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Introduction 

Long before kings drew borders across the continent and called 

the land their own, people believed life was simple. A child 

was born into one body, carried one name, lived one fate, and 

when death finally arrived, everything ended in silence. The 

body returned to soil, the bones became dust, and the name 

slowly faded from the memory of the living. Men feared death 

because they believed it was an ending. They built temples, 

crowns, statues, and kingdoms only to fight the same truth: 

nothing made of flesh could remain forever. 

But flesh was never the whole truth. 

Inside every living body, hidden beneath blood, breath, and 

memory, lived something older than the body itself. It had no 

shape, no voice, and no face, yet it watched everything. It 

carried the weight of love, the wounds of fear, the taste of guilt, 

and the fire of choice. The priests of Elysia called it sacred. 

The scholars of Rohns called it a mystery. The dying called it 

hope. But in the oldest language of the continent, it had only 

one name — the Inner Witness. 

Most people never felt its presence. They lived, suffered, 

loved, hated, and died believing they were only the body they 

had been given. Their Inner Witness remained quiet until the 

final breath, then vanished into whatever darkness waited 

beyond life. But once in many centuries, a soul was born 

wrong — or perhaps born too powerful. A soul that did not 

stay where death placed it. A soul that could cross the unseen 

border between one body and another. 

Such beings were called Veilborn. 
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To common people, they were legends told beside dying fires. 

To priests, they were sins against creation. To kings, they were 

the answer to the oldest fear in the world. For a Veilborn could 

do what no army, no gold, no prayer, and no crown could do. 

They could escape death. When one body fell, their 

consciousness could awaken inside another. A new face. A 

new voice. A new bloodline. A second life stolen from the 

edge of darkness. 

But every miracle carried a punishment. 

Each crossing took something away. A memory disappeared. A 

face became unclear. A voice once loved turned into silence. 

The more a Veilborn survived, the more they lost the person 

they had been. Some forgot their homes. Some forgot their 

families. Some forgot their own names. And those who crossed 

too many times became hollow things wearing human skin, 

alive in body but empty of self. 

For centuries, the kingdoms whispered of an ancient object that 

could control this power completely — the Hollow Crown. It 

was said to rest beneath forgotten stone, hidden from kings, 

priests, and madmen. Some believed it could grant eternal life. 

Some believed it was made by gods. Others believed it was 

carved from the first death itself. 

The truth was worse. 

The Hollow Crown did not defeat death. It fed upon life. It did 

not save the dying. It erased the living. Whoever wore it could 

force their Inner Witness into another body, crushing the soul 

already inside. It was immortality built on murder, a throne 

made not of gold, but of stolen lives. 
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And now, after centuries of silence, the Crown was being 

searched for again. 

Across the continent, kingdoms prepared for war without 

knowing the real reason. Crohn’s sharpened its iron blades. 

Seamasters moved ships through moonless waters. Lyners 

filled its courts with spies. In the deserts of Amlts, old tombs 

began to open. In Rohns, men with diamond rings bought 

forbidden secrets. In Elysia, priests prayed that the old evil 

would never rise again. 

But prayers were weak against a king who feared death. 

King Vaelor of Crohn’s was dying. 

He had conquered lands, broken enemies, and ruled with a 

cruelty that made even brave men lower their eyes. Yet his own 

body had begun to betray him. His hands trembled. His breath 

weakened. His heart, which had survived poison, war, and 

betrayal, now beat like a frightened prisoner inside his chest. 

For the first time in his life, Vaelor understood that even kings 

could rot. 

He could accept losing battles. He could accept losing sons. He 

could accept burning cities to ash and calling it victory. 

But he would not accept death. 

So the search for the Hollow Crown began. 

And far away from the palace of Crohn’s, on a battlefield 

soaked with rain, blood, and broken banners, a young warrior 

named Aaryan died without knowing that his death would 

awaken the most dangerous power in the world. 
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He believed his life was ending. 

He was wrong. 

His body died. 

His story began. 
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Chapter 1 

The Battlefield of Broken Men 

Aaryan had never believed that a battlefield could have a smell, 

but by sunrise he understood that war carried its own breath. It 

smelled of wet earth, burning wood, horse sweat, old iron, and 

fresh blood. It entered the nose and settled inside the chest, 

heavy and bitter, until even breathing felt like swallowing 

death. Around him, men shouted the names of kings they had 

never met, gods they were no longer sure existed, and mothers 

they would never see again. The sky above them was grey, not 

with clouds, but with smoke rising from broken carts and 

burning banners. 

He stood among soldiers who were too young to die and too 

afraid to admit it. Some had painted courage on their faces. 

Some held their swords so tightly their knuckles had turned 

white. Some whispered prayers under their breath, repeating 

the same words again and again as if faith could become armor 

if spoken enough times. Aaryan said nothing. His throat was 

dry. His hands shook around the handle of his sword, but he 

kept them low so no one would notice. 

He did not want glory. 

Glory was a word old men used when sending young men to 

bleed. Glory filled songs, not graves. Glory did not bring sons 

back to mothers or brothers back to sisters. Aaryan had not 

come to this field to become a legend. He had come because 

the war had reached his village like a sickness, taking food 

first, then peace, then boys. When the soldiers came asking for 
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fighters, they did not ask twice. Aaryan had looked at his 

mother, then at his younger sister hiding behind the doorway, 

and he had understood that some choices arrived already made. 

His mother had not cried when he left. That was what hurt him 

most. She had only held his face between her rough hands and 

looked at him as if she were trying to memorize him before the 

world changed him forever. His sister had tied a strip of blue 

cloth around his wrist, telling him it would bring him back 

home. He had laughed then, pretending he believed such small 

things could protect a man from steel. But now, standing before 

the army of Crohn’s, he kept looking at that cloth. 

It was still there. 

Dirty. Torn. But still there. 

A horn sounded from across the field, deep and cruel, rolling 

through the smoke like the voice of some buried beast. Every 

man around Aaryan stiffened. Far ahead, the banners of 

Crohn’s rose above the dark mass of soldiers. Black cloth. Iron 

crown. A symbol every child in the border villages knew 

before they learned to write their own names. It was said that 

King Vaelor did not conquer lands only for power. He 

conquered because he could not tolerate anything existing 

beyond his reach. 

Aaryan had never seen King Vaelor, but he had lived under the 

shadow of his name. 

The command came like thunder. 

“Forward!” 
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At first, no one moved. Then one man stepped. Then another. 

Then the whole line began to advance, not like warriors, but 

like men walking toward a door they knew would not open 

back. Aaryan moved with them. Mud pulled at his boots. 

Arrows cut through the air. The first scream came from 

somewhere on his left. Then another. Then too many to count. 

The battle did not begin with honor. It began with confusion. 

Men crashed into men. Shields struck shields. Swords found 

flesh by accident as much as skill. Horses screamed louder than 

humans. Somewhere, a soldier was calling for water. 

Somewhere else, a man was laughing even as blood poured 

from his mouth. Aaryan swung his sword because there was no 

space to think. A blade came for his neck; he ducked. Someone 

pushed him from behind. A body fell against him, warm and 

heavy, then slid down into the mud. 

For one terrible moment, Aaryan saw the face of the man he 

had killed. 

He was young. 

Almost the same age. 

There was surprise in his eyes, as if he too had expected war to 

feel different. 

Aaryan stepped back, but the battlefield did not allow guilt to 

remain clean. Another enemy came through the smoke. Aaryan 

raised his sword. Steel struck steel. His arms burned. His 

breath tore in his throat. He did not fight like a hero. He fought 

like a boy who wanted to live one more minute. 

Then he heard his name. 
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“Aaryan!” 

He turned and saw Dev on the ground. 

Dev was from his village. Dev, who had stolen mangoes with 

him when they were children. Dev, who had spent the night 

before battle speaking of a girl from Silverpeak he wanted to 

marry after the war, as if the future were something waiting 

politely for him. 

Now Dev lay in the mud, holding his stomach with both hands. 

Aaryan dropped beside him. 

“I am here,” he said, though his own voice sounded far away. 

Dev tried to smile, but pain broke it before it could form. His 

eyes moved helplessly over Aaryan’s face, searching for 

comfort neither of them had been taught how to give. 

“Tell my mother…” Dev whispered. 

The words ended there. 

His hands loosened. 

Aaryan waited for him to finish the sentence. Even after Dev’s 

eyes stopped moving, Aaryan waited. The battlefield roared 

around them, but inside Aaryan something became still. A 

sentence without an ending had been left in his hands, and he 

had no idea what to do with it. 

Then the second horn sounded. 

This one was closer. 
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The Crohn’s cavalry came through the smoke like a black 

wave. Horses armored in iron. Spears lowered. Men shouting 

with the certainty of those who believed victory had already 

chosen them. The line around Aaryan broke. Soldiers scattered. 

Some ran. Some were cut down before they could turn. Some 

stood frozen, as if fear had nailed their feet into the earth. 

Aaryan rose slowly. 

His sword felt heavier than before. 

He could have run. A part of him wanted to. A part of him was 

already back on the road to his village, already pushing open 

the wooden door, already hearing his sister shout his name. But 

another part of him knew there was no road behind him 

anymore. Only mud. Only bodies. Only the promise he had 

made to return, now turning into something impossible. 

A horseman emerged from the smoke directly before him. 

The rider’s spear was red at the tip. 

Aaryan moved without thinking. He stepped aside and swung 

his sword, but the blade struck armor and bounced away. The 

rider turned with brutal speed. For a heartbeat, they looked at 

each other. 

Again, the face was young. 

Again, the eyes were afraid. 

Then the spear entered Aaryan’s chest. 
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There was no great sound. No thunder. No song. Just a sudden 

pressure, deep and impossible, as if the world had placed one 

cruel finger against his heart and pushed. 

Aaryan looked down. 

The spear was inside him. 

His sword fell first. 

Then his knees. 

The rider pulled the weapon free, and Aaryan collapsed into 

the mud. He tried to breathe, but the air would not come. His 

hands pressed against his chest, warm blood spreading through 

his fingers. The battle continued above him, but it had become 

distant, blurred, meaningless. Men were still killing and dying, 

yet all Aaryan could think was that the sky looked darker than 

it had a moment ago. 

He thought death would be fire. 

It was cold. 

It moved through his body slowly, taking his strength first, then 

his pain, then the noise. His fingers searched weakly for the 

blue cloth on his wrist. When he found it, he held it as tightly 

as he could. 

His mother came to him then, not as a vision, but as a memory. 

Her hands. Her tired eyes. The way she used to pretend the 

food was enough, even when she gave most of it to him and his 

sister. He wanted to tell her he was sorry. Sorry for leaving. 

Sorry for failing. Sorry that the world asked poor mothers to 

pay for the pride of kings. 
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Then his sister’s laugh entered his mind. 

Small. 

Bright. 

