stone flared suddenly, brighter than before. Gazelem gasped as images flooded its surface. This time, they were not distant visions of castles or thrones. They were closer. Personal.




He saw Emma again, but now she was younger, hiding behind a pillar as voices echoed through a grand hall. He saw Higbee standing before the throne, his hands trembling even as he spoke words of authority. Fear radiated from him—not the fear of a coward exposed, but of a man terrified of losing control.




Then the image shifted. Gazelem saw himself—or rather, someone like him—standing before the stone, tracing the same symbols now etched into its surface. The vision blurred, leaving him dizzy.




He staggered slightly, and Alvin caught his arm. “Easy,” Alvin said. “What did you see?”




Gazelem swallowed hard. “The past. And… maybe the future.”




Eldric exhaled slowly. “The stone is awakening fully,” he said. “And with it, the old paths.”




“What paths?” Alvin demanded.




“The paths Higbee fears most,” Eldric replied. “The paths that lead to the throne.”




A ripple of unease passed through the camp. One woman crossed herself instinctively. Corin clenched his jaw. “If Higbee learns the stone has returned—”




“He already knows something has changed,” Eldric said. “He feels it, just as the land does.”




Gazelem looked down at the stone, a knot forming in his stomach. “So the markings… they’re a map?”




“Of sorts,” Eldric said. “But not of land alone. They mark moments. Choices. Turning points.”




Gazelem tried to focus on the symbols again. This time, he noticed something new—tiny imperfections, deliberate breaks in the lines. “These gaps,” he said slowly. “They feel like… warnings.”




Eldric smiled faintly. “You truly can read it.”




Before Gazelem could respond, a sharp whistle cut through the clearing. Corin spun, blade in hand. “Scouts,” he muttered. “From the ridge.”




Moments later, two figures burst into the camp, breathless. “Higbee’s men,” one said. “They’re closer than before.”




The camp erupted into hurried movement. Supplies were gathered, fires doused. Eldric turned to Gazelem, his gaze grave. “The stone’s markings appeared now for a reason. Higbee’s reach grows longer. You must move.”




“Move where?” Alvin asked.




“To the Old Road,” Eldric said. “It is hidden, but the stone will reveal it to you.”




Gazelem’s heart raced. “You mean… right now?”




“Yes,” Eldric said. “Before the marks fade.”




As if on cue, the symbols on the stone shimmered, some lines already softening at the edges. Gazelem felt a surge of urgency.




They left the camp swiftly, slipping into the forest as the sky brightened further. Gazelem clutched the stone, his senses heightened. The world seemed sharper, every sound amplified.




As they walked, the stone grew warmer, and faint lines of light extended from its surface, pointing between the trees. Gazelem followed instinctively, guiding them along narrow paths that seemed invisible until the stone illuminated them.




Alvin stayed close. “You okay?”




Gazelem nodded, though his legs trembled. “I think so. It’s like… the stone is thinking with me.”




They reached a clearing where ancient stones jutted from the ground in a rough circle. The stone flared brightly, and the markings rearranged themselves, forming a new symbol—a doorway.




“This is it,” Gazelem said softly.




As they stepped into the circle, the air shifted. The forest seemed to fall away, replaced by a sense of depth and distance. Gazelem felt the weight of countless eyes upon him—not watching, but waiting.




The stone pulsed one last time, and the markings burned briefly into his memory before fading back into faint carvings.




Eldric’s voice echoed in his mind, though the man was far behind them now. The marks appear only when the stone is near its purpose.




Gazelem tightened his grip. Whatever lay ahead, he knew one thing with certainty: the stone was no longer simply showing him visions. It was leading him toward action—and danger.




And somewhere beyond the forest, Higbee’s shadow stretched closer, drawn irresistibly toward the marks that should not be there.


The clearing of ancient stones seemed to breathe around them. Gazelem felt it first—a subtle pressure in his ears, like standing at a great height, followed by a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the soles of his boots. The forest noises dulled, as if muffled by an unseen veil. Even the light shifted, taking on a deeper, amber tone that made the stones appear older than time itself.




Alvin glanced around uneasily. “Tell me you’re feeling that too.”




Gazelem nodded. He held the stone at chest height, both hands wrapped around it. The warmth had intensified, no longer gentle but insistent, like a living thing urging him onward. The carvings that had faded earlier now reappeared in brief, flickering lines—here and gone, here and gone—never long enough to study fully, yet long enough to be unmistakable.




“I think this place is… listening,” Gazelem said.




As if in answer, the stones surrounding them shifted. Not physically—at least not in any way Gazelem could see—but in presence. The space between them deepened, the air thickened, and suddenly the clearing felt much larger than it had moments before.




Corin cursed under his breath. “The Old Road,” he said. “I’ve heard of this. I never thought I’d stand on it.”




“What is it?” Alvin asked.




Corin swallowed. “A passage that isn’t bound by distance alone. It remembers where it has been walked—and who has walked it.”




Gazelem’s grip tightened. “Then it will remember us?”




“Yes,” Eldric’s voice came softly from behind them.




Gazelem spun around. “You followed us?”




Eldric stepped into the clearing, leaning heavily on his staff but smiling faintly. “I would be a poor keeper of stories if I did not see this much through.”




Alvin frowned. “You said we had to move. That Higbee’s men were close.”




“They are,” Eldric said calmly. “But they will not follow you here. The Old Road does not open to those who cannot see.”




