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The tapestries in the Great Hall watched everything.

They always had. Kings came and went, feasts rose and decayed into silence, treaties were signed under their woven gaze and broken beneath it. The ancestors of House Valemont hung there in eternal judgment—faces composed, eyes sharpened into permanence by the hands of long-dead artisans. Every thread was a memory. Every color, a warning.

King Theron often felt them pressing in on him now, as though the walls had narrowed over the years, closing like a fist around the last remnants of order.

His son had done that.

Or rather—what his son had become.

Prince Alaric, heir to a kingdom built on blood and stone, had stopped behaving like a man who understood his own reflection. The court had begun to speak in spirals: careful phrases, softened diagnoses, diplomatic euphemisms for something no one wanted to name too directly. Madness was too simple a word. Possession too archaic. Illness too merciful.

So they said nothing precise at all.

They only said: ‘the prince believes he is a chicken.'

Theron had once been a man who solved wars before they began. Now he found himself defeated by language itself.

The first rupture had been public.

A state banquet—golden light spilling across silver platters, ambassadors arranged like pieces on a ceremonial board. The kingdom’s most important allies had been present, their smiles stretched thin with diplomacy. Everything had been perfect in the way courts always pretended perfection could be real.

Then Alaric stood.

At first, no one understood the disruption. A chair scraping. A shift in attention. The subtle tightening of guards at the edge of the hall.

The prince’s hands trembled as he looked down at his own body, as though seeing it for the first time and finding it offensive.

And then he began to remove it.

Not with grace. Not with shame. But with urgency—violent, disorganized urgency. Fabric tore. Embroidered silk yielded under frantic fingers. The sound of ripping cloth sliced through the music like a blade through flesh.

Someone laughed nervously.

Someone else dropped a goblet.

Theron remembered rising halfway from his throne before realizing that command meant nothing here—not in a moment that had already slipped beyond the reach of authority.

Alaric did not stop until he was bare beneath the chandeliers.

And then he moved.

He dropped to his hands and knees with a motion so immediate it felt rehearsed by something other than memory. His posture changed before the shock in the room could even settle. Shoulders hunched. Neck drawn inward. Eyes darting, alert in a way that no court etiquette had ever taught him.

Then he scurried.

Beneath the oak banquet table, past the stunned boots of nobles, between legs that refused to move out of disbelief. Plates overturned. Chairs scraped back. The world fractured into noise.

And Alaric—he vanished under it, as though the world above no longer applied to him.

That was the moment the kingdom began to lose its prince.

Now, weeks later, the Great Hall felt different. Not emptier—never emptier—but rearranged around an absence that had learned to breathe.

Theron stood beneath the tapestries, listening to reports that no longer sounded like reports.

“He refuses royal clothing, Your Majesty.”

“He pecks at grain.”

“He responds only to... chirping sounds.”

Each sentence arrived like a carefully wrapped insult.

The King did not move.

“If he is mocking us,” Theron said at last, voice controlled to the point of danger, “then he is doing so with extraordinary commitment.”

The advisor hesitated. “Sire... there is no indication he is mocking anyone.”

That was worse.

Mockery implied understanding. Understanding implied return.

Theron turned his gaze toward the high doors where his son had once entered like a promise.

“Where is he now?”

A pause too long to be comfortable.

“In the south garden aviary.”

Of course.

The aviary had been built for ornamental birds imported from distant islands—creatures that sang in foreign scales and refused to die quietly. Alaric had discovered it three days after the banquet incident and had not meaningfully left since.

The King walked alone.

No guards followed. Not because they were unnecessary, but because presence itself seemed to worsen the condition. The court had learned that proximity was a kind of fuel for whatever this was.

The gardens were overgrown in places, as though the kingdom itself had begun neglecting beauty in sympathy with its heir’s unraveling mind. Stone paths curved like uncertain thoughts. Statues leaned under moss.

And then came the aviary.

A domed structure of iron and glass, its once-grand design now dulled by neglect. Inside, the air was warmer, heavier. Feathered movement flickered in the corners like fragmented ideas refusing coherence.

Theron stepped in.

At first, he did not see his son.

Only shapes.

Then a sound—soft, rhythmic scratching against wood.

And finally, Alaric.

He was perched on a low branch meant for tropical birds, his body unnaturally still except for small, twitching movements. His head tilted with precision that did not belong to human anatomy anymore—not because it was physically altered, but because intention had shifted elsewhere.

