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To James—thank you for planting the seed that made this strange, sacred story possible.

To Ian, for your tireless editing, your creative care, and for helping bring this world to life.

To Adam—for always being a true inspiration, a steady flame, and the muse behind so much of the madness.

To Mandy - for your time, patience and extra input on all the editing. You helped bring the spiral to life.

And to those who remember what never was...

and all the ones still dreaming of the crown.

Edgar Allan Poe — The Haunted Palace (1839)

"And all with pearl and ruby glowing

Was the fair palace door,

Through which came flowing, flowing, flowing

And sparkling evermore,

A troop of Echoes, whose sweet duty

Was but to sing,

In voices of surpassing beauty,

The wit and wisdom of their king."
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Prologue: The Fall of the Last King
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The battlefield was silent. Not the soothing silence of peace, nor the stillness of death, but the foreboding silence of something vast and watching, something waiting. The dead did not rot here. They lingered—bodies untouched by time, their fingers curled in rigour, their shadows stretching long beneath an empty sky.

The wind did not stir. The air, thick with the scent of iron and dust, pressed heavily upon the land as though it, too, mourned something it could no longer name.

King Vaelor stood at the edge of ruin. His once-gilded armour, dulled by rust and regret, bore the weight of battles long lost. The sigils of his house—House Aedros, the First Flame—were barely visible beneath the layers of dried blood and filth.

His crown, cracked and tarnished, hung loosely upon his brow, a mockery of the sovereignty he no longer possessed. His sword—a relic of gods long departed—trembled in his grasp, lighter than it should have been, as though it, too, had grown weary of the fight.

They had come for him.

The Hollow King's nameless heralds—draped in robes that bled into the smothering darkness—watched him with faces obscured, neither living nor dead, neither seen nor unseen. They did not breathe. They did not blink.

They did not speak, for speech belonged to the realm of the living, and they had long since abandoned that tether. Their presence alone stripped the world of warmth, their very forms rippling as though struggling to remain within mortal sight.

Beyond them, at the heart of the battlefield, stood the throne.

It had not been there when the battle began.

At first, there had only been bodies. Then, amidst the carnage, the earth split, and the throne rose. A monolith of obsidian and bone pulsating like a living thing, its surface slick with something that was not rain. It reeked—not of blood, not of death, but of something older.

A scent that should not exist, something that stirred at the back of the mind, triggering memories no man had ever lived.

Vaelor had seen horrors before—he had razed cities, walked battlefields slick with the entrails of the fallen, and witnessed the fractured madness of gods and kings alike. But this... this was something else. This was remembrance itself, something primal and wrong, something that had never been meant to awaken.

The heralds stepped forward, silent and inevitable.

Vaelor knew what they wanted. He had known from the moment his men had begun to disappear—not slain by blade or arrow but consumed by the weight of forgotten names. Their voices had faded before their bodies did. Their prayers had collapsed into dust.

They had ceased to exist, erased from the tapestry of memory, as though they had never been born.

Now, only he remained—the last ember of a kingdom that had already been snuffed out.

"I will not kneel," Vaelor whispered, though his voice had already begun to fade.

The heralds did not answer. They did not need to. They only raised their hands, and the oppressive silence deepened.

A great wind rose from nowhere, howling across the field, though it carried no dust, no scent of war. Instead, it carried whispers—a thousand voices, murmuring in a language not meant for mortal ears.

Each syllable slithered into Vaelor's marrow, filling him with the weight of a thousand lost voices.

His vision blurred. The world around him warped, shifting like oil upon water.

He tried to raise his sword, but the metal dissolved in his grip, crumbling to dust before his very eyes. His hands—once strong—were hollow things now, empty outlines where flesh should have been. His breath came in thin, ragged gasps.

His pulse slowed, slower, slower still, as if the world was forgetting that he had ever lived.

His crown fell from his head and did not strike the ground. It hovered, suspended in the still air, turning slowly as if caught in unseen tides.

And then, impossibly, it began to whisper.