The stone pulsed once, sharply, and Gazelem gasped. A sudden image flashed across its surface—not a vision of the past or future, but of the present. He saw the forest edge where the camp had been, saw dark figures moving between the trees, weapons glinting. He saw fear ripple through the camp as people scattered.




“Higbee’s soldiers,” Gazelem whispered. “They’re already there.”




Eldric closed his eyes briefly. “Then we are out of time.”




Alvin stepped closer to Gazelem. “What do we do?”




Before Gazelem could answer, the stone flared brilliantly. Lines of light leapt from its surface, connecting to the ancient stones one by one. Symbols blazed across the circle, the same markings Gazelem had seen form overnight—marks that should not be there—now etched in light rather than stone.




The ground beneath them shuddered.




Gazelem’s heart thundered in his chest. “I didn’t mean to—”




“You are meant to,” Eldric said firmly. “Do not fear it. The stone responds to resolve.”




The circle brightened until Gazelem had to shield his eyes. Wind whipped around them, tugging at clothing and hair, though the trees beyond the clearing remained perfectly still.




Corin drew his blade instinctively. “If this kills us,” he muttered, “I’m blaming you, boy.”




Alvin barked a short laugh. “Get in line.”




Then the world folded.




Gazelem felt the same sensation as before—falling and flying at once—but this time it was different. Slower. Deeper. He felt the weight of the stone pull against his chest, anchoring him as images flowed through his mind like water through a sieve.




He saw roads—thousands of them—stretching across lands he did not recognize. He saw travelers from different ages walking those roads, some alone, some in groups, some carrying weapons, others carrying nothing but hope. He saw the stone in different hands, glowing faintly, always guiding, always watching.




He saw Emma.




Not the frightened girl from before, but a determined young princess standing before a mirror, her jaw set as she placed a circlet upon her head. Her eyes met his through the vision, and for a brief, impossible moment, he felt as though she could see him too.




Then everything snapped back into place.




Gazelem stumbled forward, barely catching himself before falling. Alvin grabbed his shoulder, steadying him. “Easy,” Alvin said, though his own face was pale. “That was… something.”




They stood on a narrow path now, paved with smooth, dark stone that glimmered faintly beneath their feet. The forest was gone. In its place stretched a vast plain of rolling hills and distant mountains, all bathed in the same amber light. The air felt older here, heavy with memory.




Eldric leaned heavily on his staff. “The Old Road,” he said again, awe threading his voice. “You have brought us far in a single step.”




Gazelem looked down at the stone. The markings had changed again. Some symbols were gone entirely, while others had deepened, their lines sharp and permanent. One mark in particular caught his eye—a shape like a broken crown.




“That one,” Gazelem said softly. “That’s new.”




Eldric followed his gaze and frowned. “A sign of contested rule. The throne wavers.”




Alvin crossed his arms. “So Higbee’s grip isn’t as strong as he wants people to think.”




“Cowards rely on fear,” Eldric said. “And fear cracks easily when challenged.”




A distant sound echoed across the plain—the unmistakable rhythm of marching feet.




Corin stiffened. “We’re not alone.”




Gazelem’s heart leapt into his throat. “But you said they couldn’t follow us.”




“They cannot follow the road,” Eldric said. “But they can intercept where it emerges.”




The stone pulsed urgently, and a new image appeared: a narrow gorge ahead, where the road dipped sharply between towering rock walls. Beyond it, a faint outline of a city.




“The outer reaches of the capital,” Eldric said. “Or what remains of them.”




Alvin glanced at Gazelem. “Looks like the stone has an opinion.”




Gazelem nodded, swallowing his fear. “It wants us to go that way.”




They moved quickly, the road seeming to lengthen beneath their feet. The marching grew louder, echoing ominously. Gazelem felt the stone tug at him, urging him onward, faster.




As they neared the gorge, the sound of voices drifted toward them—harsh, commanding, unmistakably hostile. Shadows flickered along the rock walls.




“Too late,” Corin hissed.




A group of soldiers emerged from behind a bend in the road, blocking their path. They wore dark armor marked with a sigil Gazelem recognized from the stone’s visions—a twisted emblem that radiated insecurity masked as authority.




At their head stood a man with narrow eyes and a thin smile. “Well,” he said, “what have we here?”




Alvin stepped forward instinctively, placing himself between the soldiers and Gazelem. “We’re just passing through.”




The man’s gaze slid past him, locking onto the stone in Gazelem’s hands. His smile faltered. “That,” he said softly, “does not belong to you.”




The stone flared in response, the markings blazing bright. Gazelem felt a surge of clarity, words forming in his mind unbidden.




“It doesn’t belong to you either,” Gazelem said, his voice steady despite the fear pounding in his chest.




The man’s expression darkened. “Seize them.”




The soldiers advanced.




Before Alvin could react, the stone pulsed violently, and the markings leapt from its surface, projecting themselves into the air between Gazelem and the soldiers. The symbols spun and intertwined, forming a barrier of shimmering light.




The soldiers crashed against it as if striking solid stone, recoiling with cries of surprise.




Alvin stared. “Okay,” he said faintly. “That’s new.”




Gazelem felt dizzy, the effort draining him. The stone burned hot in his hands, and he sensed that whatever it was doing, it could not sustain it for long.




“Run!” Eldric shouted.