Alive. 

Aaryan’s eyes burned, but no tears came. Perhaps the body 

saved even tears for those who had more time. 

The smoke shifted above him, and for a moment he saw the 

sun. It was pale and weak behind the grey sky, but it was there. 

He stared at it as if it were a doorway. 

I don’t want to disappear. 

The thought rose inside him with sudden fear. Not fear of pain. 

Not fear of darkness. Something deeper. He did not want his 

mother to wake one morning and feel that the world had 

become emptier. He did not want his sister to forget the sound 

of his voice. He did not want his name to become one more 

word swallowed by war. 

His heartbeat slowed. 

Once. 

Twice. 

Then the battlefield vanished. 

Darkness opened beneath him, but it did not feel empty. It felt 

deep. It felt alive. For a moment Aaryan had the strange feeling 

that something inside him had not fallen with the body. 
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Something silent. Something watching. Something that did not 

belong to flesh. 

Then a whisper passed through the dark. 

Not outside him. 

Inside him. 

Wake. 

Aaryan’s dead fingers loosened around the blue cloth. 

His body lay still in the mud among broken men. 

But somewhere far from the battlefield, in a room of black silk 

and royal shadows, another pair of eyes opened. 

And Aaryan screamed with a voice that was not his own. 
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Chapter 2 

The Body That Was Not Mine 

The scream tore out of Aaryan’s throat before he understood 

that he still had one. 

It echoed through a chamber too large to belong to any 

ordinary man. The walls were black stone, polished until the 

torchlight moved across them like trapped fire. Heavy curtains 

covered tall windows. A cold wind pushed through the cracks 

and carried the smell of rain, metal, and something faintly 

sweet, like flowers dying in a closed room. Beneath him was 

not mud, not blood-soaked earth, not the broken field where he 

had fallen. It was a bed wide enough for a king, covered in 

dark silk sheets that clung to his skin like water. 

For a moment, Aaryan could only breathe. 

His chest rose and fell too quickly. His hands gripped the 

bedsheet. His heart struck his ribs with wild, animal fear. He 

remembered the spear. He remembered the cold. He 

remembered his fingers closing around the blue cloth on his 
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wrist as death took the battlefield away from him. Yet now his 

body was warm. Whole. Alive. 

No. 

Not his body. 

The thought came slowly at first, then struck him with such 

force that he stopped breathing. His hands were wrong. They 

were too pale, too clean, too soft for a village warrior who had 

spent half his life carrying water, chopping wood, and training 

with rusted steel. These fingers wore silver rings. The nails 

were smooth. There were no old cuts across the knuckles, no 

burn mark near the thumb from his mother’s cooking fire, no 

roughness from work. 

Aaryan lifted one shaking hand to his chest. 

No wound. 

No blood. 

No torn flesh where the spear had entered. 

His breath became thin. He pushed the sheets away and 

stumbled from the bed. The floor was cold beneath his bare 

feet, but even that felt unfamiliar. His legs were longer than 

they should have been. His balance was different. His body 

moved with a strange elegance, as if it had been trained to walk 

through halls where everyone watched. Even his weight felt 

wrong, like wearing armor made of skin. 

He turned toward the nearest window, hoping to see something 

that made sense. 
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Beyond the glass, a city rose beneath a storm-black sky. Tall 

towers of dark stone cut into the clouds. Bridges stretched 

between palace walls. Iron banners snapped in the wind. Fires 

burned along the streets below, not the wild fires of battle, but 

controlled flames in braziers shaped like crowns. Far beyond 

the palace, he could see the faint red glow of camps, thousands 

of them, scattered like fallen stars across the land. 

This was not his village. 

This was not any place he had ever stood. 

Then he saw the banner hanging above the balcony. 

Black cloth. 

Iron crown. 

Crohn’s. 

Aaryan stepped back as if the banner had reached into the room 

and struck him. His stomach turned. The enemy kingdom. The 

kingdom whose soldiers had burned his fields, taken his 

friends, and left his body in the mud. The kingdom of King 

Vaelor. 

A mirror stood against the opposite wall, framed in iron shaped 

like twisted branches. Aaryan had not noticed it before. Now it 

seemed to wait for him. 

He did not want to look. 

Some truths become real only when seen. 
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Slowly, he walked toward it. Each step felt like betrayal. The 

figure in the mirror moved with him, tall and thin, wrapped in a 

loose black sleeping robe. Aaryan stopped before the glass. 

A stranger stared back. 

The face was young, but not innocent. Sharp cheekbones. Pale 

skin. Dark hair falling across the forehead. A narrow scar near 

the left eyebrow. Eyes like stormwater, grey and cold, but 

behind them lived Aaryan’s terror. He raised his hand. The 

prince in the mirror raised his. 

Aaryan touched his face. 

The stranger did the same. 

His knees weakened. 

He knew that face. Every soldier on the battlefield knew that 

face. It had been painted on enemy banners, carved into coins, 

whispered about in border villages with fear and hate. 

Prince Kael of Crohn’s. 

Son of King Vaelor. 

Aaryan stumbled away from the mirror, knocking over a small 

table. A golden cup fell and rolled across the floor, spilling 

dark wine like blood. The sound was too loud in the quiet 

chamber. 

“No,” he whispered. 

But the voice that came out was not his. 
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It was smoother. Deeper. Royal. 

Aaryan clamped a hand over his mouth. 

His own name suddenly felt far away, as if someone had 

spoken it from another room. He tried to picture his face, but 

the memory shook. He could still see his mother’s hands. He 

could still hear his sister laughing. But his own face, the one 

that should have belonged to him without effort, already 

seemed covered by mist. 

Panic climbed into him. 

“Aaryan,” he whispered again, forcing the name through this 

stolen mouth. “Aaryan. Aaryan.” 

The sound did not fit the body. 

The mirror watched him like a cruel witness. 

Then pain split his skull. 

Aaryan fell to one knee, clutching his head as something 

pushed through his mind. It was not a memory arriving gently. 

It was an invasion. Images tore open inside him faster than 

thought. 

A throne room lit by red fire. 

A man sitting on an iron throne, old but terrifying, his eyes 

heavy with sickness and command. 

King Vaelor. 
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A crown resting inside a wooden box, made of black metal and 

pale bone. 

A priest with a hidden face whispering, “The vessel must be 

strong.” 

A child crying in a dark corridor. 

A woman’s voice saying, “Kael, never let your father see fear.” 

A hand striking a young prince across the face. 

A battlefield map. 

A locked door beneath the palace. 

A word spoken like a curse. 

Hollow. 

Aaryan gasped. The images vanished, leaving behind a taste of 

iron in his mouth. He pressed his forehead to the cold floor and 

tried to breathe, but the chamber seemed to tilt around him. 

These were not his memories. 

They belonged to Kael. 

And they were still alive inside the body. 

Aaryan could feel them beneath his thoughts, moving in dark 

water. Rage. Shame. Pride. Hatred. A terrible hunger to be 

loved by a father who only respected strength. Kael was not 

gone. Not completely. He was not speaking, not clearly, but 
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pieces of him remained inside the flesh, buried beneath 

Aaryan’s fear. 

Two lives were trapped in one skull. 

A knock struck the door. 

Aaryan froze. 

Another knock, harder. 

“My prince?” a voice called from outside. “Are you awake?” 

Aaryan did not answer. He could not. His mouth had gone dry. 

The door opened before he gave permission. 

A servant stepped in carrying a silver tray. She was old, with 

grey hair braided tightly at the back of her head. The moment 

she saw the fallen cup, the disturbed bed, and the prince 

kneeling on the floor, her face changed. Not into concern. Into 

fear. 

“My prince,” she said quickly, lowering her eyes. “Forgive me. 

I heard a sound.” 

Aaryan stared at her. 

Prince. 

The word made him feel sick. 

The servant placed the tray on a table and moved toward him 

carefully, as if approaching a wounded animal that might bite. 

“Should I call the healer?” 
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“No,” Aaryan said. 

The word came too sharply. Too much like Kael. 

The servant stopped at once. 

Aaryan heard his own breathing. He forced himself to stand. 

His legs almost betrayed him, but he gripped the bedpost until 

his fingers steadied. He had to think. If these people believed 

he was Kael, then one wrong word could kill him. He was 

inside the enemy palace. Inside the enemy prince. Surrounded 

by men who would cut him open if they knew what had 

happened. 

The servant still had her eyes lowered. 

“What is your name?” Aaryan asked. 

The question slipped out before he could stop it. 

The servant looked up. 

Only for a second. 

But that second was enough. 

Suspicion passed across her face like a shadow. 

Aaryan felt Kael’s memory rise suddenly, almost violently. 

Mara. 

Her name was Mara. 
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She had served Kael since childhood. She had once hidden him 

in the laundry rooms when Vaelor’s rage filled the palace. She 

had pressed cold cloth to his bruised cheek and told him 

princes were allowed to bleed, but not where kings could see. 

Aaryan swallowed. 

“Mara,” he said, correcting himself. “I meant… how long was I 

asleep?” 

Her suspicion softened, but did not disappear. “Since last night, 

my prince. The healers said you should not have survived the 

fever.” 

Fever. 

So Kael had nearly died. 

Aaryan remembered the battlefield. His own death. The dark. 

The whisper. 

Wake. 

Had Kael died too? Had Aaryan entered his body at the 

moment life left it? Or had something dragged him here? 

Mara looked at him with a strange sadness. “You were calling 

out in your sleep.” 

“What did I say?” 

She hesitated. 

Aaryan’s fingers tightened around the bedpost. 
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“What did I say?” he repeated. 

Mara lowered her voice. “A name.” 

His heart stopped for one beat. 

“What name?” 

“Aaryan.” 

The chamber became colder. 

Mara watched him carefully now. Too carefully. 

Aaryan forced his face still, though every part of him wanted to 

break. He needed a lie. Quickly. Something that would make 

sense to her. Something Kael might say. 

The answer came from Kael’s own memory, rising like a blade 

from dark water. 

“A dead soldier,” Aaryan said. “From the battlefield.” 

Mara’s eyes changed. “You remember the battle?” 

Aaryan did not know what Kael was supposed to remember. 

He did not know if Kael had been there. He did not know if the 

prince had killed him, watched him die, or never seen him at 

all. Silence stretched between them. 

Before Mara could speak again, footsteps sounded outside the 

chamber. 

Heavy footsteps. 
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Armored. 

A guard appeared in the doorway and bowed. 

“Prince Kael,” he said. “The king commands your presence.” 

Aaryan felt the room vanish beneath him. 

The king. 

Vaelor. 

His enemy. 

Kael’s father. 

The man whose shadow had swallowed Aaryan’s village long 

before the war reached it. 

The guard kept his head low, but his voice carried no softness. 

“He waits in the lower hall.” 

Mara’s face tightened. It was small, almost invisible, but 

Aaryan saw it. Fear. Not for herself. For Kael. 

