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Prologue
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Before the Forgetting

They say a name is just a word.

They're wrong.

A name is a thread — stitched through every person who has ever spoken it, every door that has opened at the sound of it, every heartbeat that has quickened or softened upon hearing it called across a crowded room. Pull that thread, and you don't just lose a word. You lose the whole tapestry. Every memory woven into it. Every proof that you existed at all.

Someone pulled mine.

I don't know exactly when it happened — whether it was in the blue-gray hour before dawn, or long before that, in some shadowed room I'll never find on any map. I only know how it felt to wake up and reach for myself and find nothing there. No face in the mirror that wanted to be seen. No name on anyone's lips. No record of a life I was certain I had lived.

The world didn't mourn me. It didn't even notice I was gone.

That's the cruelest part about being erased — it isn't violent. It's quiet. It's a woman on the street whose eyes slide past you like water over stone. It's a phone full of empty space where voices used to be. It's a mirror that shows you something blurred and borrowed, a face that belongs to no one.

I had a name once. Elias Veyne. I pressed it to strangers like a coin I was desperate to spend, and they handed it back to me every time, blank-faced, certain it meant nothing.

But names don't vanish without reason. And they don't vanish alone.

Somewhere beyond the edges of the city I thought I knew — past a gate that breathes and ivy that listens — there is a place that collects the forgotten. An Academy built not of bricks and mortar, but of everything the world has tried to erase. And in its halls, the lost do not simply wait to be found.

They fight.

This is not a story about a girl who lost her name.

This is the story of what she did to get it back.
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Erased from Existence
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THE TASTE OF DUST CLUNG stubbornly to my tongue, bitter and dry, as if it had settled there overnight and taken root. My eyes fluttered open, the dim gray pressing at my vision like silence made visible—a dull, static hum that hummed behind my lids. I lay still for a moment, breathing too shallow to notice, until the weight of the room settled around me like a chill draft. Bare walls, unforgiving in their flatness, swallowed what meager light existed. No window. Just a door. Heavy. Plain. There as an unyielding boundary, both promise and prison.

My skin prickled—a slow, creeping disquiet beneath every nerve ending—as I pushed myself up awkwardly. Muscles were unfamiliar, tight where they should have stretched easily, as if I’d been still too long or perhaps had never truly lived in this skin before. Fingers brushed against the tunic draped over my arms, stiff and scratchy. Mine? I stared down at the pale fabric, as if seeing it for the first time, as if I could read my own name on it, but the letters were missing.

I swallowed hard, the dry scrape inside my throat twisting into rawness, and let my hands fall to my lap. The silence grew louder, pressing closer. Alone. The word thudded against my ribs, but the solitude gnawing inside me felt deeper than mere absence. It was like a hollow wound, an ache of erasure, as though someone had pulled a thread and unraveled the spaces I should belong to—my name, my face, my story.

I reached out to the door, the cool wood unforgiving beneath my fingertips, rough with coldness. Without knowing why, I pushed it open.

The street yawned empty before me, pale and drawn under a taut, merciless sky. Buildings lined either side—faceless, their windows like black pits swallowing what little life might seep in. Only a few figures drifted down the street, moving like ghosts through a crowd I couldn't touch. Their faces were blurs, soft edges melting under a haze I couldn’t pierce.

My chest tightened. I stepped forward, the uneven cobblestones cold and unyielding beneath my feet. My hands trembled, voice fragile and cracked as I tried to anchor myself. “Hey.”

A woman, wrapped in a heavy coat that swallowed her frame, turned at the sound but her eyes—cold and distant—never found mine. She slowed, a flicker of attention, then vanished back into the blur, as if I were nothing but static on the edge of her vision.

“Hey,” I repeated, louder this time, throat raw. The word felt desperate. "Excuse me." Someone, anyone. The weight of being unseen clawed at me, sharper now than before.

A small shop stood nearby, its door ajar like an invitation. Faintly, the scent of aged paper coaxed me closer—musty, bitter, a memory I could almost grasp.

Inside, an older man looked up from behind the counter, his silver-rimmed glasses catching the sparse light. His eyes narrowed, suspicion folding his face into shadows. “There’s no record of that name here,” he said flatly, tone clipped and certain, closing the space between us with his finality.

A surge of panic twisted in my chest, cold and jagged. I swallowed. “Elias Veyne,” I said quietly, almost afraid to believe I was really asking, hoping this was some sick joke, some trick of remembrance. “Do you know—”

He shook his head, eyes drifting away like he was already forgetting I’d stood there. The words weighed heavy, thick with absence. No one. No record. No acknowledgment.

I moved on, desperate now. Each face I met was a wall, each name I whispered bounced back as silence. Strands of dread tightened in my throat, the ground beneath me seeming to tilt and crumble. Invisible. A phantom. How could I even exist if no one knew I did?

The city shifted beneath my feet—familiar streets warped into something strange and menacing. Buildings that should have held memories pressed in like smog, filled with ghosts of who I was supposed to be—or had been.