They bolted toward the gorge, the barrier shattering behind them in a burst of light. Gazelem stumbled as the road dipped steeply, Alvin gripping his arm to keep him upright.




The gorge swallowed them, the towering rock walls closing in. The sounds of pursuit echoed above, distorted and distant.




At the far end of the gorge, the road widened and faded, blending into a narrow trail that led toward the city.




They didn’t stop running until their lungs burned and their legs trembled.




When they finally collapsed behind a cluster of boulders, Gazelem clutched the stone to his chest, gasping. The markings had gone dark again, their glow spent.




Alvin laughed breathlessly. “Next time you find a magic rock,” he said, “maybe leave it in the field.”




Gazelem managed a weak smile. “I tried.”




Eldric knelt beside them, his expression grave but proud. “You defended yourselves with the stone,” he said. “Few can do that without years of training.”




Gazelem shook his head. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”




“That is often how true power begins,” Eldric replied.




As they rested, Gazelem noticed something unsettling. His hands bore faint traces of the markings—ghostly outlines on his skin, already fading but unmistakable.




“Eldric,” he said quietly. “The marks… they’re on me.”




Eldric’s eyes widened slightly, then softened. “Then the stone has begun to bind itself to you.”




Gazelem’s stomach tightened. “Is that… bad?”




“It is dangerous,” Eldric said honestly. “And necessary.”




Gazelem looked toward the distant city, its towers barely visible through the haze. Somewhere within those walls, Higbee ruled through fear. Somewhere else, Princess Emma waited.




The marks that should not be there had changed everything.




And Gazelem knew, with chilling certainty, that they were only just beginning to appear.
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Chapter 3: Gazelem’s First Vision




The city rose before them like a dream half-remembered and half-forgotten. From a distance, its towers looked pale and graceful, catching the amber light in a way that made them seem almost unreal. But as Gazelem and the others drew closer, the illusion faded. Cracks marred the stone walls, banners hung limp and faded, and the gates bore the marks of hurried repairs. This was not a city at peace. It was a city holding itself together by will alone.




They approached cautiously, following a narrow trail that wound through scrub and low stone outcroppings. Gazelem’s legs ached from the run through the gorge, and his hands still tingled faintly where the ghostly markings had appeared earlier. The stone rested heavy against his chest, no longer hot but far from dormant. It felt watchful, as though waiting for the right moment to speak again.




Alvin walked slightly ahead, scanning the road and the city walls beyond. He carried himself differently now—more alert, more grounded—like someone who had accepted that danger was no longer theoretical. Corin flanked them on the left, blade sheathed but ready, while Eldric brought up the rear, leaning on his staff but moving with steady determination.




“We can’t enter through the main gates,” Corin said quietly. “Too many eyes.”




Eldric nodded. “There is an old quarter along the eastern wall. Forgotten passages. Smugglers once used them.”




Gazelem listened, but his attention kept drifting inward. The world around him felt muted, as though he were walking through water. Every sound seemed distant, every movement slightly delayed. He pressed a hand against the stone, seeking reassurance, and nearly gasped when a sudden surge of warmth answered his touch.




The ground beneath his feet blurred.




He stopped walking.




“Gazelem?” Alvin said, turning. “What’s wrong?”




Gazelem tried to answer, but the words tangled in his throat. The city vanished. The others vanished. Light flooded his vision—not blinding, but all-encompassing, like standing inside a living flame. He felt himself falling inward, pulled not by gravity but by understanding.




Then the vision took shape.




He stood in a vast hall, its ceiling lost in shadow. Pillars carved with intricate designs lined the walls, each one depicting scenes of coronations, councils, and battles long past. At the far end of the hall stood a throne of pale stone. Empty.




Footsteps echoed behind him.




Gazelem turned and saw Emma. She was older than in the earlier visions—perhaps sixteen or seventeen—her golden hair pulled back in a simple braid. She wore a plain cloak instead of royal finery, but there was no mistaking her bearing. She moved with quiet strength, her gaze steady as it met his.




“You see it now,” she said.




Her voice echoed, not through the hall, but through him.




“I—” Gazelem tried to speak, startled by how real she seemed. “Is this… real?”




“As real as it needs to be,” Emma replied. “This is where truth gathers before it becomes action.”




The hall shifted. The empty throne cracked down the center, a jagged fracture splitting it in two. From the shadows stepped Higbee. He looked much as Gazelem had seen him before—tall, finely dressed, his expression carefully controlled. But here, without the blur of distance, Gazelem could see the fear beneath the surface. It clung to Higbee like a second skin.




“This throne is mine,” Higbee said, his voice echoing unnaturally. “By blood and by right.”




Emma stepped forward, unafraid. “By fear alone,” she said. “And fear always fails.”




Higbee laughed, but it was hollow. “You hide behind myths and stones,” he sneered, his gaze snapping to Gazelem. “Behind boys who do not belong here.”




Gazelem felt the weight of that stare press into him. “I didn’t choose this,” he said, surprised at the steadiness of his voice.




“No,” Emma said gently. “But you answered.”




The hall dissolved, replaced by rushing images. Gazelem saw the stone as it had been centuries ago, carried by different hands—kings, scholars, wanderers. He saw moments when it had been used to heal, to warn, to guide. And he saw moments when it had been misused, its light twisted to justify cruelty and control.




Each time, the stone bore new marks.