For the body Aaryan was wearing. 

“I am unwell,” Aaryan said. 

The guard did not move. “The king knows.” 

Those three words held no mercy. 
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Aaryan looked toward the mirror again. Prince Kael stared 

back at him, pale and shaken, but still royal enough to fool the 

world if Aaryan could learn how to stand inside him. 

He had survived death only to wake in a more dangerous place. 

Mara moved closer and lifted a black coat from a chair. Her 

hands trembled slightly as she helped him into it. She fastened 

the buttons with practiced speed, then adjusted the collar to 

hide the weakness in his posture. 

When she leaned near his ear, she whispered so softly the 

guard could not hear. 

“Whatever you saw in the fever, bury it.” 

Aaryan’s eyes shifted to her. 

Mara did not look at him. She continued fixing the coat. 

“In this palace,” she whispered, “even dreams can be 

punished.” 

Then she stepped back and bowed. 

Aaryan walked toward the door with legs that did not belong to 

him, wearing the face of a prince he hated, carrying the 

memories of a dead man who was not fully dead. Each step 

down the corridor pulled him deeper into the life he had stolen, 

or the life that had stolen him. 

The palace of Crohn’s stretched before him like the inside of a 

beast. Black pillars rose on either side. Torches burned with red 

flame. Statues of old kings watched from the walls, their stone 

eyes carved without kindness. Servants lowered their heads as 
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he passed. Guards struck fists to armor. Everyone saw Prince 

Kael. 

No one saw Aaryan. 

That was the worst part. 

He could scream his name until his throat tore open, and the 

world would still bow to the wrong man. 

As they descended a spiral staircase, more memories flickered 

inside him. Kael walking these halls as a child. Kael learning to 

smile without joy. Kael watching his father execute a traitor in 

the courtyard. Kael standing before the iron throne while 

Vaelor said, “A weak son is only another enemy waiting to 

happen.” 

Aaryan nearly missed a step. 

The guard glanced back. 

He forced himself steady. 

At the bottom of the stairs, two massive doors waited. They 

were carved with the iron crown of Crohn’s. Aaryan could hear 

voices beyond them, low and tense. His heart beat harder. 

The guards opened the doors. 

The lower hall was vast, colder than the chamber above. Rain 

tapped against narrow windows. A long black table stood in the 

center, covered with maps, letters, blades, and small wooden 

figures marking armies across the continent. Men in armor 

stood along the walls. Priests in grey robes gathered near the 

far end. 
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And at the head of the table sat King Vaelor. 

He looked older than the memory, but not weaker. His body 

may have been dying, but power still clung to him like armor. 

His face was pale, his hair silver, his hands thin around the 

arms of his chair. Yet his eyes were alive with a cruelty that 

made the room feel smaller. 

Aaryan stopped. 

Every instinct inside him wanted to attack. 

Every instinct inside Kael wanted to kneel. 

The two impulses collided so violently that his body almost 

shook. 

Vaelor studied him. 

No fatherly relief. No warmth for a son who had survived 

fever. Only examination. 

“You look like death rejected you,” Vaelor said. 

Aaryan lowered his head because Kael’s memories told him to. 

“Perhaps it did,” he said. 

The room became still. 

He did not know where the answer came from. Him or Kael. 

Fear or pride. 

Vaelor’s mouth curved slightly. Not a smile. Something 

thinner. 
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“Good,” the king said. “Then perhaps death has finally learned 

its place.” 

A priest stepped forward and placed a wooden box on the table. 

Aaryan’s blood went cold. 

He knew that box. 

Not from his life. 

From Kael’s memory. 

Vaelor rested one hand on its lid. 

“You were close to the edge last night,” the king said. “Closer 

than any son of mine should be.” 

Aaryan said nothing. 

Vaelor opened the box. 

Inside lay a crown made of black metal and pale bone. 

The moment Aaryan saw it, something inside him recoiled. Not 

his body. Not his mind. Something deeper. The silent thing that 

had followed him through death. The watching thing. The 

Inner Witness, though he did not yet know the name. 

The crown seemed to notice him. 

The torches flickered. 

A whisper moved through the hall, though no mouth spoke it. 
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Vessel. 

Aaryan’s hands curled into fists. 

Vaelor watched him carefully. 

Too carefully. 

“Tell me, Kael,” the king said, his voice softening into danger. 

“When you stood at the edge of death, what did you see?” 

Aaryan’s throat tightened. 

He saw mud. Blood. His sister’s blue cloth. Darkness opening 

beneath him. 

He saw his own body die. 

But Kael’s memories offered another answer. A corridor of 

black water. A door without a handle. A crown waiting on the 

other side. 

Aaryan did not know which truth would save him. 

So he chose the only answer that belonged to both fear and 

survival. 

“I saw nothing,” he said. 

Vaelor leaned back. 

For one long moment, no one breathed. 

Then the king closed the box. 
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“Liar,” he said. 

Aaryan felt the word enter him like a blade. 

Vaelor rose slowly from his chair. The men in the room 

lowered their eyes. Even the priests stepped back. The dying 

king walked toward his son with the patience of a predator that 

knew the prey was already trapped. 

He stopped inches from Aaryan. 

“You have your mother’s face,” Vaelor said quietly. “But 

today, your eyes are wrong.” 

Aaryan could feel Kael inside him then. 

Not as memory. 

As terror. 

The prince feared his father more than death. 

Vaelor lifted one thin hand and touched Aaryan’s cheek. The 

touch was almost gentle, which made it worse. 

“Something came back in you,” the king whispered. “I want to 

know what.” 

Aaryan did not move. 

He could not. 

The crown waited inside the box. 

The priests waited in silence. 
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The king watched his eyes. 

And deep inside the stolen body, beneath Aaryan’s fear and 

Kael’s broken memories, another whisper rose from the dark. 

Do not let him see you. 

Aaryan did not know whose voice it was. 

But he obeyed. 

He lowered his gaze, hid the hatred burning behind Kael’s 

eyes, and spoke like a prince who had learned survival in a 

palace built from fear. 

“Then test me, Father.” 

Vaelor stared at him. 

Slowly, the old king smiled. 

And Aaryan understood that death had not ended his war. 

It had only brought him closer to the enemy. 
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Chapter 3 

Prince Kael’s Memories 

Aaryan walked through Crohn’s palace with Prince Kael’s face 

and a stranger’s fear inside his chest. The guards followed 

behind him, but no one dared walk too close. Servants lowered 

their eyes before he could even see their faces. Lords standing 

in shadowed corners stopped their whispers when he passed. 

The palace itself seemed to know him better than he knew 

himself. His feet turned before his mind chose a direction. He 

knew which corridor led to the eastern training yard, which 

staircase went down to the old chapel, which door had not been 

opened since winter, and which wall still carried a stain that no 

servant had ever been able to clean. These memories did not 

arrive like normal thoughts. They came like wounds opening 

inside him. Each step through the palace pulled another piece 

of Kael from the darkness, and Aaryan could not tell whether 

he was remembering another man’s life or being slowly 

swallowed by it. 

He stopped near a narrow window where rain scratched against 

the glass. Outside, the city of Crohn’s stood beneath a heavy 

sky, all black towers, iron bridges, red fires, and soldiers 

moving like ants below the palace walls. It was a cruel city, but 

it was alive, and every part of it bowed to the bloodline whose 

body Aaryan now wore. He looked down at his hands. Kael’s 

hands. Pale, clean, decorated with rings that carried more 

wealth than Aaryan’s entire village had ever seen. One ring 

bore the iron crown of Crohn’s. Another held a dark stone that 

seemed to drink the light. Aaryan hated them, yet they sat on 

his fingers as if they had always belonged there. He thought of 
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his own hands, rough from work, marked by small cuts, 

wrapped once with the blue cloth his sister had tied around his 

wrist. For a terrible moment, he tried to remember exactly how 

his own fingers had looked. The memory trembled, then 

blurred. Panic rose in him. He whispered his name under his 

breath, not because anyone had asked, but because he feared 

that if he stopped saying it, the palace would teach him to 

answer only to Kael. 

Then the first memory struck him hard enough to make him 

grip the stone wall. The corridor before him changed without 

changing. He was still standing in the present, yet another time 

moved over it like a shadow. A small boy ran barefoot across 

the same cold floor, holding a wooden sword and laughing 

with the careless joy of someone too young to understand fear. 

It was Kael, perhaps seven years old, his hair falling into his 

eyes, his cheeks bright from running. He turned too sharply and 

crashed into a servant carrying water. The bowl fell, water 

spread across the stone, and the servant dropped to her knees in 

terror. Young Kael laughed at first, then stopped. At the end of 

the corridor stood King Vaelor, younger, stronger, dressed in 

black, his eyes already cold enough to kill laughter. He did not 

shout. He only walked forward. His boots passed through the 

spilled water. He looked down at his son and said, “Princes do 

not run.” Kael whispered that he had only been playing. Vaelor 

struck him so fast the child fell to the wet floor. Aaryan felt the 

blow on his own cheek as if it had landed now. The child did 

not cry. He pressed his lips together until they trembled, while 

Vaelor lifted the wooden sword and said, “If you hold a sword, 

hold it like you are ready to kill something.” 

The memory vanished, but the pain remained. Aaryan stood 

breathing heavily in the corridor, one hand pressed to a cheek 

that bore no mark. A guard asked if he was well, and Aaryan 

answered yes because Kael’s body knew how to lie before 
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Aaryan’s mind could form the words. He continued walking, 

but now every part of the palace felt dangerous. The training 

yard below pulled another memory from him: Kael at thirteen, 

standing shirtless in snow, holding a blade with frozen fingers 

while a swordmaster beat him again and again under Vaelor’s 

watching eyes. The feast hall offered another: Kael at sixteen, 

silent beside his father while nobles laughed and a servant girl 

wept because she had spilled wine on the king’s sleeve. A dark 

bedroom showed him Kael’s mother sitting at the edge of a 

bed, stroking her son’s hair and whispering, “Hide the soft 

parts. In this palace, even love can be used as a knife.” Then 

the room changed. The same woman lay beneath a white cloth, 

and Vaelor stood at the doorway without grief. “She was 

weak,” he told his son. “If you mourn weakness, you will 

inherit it.” Aaryan almost stumbled. His hatred for Vaelor had 

always been simple: the hatred of a village boy for the king 

whose soldiers burned fields and filled battlefields with bodies. 

But now the hatred became heavier. Vaelor had not only 

conquered kingdoms. He had conquered his own child. 

By the time Aaryan reached the older wing of the palace, he no 

longer knew whether he was choosing his path or following 

Kael’s buried instincts. The air grew colder. The torches were 

fewer. Dust gathered along the edges of the floor, as if servants 

avoided this place even when ordered to clean it. He passed a 

hanging tapestry showing an iron crown above a kneeling 

army, and his hand moved toward it before he understood why. 