The sound was worse than an oppressive silence.

It was his voice, speaking to him from the abyss. It was his memories, unspooling before his eyes—his first hunt as a boy, the way his mother had stroked his hair, the night he first wore his father's crown.

His past, his name, his very soul—slipping away, devoured by something that had always been waiting.

He screamed.

But no sound escaped.

The smothering darkness reached for him, and he fell—not onto the battlefield, but into something else, something more profound.

The Hollow King did not take thrones.

He became them.

As Vaelor dissolved, his body unravelling into memory and dust, the throne shifted. Its surface pulsed, expanding, growing darker, feeding.

A shadow stretched from its base—longer, taller—until the shape of a man sat upon it.

The Hollow King stirred.

And the world shuddered in quiet dread.
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Chapter 1 – The Marked Exile
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Ash fell like soft snow from the sky. It clung to the stones like forgotten skin, coating broken walls and leafless branches in gentle, grey decay. Nothing here had moved in years—not truly. Even time seemed reluctant to pass.

Elyas sat hunched beside the fire, legs drawn to his chest beneath a weather-worn cloak. His shoulders trembled—not from biting cold, but from something he refused to name. The flame had shrunk to a handful of embers, pulsing weakly in the pit of scorched stone.

Each crackle sounded too loud as if it disturbed something listening.

The ruins around him had once been a village—small, walled, and long dead. Bones scattered in corners like discarded thoughts. A well had collapsed in on itself, its rope still swaying despite the absence of wind.

A wooden sign lay half-buried in the ash. Elyas had tried earlier to brush it clean, hoping to find a name, a history—something. But the letters were gouged beyond recognition.

He wondered if the village had ever been authentic or if it was simply another phantom from the Hollow King's dreaming world.

He pulled his satchel into his lap and opened it carefully as if it might scream. Inside lay three things: a tightly bound journal, a water skin that had begun to taste of copper, and a dagger with a cracked hilt.

The blade was dull and mostly useless, but he kept it out of principle—that and the feeling that discarding it would invite something worse.

In the journal, he wrote:

"Seventeenth dusk beyond the Grey Wall. I found the ruins of a village with no name: no birds, no insects, no rot—only stillness. Dreams worsening.

Last night, I heard my voice calling from the woods. But I never left the fire. The mark burns stronger with the biting cold..

Something is moving in the trees."

He paused and then wrote in a smaller, tight hand:

"Either I am unravelling... or the world is."

The ink bled slightly as he closed the book. He held it a moment longer, fingers tight around the leather like it might anchor him to himself.

The fire let out a final hiss and fell into smothering darkness. A hush spread outward in its wake—like a held breath. Elyas thought, for a moment, that he heard footsteps on stone, but when he turned, there was only shadow and the broken archway that once framed the village's entrance.

He stood slowly, brushing ash from his knees. His legs ached. His bones felt older than he remembered.

Beyond the arch, the fields stretched out in colourless waves. The sky was bruised with dusk, but there were no stars—only a faint crimson stain low on the horizon. It hadn't been there yesterday.

He looked up, half expecting to see birds or clouds or some sign of skyward life.

There was none.

Only that same empty vastness.

Only the watching.

Elyas reached for his chest, fingers brushing the rough fabric of his shirt until he touched the brand beneath. It felt hot, alive.

The shape had burned into his skin years ago after he opened the vault beneath the old cathedral and read the name carved into the bones of the dead.

The spiral crown.

It pulsed beneath his touch—once. Twice.

A faint whisper crawled at the edge of hearing. Elyas's name, perhaps.

He jerked his hand back.

"No," he whispered aloud. "Not tonight."

But the brand continued to throb. Slow. Steady. Patient.

Waiting.

He tried to ignore it.

Instead, he stepped away from the fire pit, its biting cold ashes now nothing more than a stain in the stone. The ruins loomed around him—angular shapes in the dimness, skeletal houses that leaned as if listening.