“The markings are not fixed,” Emma’s voice said, though she was no longer visible. “They are written by choice.”




The images shifted again. Gazelem saw himself standing before a crossroads, the stone glowing brightly. One path led toward the city, toward Emma and the throne. The other led away, back toward the arch and the quiet field of his home.




Both paths were real.




Both were possible.




“You must choose,” the voice said.




The vision shattered.




Gazelem gasped and collapsed to his knees as the world rushed back in around him. He felt hands grip his shoulders—Alvin’s, steady and solid.




“Hey,” Alvin said urgently. “Stay with me. What happened?”




Gazelem blinked, his vision swimming. The city walls loomed ahead once more. Corin stood a few steps away, tense, while Eldric watched him with an expression that mixed concern and something close to reverence.




“I saw her,” Gazelem whispered. “Emma. And Higbee. And the throne.”




Eldric inhaled sharply. “Your first true vision,” he said. “Not shown to you—but shared with you.”




Gazelem shook his head slowly. “It felt… different. Like I was inside it.”




“That is how the stone binds itself,” Eldric said. “Through seeing that demands response.”




Alvin crouched beside Gazelem. “What did she say?”




Gazelem hesitated, then met his brother’s eyes. “That I have a choice.”




Alvin’s jaw tightened. “Don’t we all?”




Before Gazelem could answer, the stone pulsed again—softer this time, almost cautious. A faint image shimmered across its surface: a narrow opening in the city wall, half-hidden by collapsed stone and creeping vines.




Corin leaned closer. “That’s one of the old passages.”




Eldric nodded. “The stone confirms it.”




They moved quickly, keeping to the shadows as they approached the wall. The passage was barely wide enough for them to slip through single file, its stones worn smooth by time and neglect. As Gazelem passed beneath the arch, he felt a subtle shift, like crossing an invisible threshold.




Inside the city, the air felt heavier. Streets twisted and narrowed, buildings leaning close as if whispering secrets to one another. People moved quickly, heads down, eyes wary. Higbee’s banners hung from balconies and towers, their symbols stark against the stone.




Gazelem’s chest tightened. The stone grew warm again, responding to the tension of the place. He caught fleeting glimpses in its surface—faces turning away, doors closing, whispered conversations cut short. Fear lived here, embedded in the walls.




They stopped in a small, abandoned courtyard to rest. Eldric sank onto a low stone bench, breathing heavily. “We cannot linger,” he said. “But the boy must understand what he has seen.”




Gazelem leaned against a wall, his mind still reeling. “Emma said the stone writes its marks through choice,” he said slowly. “What does that mean?”




Eldric studied him. “It means the stone does not force destiny. It records commitment. Each mark appears because someone, somewhere, chose to act when it mattered.”




Alvin crossed his arms. “And if Gazelem chooses not to?”




Eldric did not answer immediately. When he did, his voice was quiet. “Then the stone will grow silent. And the road ahead will darken.”




Gazelem felt a chill at those words. He thought of the crossroads he had seen, of the field behind his home, of the life he might never return to. Fear twisted in his gut—but beneath it, something else stirred. Resolve.




“I don’t want to be brave,” Gazelem said softly. “I just… don’t want to walk away.”




Eldric smiled sadly. “That is how bravery usually begins.”




A sudden clatter echoed from the far end of the courtyard—boots on stone, voices barking orders. Corin swore under his breath. “Patrol.”




The stone flared sharply, and Gazelem felt a tug toward a narrow alley branching off the courtyard. “This way,” he said instinctively.




They slipped into the alley just as soldiers rounded the corner, their torches casting harsh light across the empty courtyard. Gazelem pressed himself against the wall, heart pounding, as the patrol passed mere feet away.




When the danger had passed, he exhaled shakily. The stone cooled in his hands, its markings faint but steady.




“That,” Corin said quietly, “was no accident.”




Gazelem looked down at the stone, understanding settling over him like a cloak. His vision had not been a warning alone. It had been an invitation.




The first vision had shown him what was at stake.




The next would demand he act.


They did not linger in the alley. Corin motioned sharply, and they moved again, deeper into the city’s neglected veins, where the stone streets narrowed and the buildings leaned inward like conspirators. The air smelled of damp stone and smoke, and somewhere far above, a bell tolled—not to mark time, but to warn.




Gazelem felt the sound reverberate through his bones. With each step, his awareness sharpened, as though the vision had peeled away a layer of the world and left everything raw beneath. The stone pressed heavily against his chest, no longer merely warm but alive with quiet intention. It was no longer just showing him things. It was preparing him.




They reached an abandoned structure near the edge of the old quarter—a half-crumbled watch house built into the city wall. Ivy crept over broken stones, and the door hung crooked on its hinges. Corin slipped inside first, scanning the interior before signaling the others to follow.




Inside, the watch house smelled of dust and old iron. Narrow slits in the walls allowed thin blades of light to cut through the gloom. Eldric lowered himself carefully onto a stone bench, his breath labored. Alvin paced, restless, peering through one of the slits at the street beyond.




Gazelem sat on the floor, his back against the wall. His hands trembled faintly as he brought the stone out again. The markings glimmered weakly, as if exhausted by the effort of guiding them through the city. Yet beneath the surface, something stirred.




“I can still feel it,” Gazelem said quietly.




Eldric looked up. “The vision?”




“Yes,” Gazelem replied. “It didn’t end. It’s… waiting.”