His eyes met the King’s.

Recognition flickered there.

Or something pretending to be it.

“Alaric,” Theron said carefully.

A pause.

Then, softly, as though testing a foreign language:

“Cluck.”

The word landed between them like a dropped stone into deep water.

Theron felt something inside him tighten—not rage, not grief, but a third thing that had no name in any court record. A structural failure of comprehension.

“You are the prince of Valemont,” the King said. “You are my son.”

Alaric tilted his head further, as if evaluating the statement for nutritional value.

Then he hopped once.

The sound was faint. Absurd. Devastating.

From deeper within the aviary, another bird answered him.

Theron stepped forward before he could stop himself. The movement made Alaric recoil—not in fear, but in territorial instinct. His fingers curled. His posture changed. Something in him rejected verticality entirely.

“Stop this,” Theron said, and now the command cracked slightly at the edges. “Look at me.”

But Alaric was no longer looking at him.

He was listening.

To something beneath words.

Something older than identity.

And in that moment, King Theron understood the most terrifying possibility of all:

There was no performance.

No rebellion.

No plea hidden beneath madness waiting to be decoded and reversed.

Only a mind that had stepped sideways out of itself and found, in that displacement, a new law of existence.

One the kingdom could not legislate against.

Behind him, the aviary doors creaked shut in the wind.

And somewhere in the filtered light of feathers and shadow, the prince of Valemont answered the world in a language no longer human.
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The first scream came at dawn.

It tore through the eastern wing of the palace with such raw, animal terror that servants dropped silver trays and guards reached instinctively for their swords. Candles guttered in the corridor outside Prince Alaric’s chambers as the cry echoed against marble and gold leaf, ricocheting through the sleeping palace like a warning from something buried beneath the earth.

King Theron was already awake.

He had not truly slept in weeks.

By the time he reached his son’s chamber, the doors stood open and three attendants were pressed against the opposite wall, pale and shaking. One of them was bleeding from the mouth. Another clutched a torn sleeve to his chest as though he had barely escaped a wild beast.

Inside the room, chaos breathed.

Silk curtains had been ripped from their hooks. Mirrors lay scattered across the floor in glittering fragments. The enormous canopy bed looked gutted, its velvet sheets shredded into tangled strips. Feathers drifted slowly through the air.

And crouched atop the bedframe was the heir to the kingdom.

Naked.

Filthy.

Trembling.

Prince Alaric stared at them with wide, fever-bright eyes that no longer appeared entirely human. His ribs expanded in sharp, rapid motions. His head jerked at impossible angles, twitching toward sounds no one else could hear.

Then came the noise.

A dry, choking crow.

Not an imitation.

Not mockery.

Something deeper.

Something instinctive.

One of the servants began to sob.

Theron felt the blood drain from his body.

“Alaric,” he said carefully.

The prince recoiled at the sound of his own name. His pupils widened until almost no color remained in his eyes. He pressed himself backward against the carved headboard like prey cornered by hunters.

“No,” he whispered.

The voice barely resembled his own.

“No... no, that is not my name.”

The King forced himself closer.

“Son—”

“DON’T CALL ME THAT!”

The scream exploded through the chamber.

Alaric lunged suddenly, knocking over a bronze candelabrum as he scrambled across the bed on hands and feet with horrifying speed. His movements were wrong—not graceful, not fully animal, but grotesquely caught between two states of being.

A man drowning in another creature’s skin.

Two guards seized him before he reached the open balcony.

The prince shrieked.

Not with rage.

With panic.

Pure, primal panic.

“Feathers!” he cried. “Where are my feathers?!”

He clawed violently at his own shoulders, raking bloody marks into the flesh as though trying to tear something out from beneath his skin. One guard cursed as Alaric bit deeply into his forearm. The other nearly lost his grip.

Theron stood frozen.

The sound of his son’s breathing filled the room.

Wet.

Desperate.

Broken.

Then Alaric began to cry.

The transformation had not happened suddenly. That was the part that haunted the King most. Madness announced itself in fragments—in tiny fractures so subtle they seemed harmless at first.

The refusal to attend court.

The strange sleeping habits.

The obsessive fascination with birds.

Then came the food. Alaric stopped eating with utensils, insisting on pecking directly from silver plates. 

He tore apart expensive garments because cloth against his skin made him “suffocate.” He spent hours perched motionless on windowsills staring into the gardens below.

Watching.

Always watching.