He passed a row of shattered door frames, each revealing a different tableau of ruin: a collapsed hearth with petrified coals; a child's doll, half-melted, cradled in brittle arms of straw; a basin filled with dust and fingernails.

The last one made him stop.

The nails were arranged in a spiral by an unseen hand.

He turned away, swallowing bile. His eyes stung. The air here had the sharp, bitter taste of an old wound.

How many villages had he passed through like this? How many places lost their names when the Hollow King stirred?

He pulled his cloak tighter, though he felt no biting cold. He hadn't felt bitter cold in years. Not since the exile. Not since they'd dragged him beyond the Grey Wall with iron chains, his name stripped from the census, his face scraped from the palace frescoes.

Nobody will remember you, they had said.

But the Hollow King remembered.

He caught sight of himself in a shard of blackened glass leaning against a toppled door frame. His reflection did not move when he did. It stared at him—mouth slightly open, eyes hollow. A second too slow.

Elyas stepped back.

The glass tilted and fell. It shattered.

His pulse thudded.

It had done that before.

He found himself near the centre of the village ruins now, in what must have been a square. A broken statue stood at its centre, little more than a jagged torso. The face had been sheared clean off. No features. No eyes.

Only a mouth, still intact, twisted into a wide, screaming grin.

He sat at its base.

For a long moment, he said nothing. He breathed, listening to the nothingness. Not even the insects hummed. He imagined the village was holding its breath.

He had a memory—sharp and sudden—of his mother's voice calling him to dinner, laughter in the background, and a warm hearth... but the memory ripped itself apart midway through. The warmth turned to smoke. The laughter warped. He couldn't remember what her face looked like.

He wasn't even sure her name had started with an M, like he always assumed.

The Hollow King eats memory first. Then meaning. Then time.

That had been one of the monk's last warnings, scrawled in the margin of the Black Canticle.

He hadn't believed it then. Not truly. He had thought he could control it—understand the language, contain the knowledge. But truth does not like to be observed.

The wind picked up suddenly. Not real wind, not like Elyas remembered. This wind had a voice beneath it, subtle and wheezing as if the land itself were trying to whisper but lacked a tongue.

He froze.

He could hear footsteps now.

Not approaching.

Circling.

Slow, deliberate, just beyond the broken walls.

He unsheathed his dagger. The blade gleamed faintly, its surface marked by a thin layer of dried rust. It felt heavier than usual. Or his arm was weaker.

The footsteps stopped.

A breathless moment passed.

And then came the sound of wet coughing, just beyond the square—around the corner of a half-burned inn.

Elyas stood slowly, muscles taut, eyes fixed on the alley beyond the statue. He felt the mark on his chest grow hot again—hot enough to burn through a cloth.

Someone—or something—was coming.

The coughing stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

Elyas waited, barely breathing, every muscle locked in place like frozen ropes. The dagger felt wrong in his hand—too warm, too familiar. It was not the weight of metal but of memory, and memory here was dangerous.

He stepped away from the statue slowly, eyes fixed on the alleyway ahead. The square behind him stretched long with shadow. Every ruin, every doorway, every crack in the walls felt like it was watching.

The brand beneath his shirt throbbed harder—steady, insistent, like a heartbeat that wasn't his.

He whispered to it, "Not now."

It didn't answer. It never did directly. But sometimes, it pulsed in rhythm with the wind. Sometimes, it laughed in Elyas's dreams. Sometimes, it sang.

Another sound broke the oppressive silence: a low, croaking whisper—not speech, but the shape of speech, like a throat that had forgotten how.

He turned sharply.

No one.

But the sky had changed again. Elyas hadn't noticed before. That faint red smear on the horizon had grown darker, richer—almost wet—like it had begun to bleed.

He glanced up.

And realized there were stars now.

But they were wrong.

They did not twinkle. They did not stay still. They moved slowly, gliding across the firmament like beetles beneath the skin.

He could not count them, and the longer he stared, the more they seemed to arrange themselves into shapes—wheels, spirals, sigils he had seen in dreams and margins of ruined books.