I found my hands gripping the edge of the shop’s doorframe, knuckles whitening. Breaths shallow, I forced myself to chase down the wild flicker of hope stubbornly flickering inside.

But the vacant eyes, the cold refusals, the weight of erasure pressing in like water rising beyond my lungs—these things told me otherwise.

I was fading.

Or maybe—

I was already gone.
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MY FINGERS SHOOK AS I fished my phone from my pocket, the cold metal slick beneath my skin. The screen flared weakly to life, but the names I expected to see—the familiar voices and anchors—were gone. Gone like smoke fading into air. I blinked rapidly, hoping the device was malfunctioning somehow, that this was a cruel trick.

But no.

Instead of the comforting scroll of contacts, there was only emptiness. My thumb trembled and hovered over the screen like a hesitant ghost, searching for the name I most needed—Elias Veyne. No Elias. No voice mails, no notifications from Liora, none of the quiet digital footprints tethering me to the people who had once mattered. I thought maybe if I just looked harder, if I swiped differently, the names would return. But they didn’t.

Only one number remained lodged in my memory, a fragile thread so faint that I thought it would unravel the moment I reached for it: my family's home.

The call rang out, a cold metallic sound bouncing into an unforgiving void. Then silence. No answering voice, no distant rustle or murmured greeting—nothing. The same cold, indifferent ringing over and over as I tried again. My chest tightened with each futile attempt, panic growing, clawing at the edges of my ribs with bitter sharpness.  

When the phone finally slipped from my numb fingers, the place around me seemed unfamiliar. The world I thought I knew had cracked open, like ice skating thin beneath my feet. The solid ground was gone, and all I had left was uncertainty.

I turned toward the walk back to my apartment. Each step felt tethered with lead, dragging me through a murky fog. The city's usual hum dulled until it was little more than a distant memory. The streets, the buildings—they wore a strange hush, as if holding their breath, waiting.

When I pulled the door open, I half-expected the familiar creak, the slightest welcome-home sigh that usually trailed behind me. Instead, the sound that met my ears was sterile, empty—as if the apartment had been scrubbed of its warmth, of every echo of my existence.

Walls that once held my stories now looked bare, the once-familiar edges blurred by a strange mist.

My gaze landed on the photographs pinned along the hallway. Something was wrong—unsettlingly wrong. I moved closer, fingers curling tight around one frame. The fragile glass bit into my skin as I pulled it down, wincing. Inside, the faces stared back, smiles frozen like silent sentinels. A group portrait, family by default. But the spot where I should have been—a space reserved for me, the smile that was me—was empty. Not just empty, but smeared, erased, as if someone had taken a rag to my image and tried to scrub me away.

I swallowed hard. The edges of the smudge were jagged and raw, a startling absence in the collective memory. It twisted something deep inside me, a hollow ache I couldn’t name.

The desk caught my eye—an island of disorder within the clinical stillness. A stack of papers lay neatly arranged, but the words I knew should fill their pages stared back as blank voids. My name should have marked them; the signatures, my familiar scrawl—gone. Whiteness spreading out like frostbite, stealing away everything I’d written, everything I’d signed into existence.

I picked up a photograph, the only one left from childhood, trembling as if afraid I might crush the last shred of fragile proof that I had ever been. The image was marred, my face ghosted out with smudges like faint scars, as if someone had tried to erase me from the past itself.

I traced the jagged edges with a fingertip, the sensation sharp and cold, and the tightness in my chest coiled tighter still. How could everything be rewritten without me? How completely could I be unmade?

I sank down to the floor, the hard surface an unforgiving embrace. The apartment felt vast, empty of me, as though the rules of the world had shifted and nothing inside carried my imprint anymore.

The silence pressed in—thick, suffocating, cruel in its completeness.

If my memories could be deleted, my existence scrubbed away like a line crossed out in pen, what hope did I have? Could I claim anything real when even these fading shards—the evidence of a life lived—had turned to smoke?

The walls seemed to twist in and out of focus, dark corners stretching toward me like claws. Every breath felt heavier, laden with an unbearable emptiness that echoed too loudly in the hollow spaces left behind.

All that remained was the void—a blank canvas painted with the absence of everything I’d ever been.

And in that silence, with cold creeping beneath my skin, I crumpled. The weight of what was lost pulled me down, down through the ghostly floorboards, into the place where names and faces dissolved—and I was left only with the question of who I might still be.
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THE HALLWAY SMELLED faintly of dust and old wood polish, an odor that should have felt familiar—or at least, grounding—but it only deepened the chill crawling beneath my skin. The frame hung crooked, its edges dulled with a whisper of tarnish, as though it had spent decades shrugging off neglect and secrets. I didn’t want to look at it, but when my eyes met the glass, I couldn’t look away.

For a moment, the mirror was nothing more than smooth, cool glass. Then the surface rippled—like water stirred by an unseen hand—sending small distortions flooding across my vision. My reflection fractured, each shard glittering like ice before blurring and melting into a smear. The corners of the glass caught dim light, trembling between shadow and something else. Somewhere within that shifting surface, I sought my face: the sharp gray of my eyes, the dark strands of hair slipping into my line of sight. But my own gaze skidded away like a startled bird, fracturing further until I was left with nothing but a nameless blur pretending to be me.