At night, servants heard scratching sounds from inside his chamber walls.

And the crowing.

God, the crowing.

By the second month, the palace had become infected with whispers.

Some blamed witchcraft.

Others spoke of divine punishment.

A stable boy swore he had seen feathers growing beneath the prince’s skin. A kitchen maid claimed Alaric’s shadow no longer resembled a man at all.

The physicians dismissed such talk publicly.

Privately, they were terrified.

“He believes he is becoming something else,” said Doctor Maltheus during one of the late-night consultations in the King’s private study.

Rain battered the stained-glass windows while the physicians stood in a circle around the fire like mourners at a funeral.

“There are disorders of delusion,” another physician explained carefully. “Cases in ancient records. Men believing themselves wolves... women believing they were made of glass...”

“But this?” whispered a third. “This is beyond reason.”

Theron stared into the flames.

“What are you telling me?”

Silence.

Finally, Maltheus spoke.

“His body remains healthy, Your Majesty. Perfectly healthy. That is what makes this so disturbing.”

The physician’s hands trembled faintly.

“It is not the flesh that has changed. It is perception itself. The prince no longer interprets reality as we do.”

The King looked up slowly.

“You mean he is insane.”

Maltheus hesitated.

“Yes.”

The word settled into the room like poison.

Outside, thunder rolled over the palace towers.

Theron dismissed the physicians near midnight but kept Maltheus behind.

When the others had gone, the King crossed the chamber and locked the doors himself.

Then he turned.

“Tell me what you did not say in front of the others.”

The old physician went pale.

“Your Majesty—”

“You looked afraid.”

Maltheus swallowed hard.

“There are moments,” he admitted quietly, “when His Highness speaks with such conviction... such absolute certainty... that the mind begins to bend around him.”

Theron said nothing.

The physician’s voice lowered further.

“He does not merely ‘believe’ he is changing. He experiences it. Completely. When he looks at us, he seems confused that we cannot see what he sees.”

“And what does he see?”

Maltheus hesitated too long.

The King stepped closer.

“What does my son think he is?”

The physician’s lips parted slowly.

“A rooster, Your Majesty.”

The fire cracked loudly behind them.

For a moment neither man moved.

Then, unexpectedly, the King laughed.

A short, horrified sound.

Not amusement.

The sound a man makes when reality finally fractures beneath him.

“A rooster,” Theron repeated.

Maltheus lowered his eyes.

“Yes.”

The King’s laughter died quickly.

Because somewhere deep inside the palace...

A crow answered.
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The psychiatrists arrived in polished shoes and measured voices, carrying leather cases heavy with theories that had once restored shattered soldiers, grieving widows, and men who had forgotten their own names. Yet the moment they entered the eastern dining chamber of Valemont Palace, their certainty began to erode.

Because beneath the long mahogany table—among shadows thick with dust and candle wax—sat the heir to the throne, clucking softly to himself.

Alaric did not look at them when they entered.

He was crouched low, knees folded beneath his chest, fingers twitching against the marble floor in sharp, jerking movements that resembled the nervous pecking of a bird. Candlelight flickered across his pale face, hollowing his cheeks into something skeletal, almost inhuman. His hair hung over his eyes in tangled strands, and from somewhere deep inside his throat came that dreadful sound again:

A cackle.

Not laughter.

Something older.

Something instinctive.

The queen stood near the doorway, her gloved hands trembling against one another. She had not slept in days. The physicians had bled him. The priests had prayed over him. One servant had secretly claimed the prince was possessed by a demon wearing feathers instead of horns.

Now came the men of the mind.

And even they hesitated.

“Your Highness,” said Doctor Severin Vale carefully, kneeling several feet from the table. “My name is Severin. I’m here to help you.”

Silence.

Then—

“Corn,” Alaric whispered.

The doctor blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Alaric slowly lifted his head.

His eyes were lucid.

That was the terrible part.

There was no madness swimming behind them. No haze. No confusion. He looked at Severin with horrifying clarity, as though he understood everything and had merely chosen to abandon it.

“Do you have corn?” he asked softly.

The queen pressed a hand against her mouth.

Doctor Vale forced a patient smile. “No. But perhaps we can speak instead.”

At this, Alaric recoiled violently, bumping his head against the underside of the table. His breathing quickened. His fingers scraped frantically against the floorboards.

“No speaking,” he muttered. “Too much speaking. Humans always speaking.”

