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Prologue · Farewell at the Stake
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By the time the bells of Vilsang had tolled the seventh hour, the pyre in the square had already been stacked knee-high.

It was the coldest noon of October, the sky heavy with lead-grey clouds, the wind sweeping down from the spires of the Holy Inquisition, carrying the mingled scents of pine resin, lamp oil, and the sweat of the crowd. Nearly the entire city of Vilsang had poured into the central square—some clambered onto rooftops, others crowded along the stone rim of the fountain, children hoisted onto their parents' shoulders—all for a single glimpse of the witch about to be burned.

Isabella Veylan was bound to the stake at the square's center, her hands tied behind her back, the salt-soaked hemp ropes cutting into her flesh, her knuckles white and streaked with blood. She wore a rough-spun penitent's shift, barefoot, standing on dry kindling freshly doused with oil. Three days in the dungeons had wasted her to near bones—yet her spine remained ramrod straight, like a plant that refused to bow even after being uprooted.

She raised her head, past the surging crowd, past the raised torches and cross-shaped holy emblems, and saw the man standing on the execution platform.

Cassian Rook. The youngest Grand Inquisitor of Vilsang, a man who, before the age of thirty, had come to command half the authority of the Holy Inquisition. He stood tall in his black judicial robes, the silver crown of thorns embroidered on his shoulders marking his supreme authority, his face pale beneath the overcast sky. Three months ago, he had been the one who climbed the wall of the Veylan manor in the dead of night, warming her frozen hands with his own body heat, listening to her speak of herbs and stars by candlelight.

And now, in his hands, he held the death warrant.

"Cassian." Her voice was so soft it was nearly swallowed by the wind—only he, standing at the nearest step below, could hear it. "You don't have to watch."

He did not answer. She saw his hands trembling—those same hands that had once traced her brow, that had bandaged her fingers burned by medicinal herbs—now gripping the Inquisition's decree, its edges already crumpled and softened by cold sweat.

The executioner stepped forward and read the charges aloud. The crowd fell silent.

Cassian took over and began reading the sentence. His voice was calm as thin ice, every word striking clearly upon every eardrum:

"In the name of the Holy Inquisition, in the name of the thirty-seven saints of Vilsang, Isabella of House Veylan, youngest daughter, is condemned for practicing forbidden arts, for seducing the minds of the faithful, for causing the plague that spread through the Eastern Quarter, claiming over three hundred lives. The evidence is conclusive; she is forsaken by both man and God. This day, may sacred fire cleanse her sin, and may searing flames purify her soul."

A suppressed stir rippled through the crowd. Some were weeping—a woman whose child Isabella had delivered on a snowy night, holding the infant she had pulled back from death's door. Others were sneering—idlers paid in silver by Bishop Victor's men to come and "testify." Isabella watched it all and felt a sudden, near-absurd irony: her entire life, she had used the so-called "forbidden arts" only to heal—cooling fevers in children, delivering women in labor, brewing medicines for plague victims. She had never taken a single life. Yet now the words "evidence is conclusive" weighed heavier than any defense she could offer—heavier a thousand, ten thousand times over.

"I did not," she said, her voice soft but each word distinct. "Cassian, you know I did not. This plague was not brought by me—it was brought by your Inquisition, when you sealed the Eastern Quarter's wells, burned the soup kitchens, and locked the sick inside the city to die. Your 'purification' killed them—not my remedies."

The crowd erupted in murmurs. The executioner barked at her to be silent.

Cassian finally raised his eyes and looked at her.

In that instant, all the noise of the square seemed to sink beneath water, leaving only the two of them, separated by a pile of kindling, by the boundary between life and death, gazing at each other. In his eyes, she saw something she had never seen before—not the coldness of an inquisitor, not the indifference of an enforcer, but the bone-deep desperation of a drowning man.

"I know," he said, barely moving his lips, at a volume only she could hear. "I know everything."

Isabella froze.

"Listen to me—there is little time." His voice was pitched so low, so fast, as if afraid the wind would steal his words. "All of House Veylan's books will be burned tonight under the pretense of 'destroying forbidden arts' by Lord Victor. He never wanted your life—he wanted what your mother left behind. If you do not die today, then tomorrow, your remaining kin still hidden outside the city walls will be 'discovered,' one by one, with fresh charges. But if you die—cleanly, publicly, with all of Vilsang watching the Veylan witch turn to ash—Victor will believe House Veylan has been extinguished forever."

"What are you saying..." Her voice trembled.

"I am fighting for a way for you to live." Cassian closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, they held only a resolute, hollow stillness. "Not for you to live—but for the rest of House Veylan to live. This is... the only thing I can do for you now. Isabella, die cleanly—better that than to be ground down by him, piece by piece, better than to watch your kin be buried one by one in your place."