Alvin turned sharply. “Waiting for what?”




Gazelem swallowed. “For me.”




Silence settled over the room. Even Corin, usually quick with a remark, said nothing. Eldric studied Gazelem with renewed intensity.




“The first vision is never complete on its own,” Eldric said at last. “It opens a door, but it does not tell you what lies beyond. That must be discovered.”




Gazelem frowned. “Discovered how?”




Eldric tapped his staff gently against the stone floor. “By choosing to see again.”




A chill ran through Gazelem. “You mean… on purpose?”




“Yes.”




Alvin stepped forward. “Hold on. Last time nearly knocked him flat. You’re saying he should just—what—throw himself back into it?”




Eldric met Alvin’s gaze steadily. “If he is to survive what is coming, he must learn to enter the vision without being consumed by it.”




Gazelem’s heart pounded. The memory of the hall, the fractured throne, and Higbee’s cold stare rose vividly in his mind. Part of him recoiled at the thought of returning there. Another part—a deeper, quieter part—felt drawn forward, compelled by a sense of unfinished business.




“I think I can do it,” Gazelem said, surprising himself.




Alvin stared at him. “Gazelem—”




“I have to,” Gazelem said, his voice steadier now. “The stone isn’t just reacting anymore. It’s responding. If I don’t learn how… it might choose the moment for me next time.”




Eldric inclined his head. “Wise.”




Corin muttered, “Or suicidal.”




Gazelem managed a small smile. “Maybe both.”




He shifted into a more comfortable position, crossing his legs on the floor. The stone rested in his palms, its surface smooth and familiar despite the strange power it held. Gazelem closed his eyes, focusing on the warmth, on the faint hum that vibrated just beneath his skin.




At first, nothing happened. His thoughts raced, images from the city intruding—soldiers, banners, fearful faces. He took a slow breath, then another, letting those thoughts drift away.




Show me, he thought—not as a command, but as an invitation.




The warmth deepened.




The world tilted.




This time, there was no blinding light, no sensation of falling. Instead, the vision unfolded gently, like a curtain being drawn aside. Gazelem found himself standing in a small chamber lit by flickering torchlight. Stone shelves lined the walls, heavy with scrolls and books. Dust hung in the air, undisturbed for years.




A hidden library.




He recognized it instantly, though he had never seen it before. Knowledge pressed in on him from every side, ancient and patient. Symbols similar to those on the stone were carved into the shelves, their meanings humming at the edge of his awareness.




Footsteps echoed softly.




Emma emerged from between the shelves, a torch in her hand. She looked relieved when she saw him, as though she had been searching for him specifically.




“You came,” she said.




“I didn’t know if I could,” Gazelem admitted.




She smiled faintly. “You chose to try. That is enough.”




He glanced around. “Where are we?”




“A place Higbee fears,” Emma replied. “Because truth lives here.”




She set the torch into a bracket on the wall and approached him. Up close, Gazelem could see the strain in her face—the weight of responsibility carried too young, too alone.




“He is searching for you,” she said quietly.




“For me?”




“For the stone,” Emma corrected. “But you are becoming difficult to separate from it.”




Gazelem felt a pang of unease. “What does that mean?”




Emma gestured, and the air between them shimmered. An image appeared: Gazelem standing at the city gates, the stone blazing with light, its markings spreading from his hands across his arms like living ink. The people around him watched in awe—and fear.




“It means,” Emma said softly, “that your choices will soon be seen.”




The image shifted. Higbee stood alone in a dark chamber, pacing. His composure was cracking, his movements sharp and erratic. “Find it,” he snarled at unseen servants. “Before it binds fully. Before the boy understands what he holds.”




Gazelem clenched his fists. “He’s afraid.”




“Yes,” Emma said. “And fear makes him reckless.”




The vision changed again. Gazelem saw the crossroads once more—but this time, the paths were closer, clearer. On one, Alvin stood beside him, older somehow, scarred but alive. On the other, the path was empty, fading into shadow.




“Why show me this?” Gazelem asked, his voice tight.




Emma met his gaze. “Because the stone does not lie. But it does not explain either. You must decide what kind of future you will accept.”




A sudden tremor shook the chamber. Dust rained from the ceiling. Emma stiffened.




“The vision is ending,” she said. “But before it does, you must see this.”




She reached out and pressed her palm against the stone in Gazelem’s hands. The warmth surged, and symbols burst into brilliant clarity. Gazelem gasped as understanding flooded him—not in words, but in meaning.




The markings were not just records. They were promises. Each one represented a moment when someone had stood at the edge of fear and stepped forward anyway.




“The stone remembers courage,” Emma said. “Even when the world forgets.”




The chamber dissolved.




Gazelem opened his eyes with a sharp inhale, the watch house snapping back into focus around him. His chest heaved, sweat beading on his forehead. Alvin was at his side instantly, gripping his shoulders.




“You’re back,” Alvin said urgently.




Gazelem nodded, still catching his breath. “I saw… more.”




Eldric leaned forward. “Tell us.”




Gazelem hesitated, then spoke slowly, choosing his words with care. He described the hidden library, Higbee’s fear, the crossroads. As he spoke, the stone glimmered faintly, its markings subtly rearranging themselves.




When he finished, silence filled the room once more.




Eldric exhaled deeply. “You have crossed the threshold,” he said. “From seeing to understanding.”