One of them blinked.

He stumbled back, eyes wide, and turned his gaze to the ground, breath ragged. The whispering had stopped. But something else had begun—a sound like scraping teeth across the stone, faint, rhythmic, circling again.

He backed into a wall and pressed himself there, dagger trembling in his grip.

This is what fractured madness feels like, he thought. No... this is what remembering feels like.

A flicker of movement.

Not in front of him—in the corner of his eye.

He turned. There, near the edge of the well, stood a figure. No. Not stood.

The figure slouched, one hand on the crumbled stone, its head lowered as if it were listening to the ground. Dressed in tattered robes, its limbs were thin, too long. Wrong angles..

One leg bent backwards like a broken deer. And from beneath the hood came a faint rasp, like someone breathing through a cloth soaked in oil.

Then, it turned its head toward him.

No face.

Just shadow.

Yet Elyas felt it recognize him.

He stepped backwards, mouth dry.

The figure took a slow, dragging step toward him. Its body jerked unnaturally with the motion like it had forgotten how to walk. With each movement, its outline shimmered like oil on water—like it might not fully exist in this world.

Then, another step.

Then, a third.

Then—

Gone.

Just gone. Not vanished, and not retreated. As though the thing had never been there, as though it had only been a memory that chose to stop existing.

Elyas stood shaking in the centre of the square, the wind now still again, and the numbing silence returned, thicker than before.

The mark on his chest cooled.

But his hands would not stop trembling.

Something flickered.

Not in the world around him but inside.

Like a thread being tugged deep in his skull.

A voice.

Soft. Feminine. Familiar.

"Elyas, come inside. The storm's getting close."

He blinked.

The ruined village was gone.

So was the statue. The ash. The eerie silence.

He stood in a garden—overgrown but bright. Tall sunflowers nodded gently in the breeze. Somewhere nearby, a fountain trickled, and children laughed. The air was warm, and everything smelled of earth and apples.

He looked down at his hands. No blood. No blade.

He was sixteen again.

He knew this place.

The Inner Courtyard of House Varin.

His mother stood at the edge of the path, wearing her green apron, her hair pinned back. She smiled.

He wanted to cry.

Then she repeated it:

"Elyas, come inside. The storm's getting close."

But this time, her mouth didn't move.

And the smile didn't reach her eyes.

Something was wrong.

He looked up. The sky had changed.

The sun was still in the sky—but wrong. Not gold. Black, ringed with pale violet flame. The sunflowers began to twist toward it, their petals curling like burned paper.

He turned back toward his mother—only to find her gone.

In her place stood a tall man in pale robes, face hidden in shadow.

On his brow: a spiral crown, carved from bone and still wet.

The children's laughter from earlier began again—but behind him, and now it was screaming.

The fountain spewed ink.

The garden walls bled.

The man stepped forward and spoke in Elyas's voice:

"You never left. You've always been here. And you never had a mother."

Elyas screamed.

His knees struck stone.

The garden was gone. The ash was back. The fire was biting cold.

He was in the square again, on his hands and knees, sweat clinging to his back, breath coming in short, ragged gasps.

He reached for the dagger—only to find it already in his grip.

Had he ever dropped it?

The wind picked up again. But this time, it did not whisper.

It sighed.

And from beyond the alley came the sound of something stumbling.

Real, this time.

Footsteps. Wet. Broken.

A voice croaked:

"Please... help... me..."

Elyas didn't move.

The voice still echoed in his ears—weak, raw, human. It cut through the haze of the dream memory like a blade of biting cold iron. But his gaze drifted backwards, drawn as if by some magnetic pull to the statue behind him.

He had passed it before.

The faceless thing—its body cracked, its head half-shorn—had been nothing more than a broken effigy of some forgotten god or monarch.

But now...

Its mouth had changed.

It was wider. Too wide. The corners of the lips had torn upward, forming a grotesque crescent grin. The teeth—stone a moment ago—seemed sharper, less eroded, as though someone had been carving them during his trance.