Behind the tapestry was a hidden door. It was made of black 

wood and bound with old iron. There was no handle, only a 

narrow keyhole shaped like a crown. Aaryan stared at it, and 

the palace became midnight around him. He saw Kael as a 

child again, hiding behind the same tapestry, watching his 

father stand before the door with three grey-robed priests. One 

priest carried a lantern. Another carried a chained wooden box. 

The third dragged a wounded man who was still breathing. The 
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man’s head hung low, his shirt dark with blood. Vaelor placed 

his palm against the door, and one priest whispered words that 

sounded older than the kingdom itself. The crown-shaped 

keyhole opened on its own. Stairs waited beyond it, going 

down into a darkness that seemed too deep for any palace. 

Young Kael should have run, but he stayed. Children often 

remain frozen before horrors adults teach them not to name. As 

Vaelor stepped toward the stairs, the wounded man lifted his 

head. His eyes found the boy hidden behind the tapestry. He 

should have begged. He should have cursed. Instead, he smiled 

sadly, as if he had been waiting for Kael to see him. Then he 

whispered two words that entered Aaryan’s mind like cold 

iron. “Hollow Crown.” The memory broke. Aaryan found 

himself standing before the hidden door with his fingers inches 

from the keyhole. Something inside him recoiled violently, not 

like fear of a locked room, but like the deeper fear of a soul 

recognizing a weapon made to destroy it. One of the guards 

behind him shifted and said, very carefully, “My prince, that 

passage is forbidden.” Aaryan turned. The guard’s face was 

pale. “Forbidden for whom?” Aaryan asked. The guard 

swallowed. “For everyone.” Aaryan looked back at the door. 

Everyone, he thought, except Vaelor. 

When he returned to his chamber, Mara was waiting. She 

dismissed the servants with a look and studied him as if the 

truth might be visible beneath Kael’s skin. Aaryan asked her 

what lay beneath the old passage. Her hands went still over the 

folded clothes. “Nothing that keeps a man human,” she said. 

The answer was worse than silence. Aaryan stepped closer and 

asked about the Hollow Crown. The bowl in Mara’s hands 

slipped and shattered on the floor. Water spread between them, 

bright in the torchlight. She looked at him with the terror of 

someone hearing a dead name spoken aloud. “Where did you 

hear that?” she whispered. Aaryan did not answer. Mara came 
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close enough to forget he was supposed to be her prince. 

“There are words in this palace that can kill the mouth that 

speaks them. That is one of them.” Aaryan asked again, softer 

this time, and Mara’s eyes filled with an old sorrow. “You 

asked me once when you were a child,” she said. “I told you to 

forget it.” “Did I?” Aaryan asked. Mara looked at him as 

though she was speaking to Kael and someone else at the same 

time. “No. You never forgot the things that hurt you.” 

Before Aaryan could question her further, an officer came to 

summon him to the war council at dusk. The king, he said, 

wished to discuss a prisoner taken from Elysia. The name 

stirred something new inside Kael’s memories: white towers, 

silver veils, holy laws, priests who believed the Inner Witness 

belonged to no crown. For a moment Aaryan saw a girl 

standing in a courtyard, her face half-hidden, her eyes calm 

enough to make even armed men uneasy. Then the vision 

disappeared. When the officer left, Mara warned him to speak 

less before the king and listen more. Aaryan wanted to ask 

whether she knew he was not Kael, whether she had seen the 

difference already, whether she feared him or pitied him. But 

he said nothing. He stood before the tall mirror while she 

fastened a dark coat over his shoulders, and he hated how 

easily the prince’s reflection began to look normal. The mind, 

he realized, could become used to any prison if the walls wore 

the shape of a body. 

When Mara stepped away, Aaryan remained before the mirror. 

Prince Kael looked back at him: pale face, sharp jaw, scar near 

the brow, royal eyes holding a village boy’s terror. Aaryan 

lifted his hand. The reflection lifted its hand. He breathed. The 

reflection breathed. Then a memory touched him again, softer 

than the others: Kael standing before this same mirror as a boy, 

wiping blood from his lip while Vaelor’s voice said behind 

him, “Pain is only weakness leaving the body.” The boy in the 
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memory had smiled, not because he was happy, but because he 

had learned that a smile could hide hatred better than tears. 

Aaryan stepped back. The reflection did not step back with 

him. For one impossible second, the face in the mirror 

remained still while Aaryan moved. Lightning flashed against 

the glass. The reflection’s mouth curved into a small, cold 

smile. Aaryan was not smiling. Behind him, Mara whispered, 

“My prince?” The smile vanished, and the mirror became 

ordinary again. But Aaryan knew what he had seen. Kael was 

not dead. Not fully. Something remained inside the body, 

watching from behind the stolen eyes. Then a thought entered 

Aaryan’s mind in a voice almost like his own, but not enough: 

You walk badly in my skin. 
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Chapter 4 

The Girl from Elysia 

By dusk, the palace of Crohn’s had changed its face. In the 

morning it had been stone, rain, and silence; now it became 

fire, shadow, and watchful eyes. Torches burned along the 

corridors with red flames that made every wall look wounded. 

Servants moved quickly, speaking only when necessary. 

Guards stood outside every important door with hands near 

their swords, as if the palace expected betrayal before nightfall. 

Aaryan walked toward the war council wearing Prince Kael’s 

coat, Prince Kael’s rings, and Prince Kael’s cold expression, 

but beneath all of it his own fear remained alive. Every step felt 

like a lie becoming more dangerous. He had survived the 

battlefield only to enter a place where a wrong word could kill 

him faster than any spear. 

The council chamber lay deep inside the western wing, behind 

doors carved with the iron crown of Crohn’s. When Aaryan 

entered, the room was already filled with men who looked as 

though kindness had been beaten out of them years ago. Lords 

in dark robes stood near the walls. Commanders leaned over 

maps marked with wooden armies. Priests in grey waited near 

the corners, their faces half-hidden beneath hoods. At the head 

of the table sat King Vaelor, pale and unmoving, one thin hand 

resting beside a cup of untouched wine. Age had weakened his 
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body, but not the air around him. Even seated, he made every 

other man in the chamber seem temporary. 

Aaryan took his place where Kael’s memory told him to stand. 

That frightened him. He did not search for the prince’s chair; 

his body knew. His hand rested on the back of it with practiced 

ease. Men glanced at him, then away. Some with respect, some 

with fear, some with suspicion. Aaryan could feel Kael’s old 

life pressing against him from every side. These men knew 

Kael’s temper, Kael’s silences, Kael’s history, Kael’s wounds. 

They expected him to behave like a prince shaped by Crohn’s 

cruelty. Aaryan lowered himself into the chair slowly, hoping 

stillness could hide ignorance. 

Vaelor did not welcome him. He only looked once, briefly, and 

that brief look was sharper than any greeting. Then he turned to 

the guards near the far door and lifted two fingers. The doors 

opened. At first Aaryan saw only white cloth moving between 

black-armored soldiers. Then the prisoner stepped into the 

chamber, and the room seemed to become quieter around her. 

She was young, perhaps close to Aaryan’s age, but she carried 

herself with the calm of someone who had already decided fear 

was useless. Her dress was pale grey, torn at the hem from 

travel, yet still cleaner than anything in that dark room. Her 

wrists were bound in iron, but she did not hold them like a 

prisoner. A thin silver veil covered part of her hair, and beneath 

it her eyes moved across the chamber with unsettling 

steadiness. She looked at the lords, the priests, the maps, the 

soldiers, then at King Vaelor. She did not bow. That alone 

made several men reach for their swords. 

Vaelor smiled faintly. “People of Elysia kneel only to invisible 

things, I am told.” 
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The girl’s voice was soft, but it reached every corner of the 

chamber. “We kneel where the soul remains clean.” 

A silence followed. Not empty silence. Dangerous silence. 

Aaryan felt Kael’s memories stir at the name Elysia: white 

towers, temple bells, laws older than kings, priests who 

believed no ruler had the right to own the Inner Witness of 

another living being. Crohn’s hated Elysia because Elysia 

worshipped what Crohn’s wished to use. Aaryan did not 

understand all of it yet, but he understood enough to know this 

girl had walked into a room full of wolves and insulted the 

hungriest one. 

Vaelor leaned back. “Your name.” 

“Mira.” 

“Your full name.” 

“Mira of Elysia is enough for men who bring guests in chains.” 

One of the commanders struck the table with his fist. “You 

speak to a king.” 

Mira did not look at him. “Then let the king answer for 

himself.” 

Aaryan should have felt satisfaction at her courage. Instead, he 

felt fear for her. He had already seen what Vaelor did to 

weakness, and courage in the wrong room could look like 

weakness to cruel men. Yet Mira’s face did not change. There 

was no trembling in her mouth, no panic in her eyes. She 

looked fragile only to those who mistook silence for surrender. 
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Vaelor studied her for a long moment. “You were found near 

the northern ruins carrying Elysian seals, temple scripts, and a 

map marked with roads no foreign priestess should know.” 

“I was not hiding them.” 

“No. That is what interests me.” Vaelor’s fingers tapped once 

on the table. “People hide what they fear. You carried your 

secrets openly. Either you are foolish, or you wanted to be 

taken.” 

Mira’s eyes moved then. 

Not to Vaelor. 

To Aaryan. 

It lasted only a heartbeat, but it struck him with the force of a 

blade. She looked at him as no one else in the palace had 

looked at him. Not as a servant looked at a prince. Not as a lord 

looked at power. Not as a king looked at property. She looked 

through Kael’s face as if it were a curtain and something 

behind it had caught her attention. 

Aaryan’s breath tightened. 

Mira’s gaze did not soften. It sharpened. 

She knew. 

Or worse, she suspected enough. 

Kael’s memories rose inside him like warning bells. Elysian 

priestesses were trained to read the movements of the soul. 

That was the phrase the memory gave him, though Aaryan did 
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not know what it meant. They watched eyes, breath, silence, 

hesitation. They believed the body could lie, but the Inner 

Witness always left marks. Aaryan forced himself to sit still. 

He let Kael’s face become cold. He let the prince’s arrogance 

settle over his own fear. 

Vaelor noticed the glance. Of course he did. “You look at my 

son with interest.” 

Mira turned back to the king. “Your son looks different from 

his portrait.” 

A few men laughed softly, thinking it insult. Vaelor did not 

laugh. 

“Different how?” he asked. 

Mira’s answer came slowly. “Less dead than expected.” 

The room chilled. 

Aaryan felt the words enter him like a hidden hand closing 

around his throat. Less dead. The phrase had been chosen 

carefully. Not ill. Not changed. Dead. Vaelor’s gaze shifted to 

him, and Aaryan understood that Mira had not only threatened 

herself; she had placed a knife at the edge of his secret. 