Alvin frowned. “And what does that mean for us?”




“It means,” Eldric replied, “that Higbee will no longer be content to hunt the stone indirectly.”




As if summoned by the words, a distant horn sounded—low, mournful, and unmistakably close. Corin stiffened, moving to the door.




“That’s not a patrol,” he said grimly. “That’s a sweep.”




Gazelem’s heart raced. The stone pulsed urgently, projecting a brief image onto its surface: the interior of a tower, high above the city, a narrow window overlooking the streets.




“A safe place?” Alvin asked.




Eldric shook his head slowly. “No. A place of reckoning.”




Gazelem rose to his feet, resolve settling over him like armor. His first vision had shown him the stakes. His second had shown him the cost of inaction.




Whatever came next, he knew one thing with certainty.




He was no longer just carrying the stone.




He was becoming part of its story.
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Chapter 4: Alvin Sees the Truth


Alvin had always trusted his instincts. Long before the stone, before archways and visions and worlds that bent like dreams, he had learned to read danger in the tilt of a shadow or the wrong kind of silence. But nothing in his seventeen years had prepared him for this—standing in a half-ruined watch house in a foreign city, listening to horns echo through stone streets while his younger brother carried something that could rewrite fate itself.


The horn sounded again, closer now. It vibrated through the walls, a low, searching note meant to flush prey from hiding.


Corin peered through the narrow slit beside the door. “They’re closing the quarter,” he said. “Street by street.”


Alvin clenched his jaw. “How long until they reach us?”


Corin didn’t answer immediately. When he did, his voice was tight. “Minutes.”


Eldric pushed himself to his feet with effort. “Then we must move upward, not outward.”


Alvin frowned. “Up?”


“The tower the stone showed,” Eldric said, turning his gaze to Gazelem. “It is old. Forgotten. Higbee’s men rarely patrol above the third level.”


Gazelem nodded, though his face was pale. “It showed a narrow stair,” he said. “Hidden behind a broken alcove.”


Alvin studied his brother closely. Gazelem looked smaller than he had just days ago—thinner, stretched by fear and responsibility—but his eyes held something new. Not just wonder. Certainty.


That unsettled Alvin more than the horns.


“Then let’s not wait for an invitation,” Alvin said. “Lead the way.”


They slipped out of the watch house just as voices echoed at the far end of the street. Torches flared, casting jagged light across the stone. Alvin stayed close behind Gazelem, his hand never far from his shoulder, guiding him through the maze of alleys and stairways that twisted upward through the city’s bones.


As they climbed, Alvin’s thoughts churned.


He had followed Gazelem through the arch without hesitation. That part was easy to explain—Gazelem was his brother. Protecting him was instinct, older than memory. But somewhere between the Old Road and the city gates, something had shifted. Gazelem wasn’t just reacting anymore. He was leading.


And Alvin didn’t yet understand what that meant for either of them.


They reached the broken alcove just as the horns sounded again, now so close that Alvin could hear shouted commands beneath them. Gazelem pressed his palm to a section of crumbling wall. The stone beneath his jacket pulsed, and with a faint grinding sound, a narrow seam appeared.


“Through here,” Gazelem whispered.


They slipped inside one by one, pulling the loose stones back into place behind them. Darkness enveloped them, thick and absolute. Alvin held his breath, listening.


Footsteps passed outside. A voice cursed. Another laughed nervously. Then the sounds faded, moving on.


Alvin exhaled slowly.


“Well,” he muttered, “that worked.”


Gazelem didn’t answer.


Alvin turned. In the dim light filtering through cracks in the stone, he saw Gazelem standing very still, the stone clutched in both hands. Its surface glowed faintly, casting shifting patterns across Gazelem’s face.


“Gaz?” Alvin said quietly. “What is it?”


Gazelem swallowed. “It’s… pulling. Not forward. Not up. Inward.”


Eldric’s voice was calm but intent. “The tower is layered,” he said. “Not all paths are made of steps.”


Alvin frowned. “I don’t like the sound of that.”


“Neither did I, the first time,” Eldric replied.


Alvin opened his mouth to ask what that meant—but the stone flared suddenly, brighter than it had since the gorge. Alvin flinched, raising an arm to shield his eyes.


And then—


The world dropped away.


Alvin staggered, his footing vanishing beneath him. For a split second, he thought he was falling. Then sensation returned—not gravity, but presence. Weight without mass. Awareness without body.


He gasped and found himself standing in a wide, open space beneath a sky streaked with deep blue and silver. The ground beneath his feet was smooth and reflective, like polished stone or still water. He looked down and saw his reflection staring back—older, harder, eyes lined with things he had not yet lived.


“What—” Alvin began.


“You are seeing,” a voice said.


Alvin spun.


Gazelem stood a few paces away—but not the Gazelem he knew. This Gazelem was older, his posture straighter, his expression composed and grave. The stone hovered near his chest, suspended as if by invisible threads, its markings blazing.


Alvin’s heart lurched. “This isn’t real.”


“It is,” the Gazelem-figure said gently. “Just not now.”


Alvin clenched his fists. “Get out of my head.”


“This isn’t your head,” the voice said again—this time from behind him.


Alvin turned and found himself face to face with a version of himself.


Not older. Not younger.


Truer.


This Alvin wore battered armor, its edges nicked and scarred. His eyes were tired but clear, his stance balanced and ready. A sword rested at his side, its hilt worn smooth by use.