Worse than that, the statue's head was tilted. Just slightly. Just enough to suggest it had been watching him.

And there, in the place where the face had been smooth and blank, were now two shallow indentations.

Eyes.

Not fully formed. Not yet. Just the beginning.

The ash clung to its surface like flesh. And he could swear—just for a breath—that it was breathing.

He stood slowly, not daring to blink.

The fire pit was cold and dead.

The ruins were silent again.

But something had shifted.

Something had seen him.

And then the voice came again, this time closer, ragged and wet:

"Help... gods, please... help me..."

Real.

Present.

And dying.

The Wounded Stranger

Elyas stepped cautiously through the crumbled archway at the edge of the square; his dagger held low, steady, his knuckles bloodless around the hilt.

The voice had come from beyond the inn—a collapsed husk of blackened timbers and warped beams. The ground here sloped slightly downward into a hollow ringed by ruin. Elyas moved without thought, pulled by a sick gravity that felt like dream logic—every step heavier than the last, every breath thinner.

Then he saw him.

Half-slumped against the remnants of a low stone wall, the stranger was more blood than man. His cloak—once white, perhaps—was soaked through and hanging in strips. His legs were twisted beneath him at unnatural angles like he had fallen from a great height and never finished the landing.

One hand clutched his side. The other, shaking, reached out toward Elyas blindly.

His face was half-gone. Not wounded and not crushed.

Unwritten.

The skin rippled like melting wax, but it wasn't burnt. It was absence. As though something had touched the stranger, and decided he didn't need a face any more.

And burned into the centre of his forehead was a sigil.

The spiral crown.

Fresh. Still smoking.

Elyas froze.

The stranger's mouth moved. Sound came out, but not in words. Not yet. Just a thin, croaking whine, like a dying animal.

Elyas took a cautious step forward, every instinct screaming to turn away, to leave this broken man to whatever fate had hunted him down.

But something in him—a voice buried deep—whispered:

You know him.

He didn't. Of course, he didn't. And yet, the man's shape... his posture... the way his fingers curled against the stones...

Elyas knelt beside him.

"I'm here," he said. "Tell me what happened."

The stranger flinched. His body jerked like a puppet pulled by invisible strings. One eye—bloodshot, barely functional—locked on Elyas. The other was nothing more than a glistening pit.

And then he spoke.

Not with breath. Not with sound.

But directly into Elyas's mind.

"He walks behind the veil...

He's eating the world...

He wears your face..."

Then his body convulsed—hard—and a long, shuddering breath left his lungs.

Elyas reached for him instinctively, but the moment his fingers brushed the man's skin—

The stranger's shadow moved.

Not his body.

His shadow.

It peeled away from the stones like a slick oil, stretching, writhing, growing limbs that bent in reverse. Elyas scrambled backwards, breath caught in his throat as the corpse slumped and fell still, but the shadow—

The shadow rose.

It had eyes.

Too many.

And all of them were his own.

Elyas didn't breathe.

The thing that had risen from the stranger's shadow didn't blink.

It stood half-formed against the ruins, black as spilt ink and shaped like a man wearing his skin wrong. Arms too long. Legs bent inward. Its torso rippled with twitching eyes that opened and closed at random—each one a perfect replica of his own.

Violet-ringed irises, pale lashes, and a small freckle just beneath the left.

It didn't move toward him.

It didn't need to.

Instead, it mirrored him.

When he took a step back, it shifted a foot backwards—jerky and wrong, like a marionette learning how to dance. When he lifted his dagger, its arm twitched, and in the air beside its limb, a blade of shadow formed, trailing smoke.

Elyas's skin went painfully cold.

He whispered, mostly to himself, "What in the gods' names are you..."

The creature tilted its head.

So did he.

Not voluntarily.

It had copied him again.

But faster.

He tried to speak a word of banishment—something he'd read once in the Monastery of Loam, a phrase older than prayer—but before the syllables could leave his tongue, the creature opened its mouth.

And Elyas heard his voice say:

"Don't say that. You're not supposed to remember."