King Vaelor stood. The room obeyed before he even spoke. 

Chairs stilled. Lords lowered their eyes. Even the fire seemed 

to burn quieter. He walked toward Mira with the slow patience 

of a man who enjoyed making others wait for pain. “In 

Crohn’s,” he said, “we do not fear holy riddles.” 

Mira looked up at him. “That is why your kingdom is full of 

graves.” 
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Vaelor’s hand moved so quickly that Aaryan almost rose from 

his chair. The king struck her across the face. The sound 

cracked through the chamber. Mira’s head turned with the 

blow, and one side of her lip darkened with blood. She did not 

fall. She did not cry. Slowly, she looked back at him. 

Aaryan’s hands tightened beneath the table. For a moment he 

was no longer in a council chamber. He was watching a child-

Kael fall onto wet stone after Vaelor’s hand struck him. He was 

watching a servant girl tremble over spilled wine. He was 

watching every cruelty in this palace repeat itself because no 

one stopped it. Something hot moved through him, but he 

forced it down. If he defended her too openly, he would expose 

himself. If he stayed silent, he would become part of Crohn’s. 

Mira’s eyes found him again, and this time they carried no fear. 

Only a message he could not fully read. 

Vaelor returned to his seat. “Take her to the eastern holding 

chamber. At dawn, the priests will question her properly.” 

The grey-robed priests bowed. Aaryan felt the hidden meaning 

in their movement. Properly did not mean gently. It did not 

mean law. It meant knives, chants, locked doors, and truths 

pulled from a person until something broke. The guards seized 

Mira by the arms and began leading her away. As she passed 

near Aaryan’s chair, she slowed by half a step, just enough for 

no one to notice except him. 

Her voice was barely more than breath. 

“Your body is lying.” 

Aaryan did not move. 
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The guards pulled her onward. 

The doors closed behind her, and the council resumed as if 

nothing important had happened. Vaelor spoke of borders, 

troop movements, rebel villages, and the growing silence from 

Elysia. Men argued about roads and supplies. Priests whispered 

among themselves. Aaryan heard almost none of it. Mira’s 

words remained inside him, repeating with terrible clarity. 

Your body is lying. 

When the council finally ended, Aaryan rose with the others 

and left before Vaelor could summon him again. He walked 

through the corridors with controlled steps, but his mind was 

moving faster than his body. Mira knew. Maybe not 

everything, but enough. She had seen something no one else 

had seen. Not even Mara had spoken so directly. Aaryan 

should have avoided her. That would have been wise. That 

would have been safe. But safety had died with him on the 

battlefield. 

Near midnight, when the palace had grown quieter and the 

storm had softened into distant rain, Aaryan left his chamber. 

He wore a dark cloak and carried no sword, though Kael’s 

hand wanted one. The memory of the palace guided him 

through servant passages and unused stairways. Twice he 

avoided patrols before seeing them, not because he was clever, 

but because Kael had once learned where guards became lazy 

after wine. That realization made him uneasy. Each useful 

memory felt like a gift from a man who might later demand 

payment. 

The eastern holding chamber stood below the guest wing, not 

deep enough to be a dungeon, but far enough from the court 

that screams would not disturb noble sleep. Two guards stood 
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outside. Aaryan approached without hiding. Hiding would 

make him guilty; walking openly made him royal. The guards 

straightened at once. 

“My prince,” one said. 

“I want to question the prisoner.” 

“The king ordered—” 

Aaryan let Kael’s coldness enter his face. “Did I ask what the 

king ordered, or did I tell you what I want?” 

The guard lowered his eyes. The door opened. 

Mira sat inside a narrow stone room lit by one small lamp. Her 

hands were still bound, but she looked less like a captive than a 

person waiting for someone late. The mark of Vaelor’s strike 

had darkened across her cheek. When Aaryan entered, she did 

not stand. 

“You came sooner than I expected,” she said. 

Aaryan closed the door behind him. “You expected me?” 

“I expected the soul inside that body to be desperate.” 

The words struck too close. Aaryan stepped forward, anger 

rising because fear needed somewhere to go. “Speak 

carefully.” 

Mira looked at him with quiet pity, and he hated that more than 

insult. “That voice belongs to Prince Kael. The anger does 

not.” 
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Aaryan froze. 

For a moment neither of them moved. Rain whispered 

somewhere beyond the walls. The lamp flame bent slightly in a 

draft. 

“What do you know?” he asked. 

Mira’s gaze held him. “I know Prince Kael was dying before 

dawn. I know something crossed the veil when his body 

weakened. I know the eyes looking at me now do not belong to 

the boy who was raised in this palace.” 

Aaryan felt the room narrow around him. “Who are you?” 

“Mira of Elysia.” 

“That tells me nothing.” 

“It tells you enough. My people protect what your king wants 

to own.” 

“My king?” The bitterness escaped before he could stop it. 

Mira heard it. Her expression changed, almost invisibly. “Not 

your king, then.” 

Aaryan turned away. He should not have come. Every word 

brought him closer to danger. Yet for the first time since 

waking in Kael’s body, someone was speaking to him as if he 

existed beneath the prince’s face. It made him feel both seen 

and exposed. 

Mira stood slowly, the chains at her wrists clicking softly. “Tell 

me your name.” 
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Aaryan looked at her. The answer should have been easy. It 

had been the only thing he had held onto. But when he opened 

his mouth, fear touched him. What if the name sounded weaker 

now? What if saying it in Kael’s voice made it less true? 

“Aaryan,” he said. 

Mira closed her eyes for a moment, as if listening to something 

deeper than sound. “Aaryan,” she repeated. “Then remember it. 

Names are the first things the crossing tries to steal.” 

Crossing. 

The word entered him with cold recognition. 

“What happened to me?” he asked. 

Mira did not answer immediately. Her eyes moved over his 

face, not admiring, not judging, but reading. “You died,” she 

said at last. “But your Inner Witness did not fall with your 

body. It crossed into another vessel at the edge of death.” 

Aaryan’s throat tightened. “Vessel?” 

“This body.” 

“No.” He stepped back. “This is not a vessel. This is a man.” 

Mira’s expression softened for the first time. “That is why you 

may still be saved.” 

The words confused him more than comforted him. 

Before he could ask, footsteps sounded beyond the door. 

Mira’s eyes sharpened. Aaryan moved back, forcing Kael’s 
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mask over his face just as the door opened and a guard looked 

inside. 

“My prince?” 

Aaryan turned with cold irritation. “What?” 

“The king has asked whether you remain in your chamber.” 

Aaryan understood the warning beneath the message. Vaelor 

was checking on him. Watching him. 

“I was questioning the prisoner,” he said. 

The guard looked at Mira, then bowed. “Yes, my prince.” 

When the door closed again, Mira spoke quickly, her voice 

low. “You cannot stay here long. Your king already suspects 

something came back wrong in Kael.” 

Aaryan looked at her. “Is Kael dead?” 

Mira’s silence was the answer he feared. 

“Is he dead?” he repeated. 

“I do not know,” she said. “Sometimes the old soul leaves. 

Sometimes it breaks. Sometimes it remains beneath the new 

one, trapped and hungry.” 

Aaryan remembered the mirror. The smile that was not his. The 

voice inside his mind: You walk badly in my skin. 

Mira saw the fear cross his face. “You have heard him.” 
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Aaryan said nothing. 

The lamp flame trembled between them. 

Mira stepped closer until the chains between her wrists pulled 

tight. “Listen to me carefully, Aaryan. If Kael remains inside 

that body, then you are not alone in there. And if the king 

learns what you are, he will not kill you.” 

Aaryan almost laughed because nothing could sound worse 

than death anymore. 

Mira’s eyes darkened. 

“He will use you.” 

The corridor outside grew quiet again. Too quiet. Aaryan 

looked toward the door, then back at Mira. “Why should I trust 

you?” 

“You should not,” she said. “Not yet.” 

It was the first answer that felt completely honest. 

Aaryan opened the door and prepared to leave, but Mira spoke 

once more. 

“Prince Kael would have walked out without looking back.” 

He stopped. 

“What?” 
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She studied him carefully. “You looked at my wound when 

your father struck me. You wanted to rise. You wanted to stop 

him. Kael learned long ago not to want such things.” 

Aaryan held the door half open, unable to answer. 

Mira’s voice softened. “Your body is lying, Aaryan. But your 

eyes are not.” 

He left before her words could weaken him further. 

As he walked back through the dark corridors of Crohn’s 

palace, Aaryan felt the weight of two lives moving inside him. 

One belonged to a village boy who had died in mud thinking of 

his mother and sister. The other belonged to a prince shaped by 

fear, cruelty, and a father who saw bodies as tools. Somewhere 

between them, a third thing was forming — something neither 

Aaryan nor Kael fully understood. 

When he reached his chamber, the mirror waited in silence. 

Aaryan did not look at it for a long time. 

But when he finally did, Prince Kael’s face stared back. 

And behind those royal eyes, something smiled before the 

mouth moved. 
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Chapter 5 

The Inner Witness 

Aaryan did not sleep that night, though Prince Kael’s body 

begged for rest. He sat near the window while rain crawled 

down the glass in thin silver lines, watching the city of Crohn’s 

breathe beneath the storm. Fires burned in the courtyards. 

Guards moved along the walls. Somewhere below, prisoners 

coughed in stone rooms, servants whispered through narrow 

halls, and King Vaelor’s palace remained awake like a beast 

that never fully closed its eyes. Aaryan pressed his palms 

together and tried to remember the battlefield, not because he 

wanted to return to its horror, but because it was the last place 
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where he had been certain of who he was. Mud. Blood. Smoke. 

Dev dying without finishing his sentence. The blue cloth 

around his wrist. His mother’s hands. His sister’s laugh. He 

repeated these things inside his mind like prayer beads. Yet 

each memory felt as if it had been carried farther away from 

him during the night. His mother still existed clearly, but her 

voice had become softer. His sister still laughed, but the sound 

seemed to come through water. And his own face — the face 

he had worn since birth — refused to return fully. Every time 

he searched for it, Kael’s face rose in its place, pale and sharp 

and royal, staring back from the mirror like a thief. 

Near dawn, the whisper came again. Not from the room, not 

from the corridor, but from somewhere behind his thoughts. 

You are wearing me badly. Aaryan stood so quickly the chair 

scraped against the floor. The mirror across the chamber held 

only his reflection, but he no longer trusted reflections. “Show 

yourself,” he said, and hated how Kael’s voice made the 

command sound cold. Nothing answered. The rain continued. 

The torches bent in their iron brackets. Aaryan stepped toward 

the mirror, slowly, as if approaching an animal that might 

spring. “Are you Kael?” he whispered. The reflection did not 

smile this time. It only watched. For a moment Aaryan felt 

something move beneath his skin, not physically, but inwardly, 

like a hand dragging itself across the inside of a locked door. 