“Alaric—”

“Not that name!”

The scream exploded through the chamber so suddenly that even the guards startled.

Alaric’s entire body convulsed. He pressed himself farther into the darkness beneath the table as though trying to vanish into it.

“That name is heavy,” he hissed. “Heavy like chains. Heavy like crowns.”

Doctor Vale exchanged a glance with his colleagues.

Interesting.

Delusion attached to identity rejection.

Possible dissociative fracture.

Perhaps trauma-induced psychosis.

Yet none of those clinical phrases accounted for the icy dread spreading quietly through the room.

Because Alaric did not merely pretend to be a chicken.

He believed humanity itself was the delusion.

Over the following days, the sessions continued.

They tried hypnotherapy first.

The doctors dimmed the chamber lights and spoke in slow, rhythmic tones, attempting to guide the prince back toward what they called his “human center.” They described forests, rivers, childhood memories, warm summer gardens where he had once laughed as a boy.

But whenever they approached memories connected to the palace—to duty, lineage, inheritance—his pulse accelerated violently.

And then the clucking began.

Soft at first.

Then louder.

Until finally he collapsed from the chair and crawled beneath the table once more, shaking uncontrollably.

“I remember cages,” he whispered.

Doctor Vale leaned forward. “What cages?”

“The gold ones.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Alaric tilted his head.

A strange smile spread across his face.

“The ones humans build for each other and call love.”

The room went silent.

Even the scratching of Doctor Vale’s pen stopped.

Another psychiatrist, Madame Heloise, attempted a different strategy. She spoke to him not as a physician but as a confidante. Hour after hour she sat beside the table, asking him questions in a calm voice while servants quietly placed untouched meals nearby.

“Why chickens?” she asked one evening.

Alaric answered immediately.

“Because they are honest.”

“Honest?”

“They do not pretend eternity matters.”

Heloise frowned slightly. “And humans do?”

“Humans pretend they are not afraid.”

He edged closer to the candlelight then, enough for her to see the dark circles beneath his eyes.

“You wear silk over terror,” he murmured. “You build palaces over graves. You invent titles because you cannot bear how small you are.”

His gaze drifted toward the towering windows of the palace.

“You call it civilization. I call it panic.”

For the first time in her career, Madame Heloise felt frightened of a patient.

Not because he was violent.

But because part of her suspected he might be sane.

Weeks passed.

Rumors spread through the kingdom like disease.

Some claimed the prince had been cursed by a witch from the northern marshes. Others whispered that he had glimpsed something forbidden within the royal archives—something so devastating it had shattered his identity completely.

Servants refused to enter the dining chamber alone.

Several reported hearing strange noises at night: frantic scratching, fluttering sounds, and once—impossibly—the cry of hundreds of chickens echoing through the corridors despite the palace containing none.

Then came the incident with the mirror.

Doctor Vale had ordered one brought into the chamber as part of an exposure exercise. The theory was simple: force Alaric to confront his human reflection repeatedly until the delusion weakened.

The mirror stood tall beside the fireplace, draped initially beneath black cloth.

Alaric watched it with visible unease.

“What is under there?” he asked.

“A mirror,” said Vale gently.

“No.”

“A mirror, Alaric.”

“No,” he whispered again. “Something worse.”

The doctor removed the cloth.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Alaric stared at his reflection.

The room held its breath.

Then the prince began to scream.

Not with fear.

With grief.

Raw, soul-rending grief that tore through the chamber with such force that one of the servants burst into tears instantly.

Alaric stumbled backward, clawing at his own face.

“Take it away!” he shrieked. “Take him away!”

Doctor Vale seized his shoulders. “Alaric, listen to me. That is you.”

“No!”

“Yes!”

“No, no, no—”

His voice broke into desperate cackling sobs.

“That thing is trapped,” he whimpered. “Don’t you see it? He’s trapped inside all that skin.”

The doctor froze.

Alaric pointed trembling fingers at the mirror.

“He wants out.”

Something changed in the room then.

Not visibly.

Not physically.

But every person present felt it.

A shift.

As though an invisible door had opened somewhere deep beneath the palace.

The candles flickered violently.

And for one impossible second, Doctor Vale could have sworn the reflection in the mirror moved after Alaric stopped moving.

Just slightly.

Just enough.

The doctor stepped backward slowly.

His heartbeat thundered in his ears.

Because suddenly he was no longer certain the prince’s madness belonged entirely to the prince.
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