He staggered back, bile rising in his throat. It wasn't just mimicking him.

It was him.

Or a version of him that should have never existed.

The figure took a single step forward. The ground beneath its foot blackened, veins of smothering darkness spreading through the ash like frost on a windowpane.

Elyas backed up—two steps, then three. He nearly tripped over the corpse of the stranger.

The spiral sigil on the man's forehead was gone now.

The skin where it had been was perfectly smooth.

Wiped clean.

Like a name forgotten.

The shadow-thing lifted its head higher. Its form shimmered, almost glitching, like a reflection on broken glass.

Then it whispered, not in his voice—but in the voice of his mother:

"Come home, Elyas. You've been gone too long."

The words turned his blood to ice.

He had not heard that voice—her voice—for over a decade. But it was perfect, down to the breathy lilt she used when calling him in from the orchard, the way she said "home" like it meant something warm.

But there was nothing warm here.

The shadow thing took another step.

Closer now. Closer than it should have been. The air between them felt thick as if reality itself was slowing, resisting this unnatural imitation. The creature's arms began to stretch outward, not with a threat—but an invitation.

Like a mother ready to embrace a child. Or a predator cradling its prey..

Elyas tried to scream, but the sound caught in his throat. His body would not obey him. His limbs trembled, heavy and sluggish, like something was pulling at his spine. He looked down—

His own shadow was moving.

It had begun to stretch toward the creature—willingly—as if seeking reunion.

"Stop it," he rasped, voice raw. "I am not... yours."

The thing smiled.

No lips. Just a splitting of blackness.

It raised one hand, and the shadow around him surged.

And then—

Steel sang.

A flash of white-hot light.

A hiss like burning oil.

The shadow-thing reeled backwards, shrieking—a sound that tore at the mind more than the ears. A sword, long and broken at the tip, gleamed with runed fire, embedded in its chest.

The creature flailed once, then collapsed inward—imploding into a spiral of black thread, vanishing into the dirt like spilt ink soaked up by parchment.

Silence crashed in.

Elyas gasped, stumbling backwards into the stranger's corpse.

And from the smoke, a figure emerged.

Towering. Armoured. Wrong.

The man's silhouette scorched into the dark like a wound in the world. His left leg moved with a grinding whirr, metal fused to bone. His armour was half-flesh, half-forged—a mess of rivets, burned leather, and something that looked like fused ivory. A jaw made of steel.

A face pale and lit from within, like a candle set behind his eyes.

And in his right hand, still hissing with heat:

The sword that had saved him.

The man tilted his head. He spoke with a voice like a tombstone cracking.

"You're late."

Elyas blinked, dazed. "What—what are you?"

The figure stepped forward, the ground dimming around him.

"I'm the one who dies last. And if you want to live, you'll walk with me."

False Calm The Knight and the Marked

They sat beneath the charred remains of a lean-to, the fire newly kindled but giving off no heat.

Elyas kept one hand near his dagger, eyes darting toward the figure across from him—the broken knight who had bled fire and steel only minutes before. Caldus Thorne. People spoke his name in whispers once but never kindly.

A name stitched into the edges of cursed scriptures and blackened murals. A name attached to death that didn't end.

Now he sat like a statue beginning to decay, one hand polishing the scorched sword that had torn through the shadow-creature, like paper. It hissed with each pass of the cloth as if the blade didn't like to be clean.

No words had passed between them since the kill.

Elyas finally broke the heavy silence. "That thing... what was it?"

Caldus didn't look up. "A fragment. Not yet whole. Just enough soul to speak."

Elyas frowned. "A fragment of what?"

The knight's eyes flicked to him then—dead white, rimmed in cracked veins, lit from within. Not glowing. Not alive. Lit, like a lantern held behind the bone.

"Of you."

The prolonged silence that followed felt heavier than before. Like the world had turned its ear.

Elyas laughed once, a brittle sound. "No. That's not—no, I'm not..."

Caldus leaned forward slightly.