Then it vanished. He gripped the edge of the table until his 

knuckles whitened. If Kael was still inside him, then this body 

was not shelter. It was a prison with another prisoner in the 

dark. 

By morning, Aaryan knew he had to return to Mira. Wisdom 

told him to stay away from her; instinct told him she was the 

only person in Crohn’s who had looked at him and seen more 

than Kael. The palace had already begun its daily performance. 

Servants polished floors that would be dirtied by noble boots 
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before noon. Soldiers changed posts with sleepless eyes. Priests 

in grey robes passed through the corridors in pairs, their fingers 

hidden inside their sleeves, their faces lowered but their ears 

always listening. Aaryan moved through them wearing Kael’s 

expression like armor. He had discovered that silence was the 

safest language in Crohn’s. If he said little, people filled the 

emptiness with what they already believed about the prince: 

arrogance, grief, cruelty, exhaustion. No one imagined the 

truth. No one imagined that a dead village boy was walking 

through the palace inside royal skin. 

The eastern holding chamber was colder in daylight. It had no 

true window, only a high slit in the wall where pale light 

entered like something permitted reluctantly. Mira sat on the 

stone bench with her hands still chained, her wounded cheek 

darker than before. She looked tired, but not defeated. When 

Aaryan entered, she raised her eyes with the same unsettling 

calm. “You came back,” she said. “I heard him,” Aaryan 

answered, and the words left him before pride could stop them. 

Mira’s expression changed, not with surprise, but with 

confirmation. “Kael?” she asked. Aaryan looked toward the 

door, making sure the guard had stepped away. “A voice. A 

thought. I do not know what it was. It spoke like it knew this 

body better than me.” Mira studied him carefully. “Because it 

does.” Anger rose in him, sharp and frightened. “Then tell me 

what is happening. Not riddles. Not holy words. Truth.” Mira 

leaned back against the stone, chains resting across her lap, and 

for the first time she looked less like a mysterious priestess and 

more like a young woman deciding how much truth another 

broken soul could survive. 

“In Elysia,” she said, “we are taught that a human being is not 

only flesh, and not only memory. Flesh is the vessel. Memory 

is the road. But the one who walks the road, the one who sees 

through the eyes, suffers the wounds, chooses mercy or cruelty 
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— that is the Inner Witness.” Aaryan said nothing. The phrase 

moved through him with strange weight. Inner Witness. He had 

heard many village words for soul, spirit, breath, life-fire, but 

this was different. It felt less like something holy and more like 

something terrifyingly close. Mira continued, “Most people 

live their entire lives without feeling it separately. They think 

they are their body. They think they are their name. They think 

they are the story others tell about them. Then death comes, 

and everything loosens. For most, the Inner Witness passes 

beyond the veil. Where it goes, even Elysia does not claim to 

know. But sometimes, rarely, the Witness does not pass on. 

Sometimes it crosses sideways.” 

“Into another body,” Aaryan said quietly. Mira nodded. “Into a 

vessel near death, or weakened enough to open. That is what 

happened to you. Your body died on the battlefield. Kael’s 

body was dying here. Two doors opened at the same moment, 

and something in you refused the darkness.” Aaryan felt cold. 

“I did not choose this.” “Most curses begin without 

permission.” The answer was gentle, but it did not comfort 

him. He looked down at Kael’s hands. “Then what am I? A 

ghost? A thief?” Mira’s eyes softened, though her voice 

remained steady. “You are Veilborn.” The word settled 

between them like a blade placed on a table. Aaryan had 

expected explanation to bring relief, but the name made the 

horror more real. “Veilborn,” he repeated. Mira nodded again. 

“One who can cross the veil between death and life. Some are 

born with it. Some awaken through violence. Some are made 

by rituals that should never have existed. Elysia calls them 

wounded miracles. Crohn’s would call them weapons. Rohns 

would call them treasure. King Vaelor would call you an 

answer.” 

Aaryan turned away, unable to bear the calmness of her truth. 

Through the high slit in the wall, the pale morning light 
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touched the floor but never reached far enough to warm it. “If I 

crossed into Kael, then where is he?” Mira did not answer 

quickly, and in that silence Aaryan understood that there was 

no clean mercy in this truth. “Sometimes the old Witness 

leaves,” she said at last. “Sometimes it breaks apart. Sometimes 

it remains beneath the new one, trapped in the vessel it once 

ruled.” Aaryan closed his eyes. He remembered the mirror 

smile, the voice, the sense of another presence dragging itself 

through the dark inside him. “He remains,” he whispered. 

Mira’s chains shifted as she stood. “Then you must be careful. 

A body remembers its first master. The longer you stay, the 

more Kael’s memories will reach for you. His habits will 

become easier. His anger will fit your mouth. His fears will 

enter your blood. If you cannot hold your own name firmly, 

you may begin to think his thoughts are yours.” 

The words struck the exact wound he had been hiding. Aaryan 

forced himself to remember his village road, the broken fence 

near the well, the smell of his mother’s cooking, his sister’s 

blue cloth. The memories came, but not as strongly as before. 

His hands began to tremble. “Something is already happening,” 

he said. “I could remember my face yesterday. Not clearly, but 

enough. Now I cannot hold it.” Mira looked down, and when 

she spoke again, her voice carried sadness. “That is the price.” 

Aaryan looked at her sharply. “What price?” “The Fading,” she 

said. “Every crossing takes something. A memory, a voice, a 

face, a truth. The veil does not allow a soul to pass through it 

unchanged. It demands payment. You survived death, but death 

took a piece of you as you passed.” Aaryan wanted to reject it, 

to call it superstition, but his own mind had already become 

evidence against him. He had escaped the spear. He had 

escaped the mud. Yet something more intimate than blood had 

begun to bleed. 
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He stepped close to Mira, anger breaking through his fear. 

“Then help me return.” She held his gaze. “To what?” “My 

body.” The words sounded desperate even to him. Mira’s 

expression did not change, but the silence in her eyes was 

enough. “Aaryan,” she said softly, “your body died.” He shook 

his head. “You did not see it.” “Did you?” The question struck 

him harder than accusation. He had felt the spear. He had felt 

the cold. He had felt his hand loosen around the cloth. But he 

had not watched his own body after death. He had not seen 

what happened when the battlefield moved on without him. 

Some foolish, broken part of him had kept imagining that his 

body still waited somewhere, wounded but reachable, as if this 

nightmare could be reversed by courage. Mira did not let the lie 

live. “Even if the body remained,” she said, “the vessel that 

holds you now has changed the path. Returning is not a door 

you can simply open.” 

Aaryan stepped back as if distance could make the truth 

smaller. He thought of his mother waiting for news, of his 

sister listening for footsteps, of villagers counting the dead. If 

he went home like this, wearing the face of Crohn’s prince, 

they would hate him. If he spoke his name, they would call him 

demon or liar. If he touched his mother’s feet, she would see 

only the enemy’s son. A sound almost escaped him, but he 

forced it down. Kael’s body knew how not to cry. That 

frightened him more than tears would have. Mira watched the 

struggle in silence, then said, “Your grief is proof that you are 

still yourself.” Aaryan looked at her bitterly. “Grief does not 

give me my body back.” “No,” she said. “But it tells you that 

you have not become his yet.” 

Before Aaryan could answer, the chamber door opened. A 

grey-robed priest entered with two guards behind him. His face 

was narrow, his eyes pale, his mouth marked by the kind of 

patience that belonged to men comfortable with pain. He 
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bowed to Aaryan, though the bow held no respect. “Prince 

Kael. The king requests the prisoner be prepared for 

examination.” Mira became still. Aaryan felt the meaning of 

examination crawl across the room. The priest’s gaze moved 

from Mira to him. “Unless Your Highness has already learned 

what she hides.” It was a test. Everything in Crohn’s was a test. 

Aaryan felt Kael’s instincts rise: mock the prisoner, dismiss the 

priest, protect weakness only if it serves strategy. For one 

dangerous second, he almost used them. Then he saw the 

bruise on Mira’s face and remembered the battlefield, 

remembered Dev dying with unfinished words, remembered 

what silence had cost too many people. He let Prince Kael’s 

cold smile come to his mouth, but he filled it with his own 

decision. “The prisoner remains useful alive,” he said. “Touch 

her without my order, and I will tell the king you damaged 

what he wanted preserved.” 

The priest’s eyes narrowed. He did not believe kindness from 

Kael, but he understood possession. That was the language 

Crohn’s respected. He bowed again, stiffer this time, and 

withdrew with the guards. When the door closed, Mira released 

a breath she had hidden well. Aaryan looked away, ashamed 

that the only way to protect her had been to speak like a man 

who owned her. Mira seemed to understand. “You used his 

mask,” she said. “But not his heart.” Aaryan gave a humorless 

laugh. “I do not know whose heart this body has.” Mira 

stepped closer. “The body is Kael’s. The blood is Kael’s. The 

memories may be Kael’s. But the choice you made was yours. 

Remember that. The Inner Witness is not proven by what it 

remembers. It is proven by what it chooses when fear gives it 

permission to become cruel.” 

The words remained with him long after he left the holding 

chamber. He walked back through Crohn’s palace with the 

same face, the same rings, the same guards lowering their 
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heads, but something in him had shifted. Not peace. Not 

understanding. But a small, stubborn point of resistance. If his 

body was stolen, if his memories were fading, if Kael still 

watched from somewhere behind the eyes, then choice might 

be the only place left where Aaryan could remain alive. He 

returned to his chamber and stood before the mirror again. 

Prince Kael stared back. This time Aaryan did not ask the 

reflection who it was. He looked into the royal eyes and spoke 

quietly, not to the mirror, not to Kael, not even fully to himself, 

but to the silent thing Mira had named inside him. “I am 

Aaryan.” For a moment nothing happened. Then, deep behind 

the reflection, the same cold smile almost formed. Almost. 

Aaryan held his gaze until it disappeared. Outside, the palace 

bells began to ring, announcing another command from the 

king, another movement of war, another step toward the secret 

buried beneath Crohn’s. But Aaryan remained before the 

mirror a little longer, holding his name like a blade in the dark. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6 

King Vaelor’s Fear 

King Vaelor did not allow weakness to make sound. Pain could 

live inside his bones, sickness could climb through his blood, 
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age could wrap its cold fingers around his heart, but none of it 

was permitted to reach his face. A king could bleed in private, 

cough in darkness, tremble behind locked doors, but before the 

court he had to remain iron. That was the first law of Crohn’s, 

older than any scripture, sharper than any blade. So when the 

war council ended and the lords left praising his strength, 

Vaelor waited until the final door closed before his body 

betrayed him. His hand tightened around the arm of his chair. 

His breath broke. A deep cough tore through his chest, and 

blood spotted the white cloth he pressed to his mouth. 