Isabella looked at him, her throat filled with ice that had been freezing for an entire winter. She finally understood his silence over these three months. She understood why he had refused to speak a single unnecessary word during her prison visits. She understood where that unfathomable pain in his eyes had come from.

"And you?" she asked, her voice hoarse, tears welling in her eyes for the first time. "Cassian—after you burn me with your own hands—how will you go on living?"

He did not answer that question.

He stepped back and took the burning torch from the executioner's hand.

The torchlight flickered across his face, revealing his clenched jaw and the thing that flashed, then vanished, in his eyes—something that seemed poised to consume him entirely. He walked toward the pyre, step by step, each one feeling as though he were treading on his own bones.

"Close your eyes," he breathed to her in the final moment. "Don't look at the fire. Think of spring. Think of the water lily in your backyard that you could never keep alive—it actually bloomed this year. I never told you."

At last, Isabella's tears fell.

The torch dropped into the oil-soaked kindling.

Flames roared up with a deafening whoosh, their greedy orange tongues instantly licking at her penitent's shift, her ankles, her hem. Agony seared through her like a thousand red-hot needles piercing flesh all at once. She clenched her jaw and did not let a single scream escape—she would not give Victor, would not give the onlookers, the satisfaction of hearing a daughter of House Veylan wail in the fire.

In the final instant before the flames consumed everything, through the writhing fire, she saw Cassian Rook standing motionless, letting the heat of the blaze wash over his face. His lips were moving, saying something—the words mostly swallowed by the crackling of the wood. Only in the moment before her consciousness plunged into darkness did she catch two faint syllables—

It might have been "live"—or it might have been "return."

Then came the endless, searing darkness.

Isabella Veylan, in the very center of Vilsang's busiest square, was set ablaze and reduced to ashes by the only man she had ever loved.

——
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Three months later, in the deepest recesses of the Holy Inquisition, in a secret chamber whose existence even the inquisitors did not know.

Cassian Rook knelt alone before an ancient bronze mirror. The mirror stood waist-high, its frame crawling with twisted, archaic runes he could not decipher. Its surface was black—reflecting neither light nor any image. This was what he had found after combing through every classified archive of the Inquisition, after three months of relentless searching—the mirror that, according to legend, could reach the Faceless One.

In these three months, he had wasted to near-skeleton. Since Isabella's death, he had not shed a single tear, nor slept a single full night. He continued presiding over cases, signing documents, playing the cold, efficient Grand Inquisitor before Victor—only when the night was deepest would he go alone to the potter's field on the eastern outskirts, standing before a grave pit that bore no headstone, and remain there until dawn.

He could not accept a world without her. Over the past ninety-odd nights, that thought had crept through him like ivy, inch by inch, strangling every last shred of his reason.

He drew from his robes a short blade soaked in holy oil, slit open his own palm, and let his warm blood fall, drop by drop, onto the black mirror's surface.

The moment the blood touched the mirror, it did not slide off—it was drawn in, as if into a bottomless abyss, and vanished in an instant.

Slowly, a face rose within the mirror.

It was a face with no features—no eyes, no nose, no mouth, only a smooth, eggshell-pale visage that somehow radiated the oppressive sense of being "watched."

"Faceless One," Cassian spoke, his voice betraying not a flicker of emotion, as if he were merely reading an ordinary document. "I know what you can do. I will trade everything I have left—my life, my remaining years, my soul after death—for one life returned."

The faceless face in the mirror was still for a long moment.

Then, it "smiled"—soundlessly.

That smile seeped from the smooth mirror, unraveling into invisible threads that wound around his bleeding wrist—like snakes, like vines, like a noose that had been fashioned for him long before he ever arrived. A voice that did not belong to any human tongue sounded directly in his mind—cold, ancient, tinged with amusement:

"Are you certain, Cassian Rook? The power to reverse death is never cheap. What you bring back may no longer be the person you remember. And what you give will be far more than you imagine."

"I am certain." He did not hesitate for a single breath. "Even if she returns only to hate me—even if she returns only to kill me with her own hands—as long as she lives, as long as she draws breath in this world, I will pay any price."

The smile in the mirror deepened.

"Deal."

That night, a wound appeared in Cassian Rook's palm—one that would never heal, no matter what. And deep within the potter's field on the eastern outskirts of Vilsang, a body long since turned to ash began, in the black earth, to knit itself back together—flesh by flesh, bone by bone.
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Chapter One · Something That Crawled Out of the Ashes
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One year later. The eastern outskirts of Vilsang. The potter's field.

It was a wasteland forgotten by all. Every nameless corpse from the city—those who had died of plague, of burning, of the Inquisition's various "purifications"—had been hastily buried here, without headstones, without names, only a thin layer of loose soil to cover them. At night, even stray dogs would not come near this place.

When the earth split from within, there was no thunder, no lightning, no warning. Only a faint, sharp crack—like a bone settling back into its socket—echoing through the silent night, unnervingly clear.