Alvin stared. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


The other Alvin smiled faintly. “That’s what I said too.”


Panic surged. “No. I didn’t touch the stone. This isn’t supposed to be mine.”


The armored Alvin’s smile faded. “That’s where you’re wrong.”


The sky above them shifted. Images rippled across it—scenes pulled from memory and possibility alike. Alvin saw himself standing between Gazelem and danger. Again. And again. And again. He saw moments he recognized—climbing trees, fixing the barn roof, arguing with their father—and moments he didn’t.


A street soaked in rain and blood.


A tower stair collapsing beneath his feet.


Gazelem screaming his name.


“No,” Alvin whispered. “Stop.”


“The stone shows truth,” the armored Alvin said. “Not comfort.”


Alvin shook his head violently. “Gazelem’s the one with visions. I’m just here to keep him alive.”


“And what happens,” the other Alvin asked quietly, “when keeping him alive costs you something?”


The images sharpened.


Alvin saw himself standing at a fork in a corridor—one path leading toward Gazelem, the other toward a group of strangers cornered by soldiers. He felt the pull of both, the impossibility of choosing.


He felt fear.


And then—resolve.


The image froze.


“This is what you don’t see yet,” the armored Alvin said. “Not because you can’t—but because you won’t.”


Alvin’s throat tightened. “I don’t want this.”


“I know,” the other said softly. “Neither did I.”


The reflective ground beneath them darkened, showing another scene. Higbee stood before a council, his voice smooth and convincing, his fear hidden behind polished words. Behind him, unseen, the city burned.


“You see him as Gazelem sees him,” the armored Alvin said. “A coward.”


Alvin scowled. “Isn’t he?”


“Yes,” the other Alvin replied. “Which makes him dangerous.”


The scene shifted again. Alvin saw himself confronting Higbee—not with a sword, but with words. He saw hesitation flicker across Higbee’s face. Doubt. Fear unraveling.


Alvin frowned. “That’s not how I fight.”


“It might be how you win,” the armored Alvin said.


The sky fractured, images collapsing inward.


Alvin staggered as the world rushed back.


He found himself on his knees in the narrow stairwell, gasping for breath. Gazelem knelt beside him, alarmed, hands hovering uncertainly.


“Alvin,” Gazelem said urgently. “You didn’t answer. I thought—”


Alvin shoved himself upright, breathing hard. “I saw it,” he said hoarsely.


Eldric’s eyes sharpened. “The truth?”


Alvin nodded slowly. “Or enough of it.”


Corin stared. “You too?”


Alvin ran a hand through his hair, trying to steady himself. His heart still pounded, but beneath the shock, something else settled into place—like a piece of himself he hadn’t known was missing.


“The stone doesn’t just choose seers,” Alvin said slowly. “It chooses anchors.”


Gazelem blinked. “Anchors?”


Alvin met his brother’s gaze. “Someone has to stand when everything else moves.”


Silence followed.


Eldric bowed his head slightly. “Then it has shown you well.”


Alvin let out a shaky breath. “I don’t like it.”


Eldric smiled faintly. “Few do.”


They continued upward in silence, the stair narrowing as it climbed. Alvin’s thoughts raced, replaying fragments of the vision. The choices. The cost.


He glanced at Gazelem, walking ahead with the stone’s faint glow lighting his path.


For the first time since stepping through the arch, Alvin understood something clearly.


This quest was not about saving a princess alone.


It was about what each of them would become along the way.


And whether the truth they saw would be enough to carry them through it.


The stairway narrowed as it climbed, each turn tighter than the last, until Alvin had to angle his shoulders to keep from scraping the stone. His breath came slow and measured now, not from the climb but from the lingering weight of what he had seen. The vision clung to him like a shadow—quiet, persistent, impossible to shake.


Ahead of him, Gazelem climbed carefully, one hand brushing the wall for balance, the other resting instinctively near the stone beneath his jacket. The faint glow it cast painted soft lines along the stone steps, just enough to see by. Gazelem did not look back, but Alvin could sense his awareness, the way the younger boy seemed to feel the space around him rather than merely see it.


Eldric followed behind Alvin, his staff tapping softly against the steps. Corin brought up the rear, alert despite the confined space.


At last, the stair opened into a circular chamber near the top of the tower. The ceiling arched high overhead, partially collapsed in places, allowing shafts of amber light to spill in. A single narrow window overlooked the city below.


They stepped inside cautiously.


Alvin moved first to the window, peering out. From this height, the city spread beneath them like a living map—streets twisting in uneasy patterns, torches flaring as patrols moved in coordinated sweeps. Horns echoed again, closer than before.


“They’re sealing the district,” Alvin said grimly. “We’re running out of places to hide.”


Gazelem approached the window and looked out as well. The stone pulsed once, softly, and an image shimmered across its surface—routes through the city, branching possibilities, some flaring briefly before fading away.


“This tower,” Gazelem said quietly, “it’s not just shelter.”


Eldric nodded. “It was built as a watchpoint long before Higbee’s line took power. Decisions were once made here.”


Corin snorted. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s decided anything here in years.”


Alvin turned away from the window, rubbing his hands together as if to warm them. His thoughts churned. The vision had shaken him more deeply than he wanted to admit. Seeing himself—another self—had cracked something open inside him.