The healer standing near the wall did not move until Vaelor 

lifted one finger. Only then did the old man approach with a 

bowl of bitter medicine and the frightened patience of someone 

who knew truth could be punished. His name was Orven, and 

he had served three generations of Crohn’s kings, though none 

had made him fear his own knowledge as much as Vaelor did. 

He placed the bowl on the table and waited. Vaelor wiped the 

blood from his lips slowly, staring at the stain as if it were an 

insult. “Speak,” the king said. Orven lowered his eyes. “The 

fever is spreading through the lungs. The heart is weaker than 

yesterday. Your body needs rest.” Vaelor looked up at him, and 

the healer immediately understood his mistake. A body could 

need rest. A king could not. 

“Do not speak to me as if I am a dying farmer,” Vaelor said. 

His voice was quiet, which made it worse. Orven bowed his 

head. “Forgive me, my king.” Vaelor pushed the medicine 

away. The smell of it disgusted him. Herbs, roots, water, 

weakness. These were the tools of men who accepted decay as 

law. He had not built Crohn’s on acceptance. He had broken 

border kingdoms, burned rebel houses, executed traitors before 

their children, and forced enemies to kneel beneath the iron 

crown. The world had always bent when enough force was 
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placed upon it. Why should death be different? Why should the 

body be the one kingdom a king could not conquer? 

He rose from the chair, but the movement cost him. Pain 

flashed through his ribs, and for one moment the room blurred. 

Orven stepped forward by instinct. Vaelor’s hand caught the 

dagger on the table before the healer could touch him. The old 

man froze. “Never reach for me like I am helpless,” Vaelor 

whispered. Orven stepped back, pale. Vaelor lowered the 

dagger, though his fingers continued trembling around its 

handle. He hated the tremor more than the pain. Pain could be 

hidden. Trembling was confession. He turned away and faced 

the tall black window behind the council chamber. Beyond it, 

Crohn’s city burned with thousands of torches. His city. His 

kingdom. His name carved into stone, law, fear, and blood. Yet 

inside his own chest, something small and mortal struggled to 

continue. 

When he was young, Vaelor had believed fear belonged only to 

those without power. Poor men feared hunger. Soldiers feared 

spears. Servants feared punishment. Children feared darkness. 

Kings, he thought, feared nothing because fear itself bowed 

before the throne. Then age came quietly, more patient than 

any assassin. It entered his hands first, making the sword feel 

heavier. It entered his sleep next, filling the night with shallow 

breath. Then it entered his blood, his lungs, his heart, until he 

began to understand the truth he had spent a lifetime denying: 

death did not care for crowns. It waited for kings and beggars 

with the same empty patience. That insult burned in him more 

deeply than any wound. 

“Send for the priests,” Vaelor said. Orven hesitated. “My king, 

the rituals have already weakened you.” Vaelor turned. “Did I 

ask for your fear?” The healer bowed again and left quickly. 

Alone, Vaelor opened the small iron chest beneath the council 
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table. Inside lay old scrolls, temple fragments, and bone-white 

stones carved with symbols older than Crohn’s language. At 

the bottom rested a piece of black metal shaped like part of a 

crown. He lifted it carefully. The fragment felt cold even near 

the fire. The priests said it had been broken from the Hollow 

Crown centuries ago, hidden after the first kings learned what 

it could truly do. Vaelor did not believe in holy curses, but he 

believed in power. He believed in anything men feared enough 

to bury. 

The priests arrived in grey robes, three of them moving silently 

into the chamber. Their leader, Malrec, bowed lower than the 

others. His face was narrow, his eyes pale, and his faith had the 

hungry look of ambition disguised as devotion. Vaelor placed 

the black fragment on the table. “You told me the Crown 

responds to opened vessels,” he said. Malrec’s gaze flicked to 

the fragment, then back to the king. “Yes, my lord. A body 

near death. A weakened Inner Witness. A soul at the edge of 

crossing. These things can stir what remains of the Crown’s old 

power.” Vaelor’s fingers rested beside the fragment. “Last 

night my son was dying.” The priests became still. Vaelor 

watched them carefully. “This morning he woke changed.” 

Malrec did not answer too quickly. Clever men survived by 

letting kings reveal how much they knew. Vaelor continued, 

“His fever should have killed him. The healers were certain. 

Yet he stands, speaks, walks, remembers enough to hide what 

he does not remember. His eyes are not the eyes that went to 

sleep in that body.” The words sounded almost like concern, 

and that disgusted him. He did not care for Kael as weak 

fathers cared for sons. Kael was blood, heir, weapon, 

continuation. If something had entered him, then it was either 

threat or opportunity. Possibly both. “Could a Witness cross 

into a royal vessel without ritual?” Vaelor asked. Malrec’s 

breath slowed. “It is rare.” “I did not ask if it was rare.” “Yes,” 
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the priest said. “At the moment between death and emptiness, 

if two vessels open at once, crossing may occur.” 

Vaelor felt something inside him sharpen. For years he had 

chased legends through priests, ruins, forbidden books, 

murdered scholars, and Elysian prisoners who refused to speak 

even under pain. He had searched for the Hollow Crown 

because he believed it could force consciousness from one 

body into another. But if the crossing had happened naturally 

inside his own palace, inside his own bloodline, then death had 

made a mistake. It had revealed a door. Vaelor leaned closer to 

Malrec. “If something crossed into Kael, can it be controlled?” 

The priest’s eyes brightened before he hid it. “If it is truly 

Veilborn, then yes, with the Crown awakened. Without the full 

Crown, perhaps only studied, provoked, weakened.” Vaelor 

looked at the black fragment. “And if the Crown is found?” 

Malrec bowed his head. “Then no body in the world would be 

beyond Your Majesty’s reach.” 

For the first time that night, Vaelor smiled. It was not joy. Joy 

was too soft. It was recognition. The shape of destiny finally 

turning toward him. He thought of Kael’s strange eyes, the 

Elysian girl’s careful words, the way the torches had flickered 

when the Crown fragment had been near. Something had 

returned in his son’s body, and whatever it was, it had survived 

what Vaelor feared most. The thought filled him with a hunger 

so strong it almost silenced the pain in his chest. “Do not harm 

the Elysian girl yet,” he said. “Let her believe she is being 

watched by fools. Holy people speak more freely when they 

think kings understand less than priests.” Malrec bowed. “And 

Prince Kael?” Vaelor’s smile faded. “Test him. Quietly. Place 

memories before him. Names. Rooms. Old wounds. If my son 

remains inside, he will answer as my son. If something else 

wears him, it will bleed through the eyes.” 
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The priests left with their orders, and Vaelor remained alone 

again. The fire had burned lower. The city beyond the window 

was darkening into late night. His body ached fiercely now, 

punishing him for every minute he had pretended not to be 

dying. He pressed one hand against his chest and felt the weak, 

stubborn beating of his heart. Such a small sound, he thought, 

to decide the fate of a king. He imagined it stopping. He 

imagined his body cooling, his throne passing to another, his 

name becoming history instead of command. Rage rose in him, 

but beneath it lived the thing he hated most: fear. Not fear of 

pain. Not fear of judgment. Fear of becoming nothing. Fear of 

all his power ending inside a body that could no longer obey 

him. 

He picked up the Crown fragment once more and held it tightly 

enough for its sharp edge to cut his palm. Blood ran between 

his fingers and touched the black metal. For an instant, the 

chamber seemed colder. The torches bent inward, and 

somewhere deep beneath the palace, behind a hidden door with 

a crown-shaped keyhole, something answered without sound. 

Vaelor felt it. Not fully. Not clearly. But enough. The old 

power was not dead. It was waiting. He looked down at his 

bleeding hand and whispered into the empty council chamber, 

“If death has learned how to release a soul, then I will learn 

how to command it.” 

 

 

 

 



66 
 

Chapter 7 

The First Veil Crossing 

The palace did not sleep after King Vaelor gave his orders. It 

only became quieter, and in Crohn’s, quiet was more 

dangerous than noise. Aaryan felt it the moment he left his 

chamber before dawn, guided by the strange restlessness inside 

Kael’s body. The corridors were nearly empty, yet every 

shadow seemed to have been placed there with purpose. 

Guards stood farther apart than usual, pretending not to watch 

him. Servants lowered their eyes too quickly. Priests in grey 

robes passed through distant archways and vanished before he 

could follow them. Something had changed since the council, 

though no one had spoken it aloud. Vaelor suspected him. The 

thought sat cold beneath Aaryan’s ribs. He could feel the 

palace tightening around him like a hand, and somewhere 

within its black walls, Mira waited in chains because she knew 

a truth the king wanted to own. 

Aaryan reached the eastern holding chamber before sunrise, 

but the guards outside were gone. That alone made him stop. 

Crohn’s never left prisoners unguarded unless the prison itself 

had become a trap. He listened. At first there was only the low 

breath of torches and the distant mutter of rain against stone. 

Then he heard it: a small sound from inside the chamber, not a 

scream, not yet, but the broken scrape of someone struggling to 

breathe. His hand found the dagger at his belt before he 

remembered it belonged to Kael. He opened the door quietly. 

The lamp inside had been knocked over, spilling weak light 

across the floor. Mira stood near the wall, one hand gripping 

the chain at her wrist, her face pale but calm in the terrible way 

of people who had already accepted danger. Behind her, a man 

in servant’s clothing held a thin blade against her throat. His 
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eyes were wide, feverish, and wrong. Not frightened. Not 

angry. Empty, as if someone had removed the man from his 

own body and left only command behind. 

“Close the door, Prince,” the man said. His voice trembled, but 

the blade did not. Aaryan stepped inside and pushed the door 

shut behind him. Mira’s eyes met his, and in that brief glance 

he understood two things: she had expected danger, and she 

had not expected him to come. The assassin smiled, showing 

blood on his teeth where he had bitten his own tongue. “The 

king should have killed the Elysian girl last night. Holy eyes 

see too much.” Aaryan kept his face still, forcing Kael’s 

coldness over his fear. “Who sent you?” The assassin laughed 

softly. “Men like me are not sent. We are spent.” His blade 

pressed closer to Mira’s skin. A thin red line appeared at her 

throat. Something inside Aaryan flinched, but Kael’s body 

remained still. That stillness frightened him. This body had 

watched pain before. It knew how to survive by doing nothing. 

Aaryan moved too slowly, and the assassin saw the movement 

before it became action. Mira twisted hard, dragging the chain 

between her wrists across the blade. The assassin cursed and 

pulled her back. Aaryan lunged. Kael’s body was quick, 

trained, elegant, but the assassin was ready. He threw Mira 

aside and slashed toward Aaryan’s face. Aaryan turned, felt the 

blade cut across his shoulder, and struck the man hard enough 

to send him against the wall. The dagger fell from Aaryan’s 

hand. For a breath, it looked as though the fight would end as 

ordinary fights ended — with strength, blood, and a body on 

the floor. Then the assassin drew a second blade from his 

sleeve and drove it toward Mira, not toward Aaryan. There was 

no time to reach her. No time to think. Aaryan saw the blade 

moving toward her chest, saw Mira’s eyes widen, saw death 

opening again like the same darkness from the battlefield. 
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Then something inside him tore loose. 