Isabella opened her eyes, half a meter beneath the soil.

The first breath she drew into her newly reborn lungs carried the stench of rotting earth, sulfur, and ancient bones. She lay in the cold ground, still in the posture of her death—hands folded across her chest, a position someone had arranged for her. She would later learn that someone had been Cassian. She lay there for a long time—so long that the night dew seeped through the loose soil and dampened her newly regrown hair; so long that the distant night watchman's clappers had already struck the third watch—before she finally, for the first time, tried to move her fingers.

A faint, ghostly blue light flickered at her fingertips.

She froze.

That was not the power she remembered. In life, Isabella had never been particularly gifted. Her mother had always said she was too soft-hearted, too lacking in any will to harm. At best, she could coax a wilted flower to unfold its petals again, or bring down a fever in a sick child for a single night. Her "magic" had been gentle, faint—more like an amplified kindness than any forbidden art capable of shaking the Inquisition.

But now, with nothing more than the subconscious urge to push herself up, that faint blue light at her fingertips rippled outward—and the waist-high weeds that had grown wild for an entire year withered, rotted, and collapsed into a patch of black humus, as though every last trace of life had been drained from them.

She stared at her own hands in stunned silence.

Slowly, inch by inch, she crawled out of the grave that had been hers. Naked, caked in mud, her long hair plastered messily across her face and shoulders. She knelt among the weeds of the potter's field, gasping, and looked toward a nearby puddle of rainwater, its surface lit by the moon.

She crawled over and bent her head to look at her reflection.

The face was still hers—the same brows and eyes, though gaunter than in life, paler, with an almost translucent quality that no living person should possess. But her eyes had changed. Deep within her pupils, it was as if someone had steeped them in black ink—utterly dark, save for a faint, silvery ring of light that could only be glimpsed at the darkest angle, slowly shifting, as though something else had taken up residence behind her gaze.

Her memories were shattered—like a pile of porcelain shards that had been knocked over and swept carelessly into a heap.

She remembered her mother's hands—warm, rough, with thin calluses on the fingertips from years of grinding herbs. She remembered the faint scent of burning candles in the Veylan manor's study, mingled with old paper and dried herbs. She remembered snow. She remembered water lilies. She remembered a pair of eyes that had looked at her by candlelight—gentle, restrained.

And she remembered—the fire.

The all-consuming, ravenous fire that had swallowed her whole. And the owner of those eyes, standing beyond the flames, watching her burn to ash without moving.

She could not, for the moment, recall the name of the one to whom those eyes belonged. Yet the searing agony of being burned alive—and the bone-deep hatred of being delivered to death by the one she had trusted most—was etched, clear and complete, into every inch of her newly regrown skin, every last one of her remade bones.

She steadied herself against a protruding grave marker and rose, unsteadily, to her feet.

The night wind cut across her naked body, icy and sharp—yet she felt no cold. She felt little of anything: no hunger, no chill, no exhaustion. As if this reborn body existed for only one purpose.

She gazed at the distant lights of Vilsang, the city that had once burned her alive, now sleeping peacefully under the night as if nothing had ever happened. She parted her cracked lips and, in a voice so hoarse and cold it sounded foreign even to herself, carved this sentence, word by word, into her newborn bones:

"Whoever burned me—"

"Whoever did—will pay with their life."

What she did not know was that, in that very same moment, in the highest tower of Vilsang's Holy Inquisition, Cassian Rook was bent over his desk reviewing documents. The candle flame suddenly flared—and the old wound on his palm, which had never truly healed in an entire year and had ached constantly, erupted without warning into a searing, tearing pain.

He shot up from his chair, scattering papers across the floor. He gripped his own wrist, his back instantly drenched in cold sweat. That pain—he would never forget it for the rest of his life. It was the exact same pain he had felt a year ago, when the Faceless One had accepted his bargain and seared its mark into his palm.

The pain came fast, and faded fast. But immediately after, a strange, pulling sensation—spanning half the city—traveled through his veins, through his heartbeat, as if an invisible thread, one end tied to his chest and the other to that desolate potter's field in the east, had gone taut.

That thread had lain slack and dying for an entire year. But now—it had gone taut.

"It worked..." he murmured, his voice trembling, his knuckles white from the force of his grip.

Yet the expression on his face was not the wild elation of something lost and regained—it was a bone-white pallor, steeped in dread.

Because he knew better than anyone in this world—the Faceless One never made a deal without a price. She had returned. But behind the word "returned" lay a debt he would have to settle, sooner or later—one that would consume everything.

He walked slowly to the tower window and looked out at the darkness shrouding the eastern part of the city. He did not move for a long time.

"You've returned," he said to the void, barely above a whisper. His voice carried joy, fear, guilt—and a faint, desperate hope that he himself dared not examine too closely. "Even if... even if you've come back to kill me."
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