"It wore your eyes. It knew your name. Whispered your memories in voices it shouldn't know. It wasn't you. But it wants to be."

He gestured to the mark beneath Elyas's shirt.

"And it'll keep trying. Until you either become it... or it becomes you."

Elyas swallowed, the brand pulsing faintly against his chest like a second heart. "You know about the mark."

"I've known it longer than you've worn it," Caldus said. He leaned back against the cracked wall and exhaled smoke without ever lighting anything. "I've seen a hundred men bear it. Not many live long. Fewer stay human."

"And you?" Elyas asked. "What are you?"

Caldus's expression didn't change.

"A knight, once. A mistake, more recently."

He turned his hand over, revealing the underside of his forearm. The skin there fused to iron. Etched into the metal was a name—his own—crossed out with deep, self-inflicted gouges.

Elyas stared. "Why did you save me?"

Caldus finally met his gaze fully.

"Because the Hollow King is stirring. And your name is written into his bones.

Elyas stared at him for a long moment, the fire casting flickering shadows across the knight's face—shadows that didn't always match his movements.

"You speak like a madman," Elyas said at last, softly but not kindly. "You show up wielding a half-melted sword, kill something that shouldn't exist, speak in riddles, and act like I should just—what? Follow you into the dark?"

Caldus didn't flinch. "You already did."

"I didn't ask for this," Elyas snapped.

"No one does."

"Then why me?" His voice cracked, the pressure inside finally pushing through. "What did I do? Why does it want me? Why do you know my name when half the world forgot it the moment I crossed the Grey Wall?"

Caldus turned toward him slowly, the firelight momentarily revealing something behind his eyes—a flicker of sorrow or maybe memory. "Because you opened the vault beneath the bones of Ghirond. Because you read the name that meant to stay buried.

And because you carry the mark not on your skin, but in your soul."

Elyas rose to his feet, jaw tight, fists clenched. "That's not an answer. That's a myth. I want the truth."

Caldus's voice dropped to a whisper, low and metallic. "The truth broke me. You think it'll spare you?"

Silence.

Only the crackle of the fire which gave no warmth.

Elyas looked down at him, trying to read his expression—but the man's face was an enigma, half-flesh, half-machine. Too still to be entirely alive.

"Tell me this then," Elyas said. "How do I know you're not just another shadow wearing someone else's bones?"

Caldus didn't answer immediately. He lifted the cloth again and continued wiping his sword.

Then, softly, "You don't. And I wouldn't blame you for keeping that dagger pointed my way."

The knight lifted his gaze. "But you will follow me. Not because you trust me. But because something worse is already following you."

He nodded toward the dead body nearby—the one whose shadow had risen.

Only—

It was gone.

Not the corpse.

The shadow.

It had returned. Reattached.

But now it faced the wrong way.

Elyas's mouth went dry.

He froze.

The fire crackled, but the sound was distant now as if it came from underwater. He stared at the corpse—the twisted body of the stranger still slumped against the stone. It hadn't moved.

But its shadow had.

Bent at a cruel, impossible angle, curled away from the firelight as if rejecting it. The head of the shadow—its silhouette—was tilted upright, while the body's head remained bowed in death. The arms twitched once.

Then again.

And then... it lifted a finger.

The body hadn't moved.

But its shadow raised a hand and pointed directly at Elyas.

He stumbled backwards.

"I... I saw him die," Elyas whispered, more to himself than to Caldus. "I remember... he was bleeding out. He had no face. He—he whispered in my mind..." Or at least, I think I do.

He blinked.

Something shifted.

Had the man had a beard?

He could've sworn he had. But now the corpse's jaw was smooth, pale, untouched.

The sigil was gone—but had it ever been there?

Elyas's hands shook as he knelt beside the body, frantic now, searching for anything familiar, anything true.

His fingers brushed the man's cloak.

He paused.

The fabric... was his.

Same stitching. Same frayed edge at the collar. It's the same wine-coloured thread. Elyas reached to check the
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