He had always known his role: protector, fixer, the one who stepped in when things broke or people faltered. It was simple. It made sense.


But the stone had shown him something else. A different kind of strength. One that required standing still instead of charging forward.


Alvin didn’t like it.


“You okay?” Gazelem asked quietly.


Alvin met his brother’s gaze. “I saw things I didn’t ask to see.”


Gazelem nodded. “So did I.”


“That doesn’t make it better,” Alvin muttered.


Eldric approached them slowly. “The stone reveals what is already present,” he said. “It does not invent new paths. It only illuminates the ones you avoid.”


Alvin bristled. “You don’t know what I avoid.”


Eldric’s gaze was gentle but unyielding. “On the contrary. I think you know very well.”


Silence stretched between them.


Corin cleared his throat. “Hate to interrupt the soul-searching, but we’ve got movement below.”


Alvin glanced back to the window. A group of soldiers had halted near the base of the tower. One of them pointed upward. Another raised a horn.


Alvin swore under his breath. “They’ve found us.”


The horn blasted, sharp and commanding.


Gazelem stiffened. The stone flared brighter, its warmth surging. “They’re not supposed to see this place,” he said.


“They weren’t,” Eldric replied. “Until the stone acted so openly.”


Alvin’s jaw tightened. “Then it’s my fault.”


Eldric shook his head. “No. It is the cost of truth becoming visible.”


Boots echoed from below—heavy, deliberate. The sound of metal scraping stone followed as soldiers began forcing their way up the stair.


Corin drew his blade. “We can hold them at the choke point,” he said. “For a time.”


Alvin assessed the narrow stair. “Against how many?”


Corin shrugged. “Enough.”


Gazelem’s breathing quickened. “The stone is showing me something,” he said. “But it’s… unclear.”


Alvin placed a hand on his shoulder. “Look at me. Don’t panic.”


Gazelem met his eyes, grounding himself. “There are two outcomes,” Gazelem said slowly. “One where we fight. One where we don’t.”


Alvin’s expression hardened. “And the one where we don’t?”


Gazelem hesitated. “It involves you.”


Alvin felt the truth of that settle deep in his chest. The armored version of himself from the vision rose unbidden in his mind, calm and resolute.


“Then let’s hear it,” Alvin said.


The stone pulsed sharply, projecting an image onto the chamber floor: Alvin standing at the tower’s window, calling out to the soldiers below. His hands were empty. His posture open.


Corin stared. “You’re joking.”


“I’m not,” Gazelem said. “They hesitate. Just long enough.”


“Long enough for what?” Alvin asked.


“For me to do what I need to do,” Gazelem replied.


Alvin closed his eyes briefly. Fear flared—raw and immediate—but beneath it lay a steadier feeling. Acceptance.


He opened his eyes. “All right.”


Corin grabbed his arm. “That’s suicide.”


Alvin shook him off gently. “No. It’s leverage.”


Eldric studied Alvin closely. “You understand the risk.”


Alvin nodded. “I understand the alternative.”


The boots on the stair were closer now. Shouted orders echoed upward.


Alvin moved to the window and climbed onto the narrow ledge, gripping the stone frame for balance. The drop below was dizzying. He forced himself not to look down.


“Alvin,” Gazelem said urgently.


Alvin glanced back, offering a crooked smile. “You’d better make this worth it.”


He raised his voice.


“Soldiers!” Alvin shouted. “You’re looking for us. I’m right here.”


Below, the movement stilled. Torches tilted upward. A murmur rippled through the gathered men.


Alvin continued, his voice carrying with surprising clarity. “You’ve been told we’re enemies. That we threaten your city.”


A man stepped forward—an officer by the look of him. “Step away from the edge!” he shouted. “You are under arrest by order of Lord Higbee!”


Alvin spread his hands wide. “Ask yourselves something first. If we’re such a threat—why send soldiers instead of judges?”


The officer hesitated. The murmurs grew louder.


Alvin pressed on, the words flowing now, guided by something deeper than planning. “You’re hunting a stone because you’ve been told to fear it. But fear isn’t law. And it isn’t truth.”


Inside the tower, Gazelem felt the stone surge, responding to Alvin’s words. Symbols flared, rearranging themselves rapidly.


Alvin locked eyes with the officer below. “Look at your city. Look at what fear has done to it.”


For a moment, no one spoke.


Then the officer lowered his horn slightly. Doubt flickered across his face.


Inside the tower, the stone blazed.


Gazelem cried out as light poured from it, flooding the chamber. Symbols leapt into the air, spiraling upward through the broken ceiling like a beacon. Images followed—visions projected across the sky above the city: the fractured throne, Higbee pacing in fear, the hidden library, the crossroads.


People in the streets below stopped and stared upward. Soldiers froze, weapons lowering as gasps rippled through the crowd.


Alvin squinted against the light, heart hammering. “Gazelem!”


“I’m trying!” Gazelem shouted, his voice strained. “It’s more than I expected!”


The stone’s markings burned brighter, and Gazelem felt the truth of Emma’s words echo through him: The stone remembers courage.


Alvin held his ground, arms still spread wide. He felt exposed—vulnerable—but also strangely steady. The vision had not lied. This was where he was meant to stand.


The officer below took a step back. “This isn’t possible,” he whispered.


Eldric moved to Gazelem’s side, bracing him. “Focus,” he urged. “Anchor it.”


Gazelem
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