I swallowed hard, the salt of sudden fear pricking at my throat. A cold pool spread beneath my ribs, widening, threatening to pull me under. What if I was slipping away—bit by bit—like smoke dissolving into air that no longer remembered my shape? The thought was a thudding drum in my chest. Becoming less, invisible even to myself. A ghost tethered to a world slowly folding shut.

My hand trembled as I lifted it, fingertips hovering uncertainly before pressing against the glass. The surface was cool but unyielding, sealing away the image I longed to touch. It felt like cold fog under my skin, unreachable and unreal. My reflection—a stranger lost in the shifting waves—didn’t belong to me anymore. And neither did I belong here.

Vertigo coiled tight behind my eyes, the hallway stretching and contracting as if the walls themselves breathed. I grabbed the mirror’s frame with both hands, nails biting into splintered wood, grounding myself through this storm of dread. No matter how much the glass faltered, the room remained solid. The doorframe, the worn floorboards, the muted hum of silence pressing against my skin—these were still real. Still tangible. But for how long?

My voice caught in my throat. I wanted to shout, to demand answers from that wavering glass, even though I knew it wouldn’t answer. It was just a mirror, just a reflection—but somehow, it was also a threshold. A silent witness to everything unraveling inside me.

Breath came ragged, chest tightening. If the image of myself wavered and waned, what did that say about the person hidden behind it? Was I fading, too—already half-lost in the spaces between who I was and who the academy wanted me to become? My every step forward felt like trudging through water, dragging fragments of a self I no longer recognized.

I let my fingertips slide down the frame, following its worn edges, searching for something solid. Maybe even a spark of defiance. The silence around me swallowed the distant echoes of voices from down the hall—students joking, footsteps that carried no hint of my unraveling world. They moved through their days unaware, untouched by the slow crumbling of a girl who barely held herself together.

I raised my gaze, eyes skimming the hallway beyond the mirror: faded wallpaper peeling at the corners, the worn brass doorknob of the room that held memories better left unopened. My chest ached, muscles coiled tight like a sprung wire. Gritting my teeth, I pushed away from the wall, forcing my knees to carry me forward even as the threads of me still seemed to fray at the edges.

But even as the fear smothered me, a tiny ember burned beneath the surface—something stubborn and raw. Maybe it was hope. Maybe it was refusal. I didn’t know yet, but whatever it was, it could be the anchor if I let it.

I whispered to the empty corridor, voice fragile but sharp with resolve: “I’m still here.” The words felt strange pressed between my lips, like staking a claim in a vanishing world. Yet the echo lingered—soft and steady.

And for a moment, that was enough.
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THE PENDANT WAS HEAVIER than I expected, a weight that seemed both physical and spectral, as if it held the gravity of all the forgotten years pressed into its small, unyielding form. My fingers trembled, tracing the faded carvings—curves and dents where time had worn away the edges. It was like holding a heartbeat from another life, something that shouldn’t exist anymore yet did, stubborn and real.

I pressed it into my palm, feeling the cold clench of metal against skin flushed with the heat of fear and something else—something deeper, a pulse of yearning I hadn’t wanted to admit. The very air around me seemed to thicken, heavy with silence so absolute it felt like a presence on its own. I closed my eyes and leaned into that silence, hoping the flickers slicing through the fog in my mind would come back in full.

There it was. A glimmer, no more than a whisper slipped between my breaths. Footsteps on cracked cobblestones beneath rain, the scent of wet earth and old ink, a laugh — sharp and brittle, like fragments breaking against stone. A name: Elias. Not just mine, but a thread tethered to stories I could almost remember telling, and hearing, long ago.

But then the voice came, curling through the shadows like smoke through cracks—low, rasping, unyielding. Not spoken aloud, yet the words wrapped around every corner of my thoughts, cold and slippery.

“You’re on your own now.”

The air shifted, tightened. My throat convulsed without sound. I wanted to shout back, to fight against the crushing weight of abandon those words bore. Instead, I swallowed hard, feeling the jagged edges of despair gnawing beneath my ribs, biting with cold teeth that never quite drew blood but left marks all the same.

“No one remembers the name Elias.”

It wasn’t just a sentence. It was a sentence, yes, but also a noose tightening invisibly. A tomb sealing shut around everything I thought I was. I wanted to slap the voice away, to tell it it was wrong — that names don’t disappear if you fight hard enough. But the voice wasn’t finished. It hovered there, a whisper in the dark that tasted like ash.

Something in me pulled against the weight—started to writhe free. Beneath the despair, a stubborn ember sparked to life, raw and ragged but undeniably real. I let my fingers squeeze the pendant tighter, the hard cold grounding me.

If I was the last to carry the name—if the world had already forgotten Elias—then I would




[image: ]















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Academ

i ' —of 4 v
" Lost Names

i

-

= - — =

W a=r Prosee-Books e
- . R . i S

o e e





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