It was not like falling asleep. It was not like fainting. It was 

like being pulled backward through his own skull by an 

invisible hook. The chamber vanished. Kael’s hands vanished. 

The pain in his shoulder vanished. For one impossible moment 

Aaryan was nowhere, bodiless and blind, surrounded by a cold 

pressure that had no walls and no sky. He tried to scream, but 

he had no mouth. He tried to reach for himself, but there were 

no hands. Only awareness remained — naked, terrified, 

burning without flesh. Then the darkness opened sideways, and 

he crashed into another body. 

The first thing he felt was hunger. Not hunger for food. Hunger 

for obedience. The assassin’s body was thin, fever-hot, and 

shaking with poison. Aaryan saw the room through the man’s 

eyes, saw Mira on the floor, saw Prince Kael’s body standing 

frozen near the wall with its face empty, eyes open but vacant. 

The shock nearly broke him. He was looking at himself from 

outside himself. He was inside the assassin. He could feel the 

blade in the assassin’s hand, the sweat under the assassin’s 

collar, the poison burning through the assassin’s veins. But 

worse than the body were the memories. They burst into him in 

broken flashes: a hidden passage below the old chapel, a grey-

robed priest placing a black coin into the assassin’s palm, a 

whisper saying the girl must die before she speaks to the prince 

again, a symbol carved into wax — a crown without a center, 

hollow at its heart. Then another memory, deeper and colder: 

the assassin kneeling before a door with a crown-shaped 

keyhole while a voice behind it promised that death would not 

be empty if he served the Crown. 

Aaryan understood nothing fully, but he knew enough. The 

assassin had not come for coin alone. He had been prepared, 

poisoned, and thrown into the chamber like a weapon meant to 
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break after use. Aaryan tried to drop the blade, but the 

assassin’s body resisted him. The man’s will was still there, not 

strong, not whole, but snarling beneath the surface like a dog 

chained in darkness. Kill her, the assassin’s mind repeated. Kill 

the Elysian. Kill the witness. Aaryan fought against the body 

from inside it. He forced the hand to turn. The blade shook 

inches from Mira’s chest. Mira stared up at him, and her fear 

changed into recognition. She saw him. Somehow, even inside 

the assassin’s eyes, she saw Aaryan. “Come back,” she 

whispered. 

The command struck him like a rope thrown across an abyss. 

Aaryan pulled away from the assassin’s body with everything 

he had. The world broke again. For a moment he felt both 

bodies at once — the assassin’s poisoned heart, Kael’s 

bleeding shoulder, Mira’s breath in the room, the cold veil 

between lives. Then he slammed back into Kael. Pain returned 

violently. He collapsed to one knee, gasping, just as the 

assassin dropped the blade and began clawing at his own 

throat. Whatever poison or ritual held him together had failed. 

He stumbled backward, laughing and choking at the same time, 

eyes rolling toward the ceiling. “The Crown opens,” he rasped. 

“The king fears the empty dark.” Then blood poured from his 

mouth, and he fell dead at Mira’s feet. 

For several breaths, neither Aaryan nor Mira moved. The 

chamber smelled of oil, blood, poison, and rain-soaked stone. 

Aaryan’s shoulder burned. His hands shook so badly he had to 

press them against the floor. He looked at the dead assassin and 

felt the man’s final memories still crawling under his skin. The 

hidden passage. The grey-robed priest. The hollow crown 

symbol. The door beneath the palace. It had not been a random 

attack. Someone wanted Mira silenced. Someone wanted 

Aaryan tested. Maybe Vaelor. Maybe the priests. Maybe 

something older moving through both. Mira knelt beside him 
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and touched his arm, careful not to touch the wound. “That was 

a crossing,” she said softly. Aaryan looked at her, unable to 

speak. “Not a memory. Not a vision. You left this body and 

entered his.” 

Aaryan shook his head, but the denial had no strength. He had 

seen Kael’s body from outside. He had felt another man’s 

poisoned blood. He had held the assassin’s blade with the 

assassin’s hand. “I did not choose it,” he said. Mira’s face 

tightened. “The first crossings are rarely chosen. They happen 

when fear, death, and need tear the veil open together.” Aaryan 

looked toward the corpse. “He was sent by a priest. I saw it.” 

Mira’s eyes sharpened. “Which priest?” “I do not know his 

name.” The answer frustrated him because the memory was 

already blurring at the edges. He tried to hold it clearly — the 

grey robe, the black coin, the wax mark — but the details 

slipped like wet thread through his fingers. Then a colder fear 

touched him. If the crossing had happened, the price had to 

follow. Mira seemed to think the same thing, because her 

expression changed before he said anything. 

Aaryan closed his eyes and reached for home. His village road 

came first, faint but present. His mother’s hands came next. 

The blue cloth around his wrist. Dev’s unfinished sentence. 

Then he searched for his sister’s laugh, the bright sound that 

had followed him even into death. For a moment he almost 

heard it. Almost. But when he reached deeper, there was only 

silence. He tried again, harder. He could remember that he had 

a sister. He could remember that he loved her. He could 

remember her running through fields. But her voice was gone. 

Not quiet. Not distant. Gone, as if someone had cut it out of the 

world and left only the knowledge that it once existed. Aaryan 

pressed both hands over his ears like a child trying to keep 

from hearing bad news, but there was nothing to block. The 

emptiness was already inside him. 
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Mira understood without asking. Her face softened with the 

terrible pity Aaryan had begun to hate. “What did it take?” she 

asked. He could not answer at first. His throat had closed 

around the loss. Outside the chamber, footsteps began rushing 

closer — guards finally returning, or pretending to. There 

would be questions. Blood. Lies. More traps. But Aaryan 

remained on the floor beside the dead assassin, trapped inside 

the cost of surviving. When he finally spoke, his voice was 

barely louder than the dying lamp. “My sister’s voice,” he said. 

Mira lowered her eyes. The footsteps stopped outside the door. 

Aaryan looked at the corpse, then at Kael’s blood on his own 

sleeve, and understood the cruelty of the gift for the first time. 

He had saved Mira. He had learned a secret. He had crossed the 

veil and returned alive. But death had not forgiven him for 

escaping. It had simply taken payment later. 
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Chapter 8 

The Hollow Crown 

Mira did not speak of the Hollow Crown until the dead assassin 

had been dragged away and the blood had been washed from 

the stone. Even then, the room still remembered violence. 

Aaryan could smell it beneath the oil lamps, beneath the damp 

walls, beneath his own fear. He stood near the narrow window 

of the abandoned prayer room where Mira had brought him 

after the attack, his shoulder bandaged, his hands still unsteady 

from the crossing. He had saved her, but the price had left a 

silence inside him where his sister’s voice had once lived. That 

silence made every breath feel stolen. 

Mira stood before an old wall carving half-hidden beneath dust. 

It showed a crown above a kneeling man, but the crown had no 

center. Its middle was empty, carved like a wound. “That is 

what your king is searching for,” she said. “The Hollow Crown 

was not made for rule. It was made for escape.” Aaryan looked 

at the carving, and something inside Kael’s body recoiled. 

“Escape from what?” he asked, though he already knew the 

answer. Mira touched the empty center of the carved crown. 

“Death.” 

The word made the room colder. 
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“Long ago,” Mira said, “the first kings feared the same thing 

every beggar feared — the final breath. They had armies, gold, 

temples, and slaves, but none of it could follow them into 

darkness. So they forced priests, soul-readers, and dying 

Veilborn to create a crown that could tear the Inner Witness 

from one body and place it into another. They called it 

immortality because kings always give beautiful names to ugly 

things.” Her voice hardened. “But the Crown does not save 

life. It steals it. The body that receives the king does not 

become blessed. It becomes erased.” 

Aaryan stared at the carving until the hollow center seemed to 

stare back. He imagined Vaelor’s dying hands reaching for it, 

imagined a young body forced to open, imagined a soul 

crushed beneath another man’s hunger. The horror was not 

only that Vaelor wanted to live. The horror was that he 

believed another person’s life was a fair price for his fear. 

“Why does he need me?” Aaryan asked. 

Mira turned to him slowly. “Because the Hollow Crown cannot 

awaken for ordinary men. It needs someone who has crossed 

the veil and returned. Someone whose Inner Witness has 

already broken death’s law.” She looked at him as if the truth 

itself hurt her. “It needs a Veilborn.” 

Aaryan felt the words settle into his bones. He had thought he 

was hiding inside the enemy prince’s body, but now he 

understood he was not hiding at all. He was the key. His 

survival had not saved him from Vaelor’s war. It had placed 

him at the center of it. Somewhere beneath Crohn’s palace, 

behind the forbidden door with the crown-shaped keyhole, the 

old power was waiting. And if Vaelor reached it first, death 

would no longer be an ending for kings. It would become a 

weapon used against everyone else. 
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Mira stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Listen carefully, 

Aaryan. Vaelor does not want the Crown only to live longer. 

He wants to become impossible to kill.” Outside, the palace 

bells began to ring, deep and slow, as if the stone itself were 

warning them. Aaryan looked toward the door, then back at the 

hollow crown carved into the wall. For the first time since 

waking inside Kael, he understood the shape of the nightmare. 

He was not trapped in the prince’s body by accident. 

He had been found by the one thing in the world that knew 

how to use him. 
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Chapter 9 

Blood in Crohn’s Palace 

By nightfall, Crohn’s palace had learned how to hide the 

assassin’s death. The floor of the eastern holding chamber had 

been washed until the stone looked clean again, the servants 

who carried the body had been warned into silence, and the 

guards who should have been outside the door claimed they 

had been summoned away by orders none of them could 

clearly remember. In another kingdom, such confusion might 

have caused outrage. In Crohn’s, it caused only sharper 

whispers. Blood was not rare inside Vaelor’s palace. What 

frightened people was not that a man had died, but that no one 

knew whose command had sent him there. 

Aaryan felt the whispers before he heard them. They followed 

him through corridors, slipped behind doors, and vanished 

whenever he turned his head. Prince Kael’s face protected him 

from open accusation, but not from suspicion. Lords watched 

him with narrowed eyes. Grey-robed priests bowed with 

mouths too still. Servants avoided looking at the blood seeping 

through the fresh bandage beneath his coat. Everyone knew 

something had happened near the Elysian prisoner. Everyone 
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knew the prince had been there. And in a palace built by fear, 

truth was never searched for; it was shaped into whichever 

weapon served power best. 

Mira had been moved from the holding chamber to a locked 

guest room under guard, a mercy only in name. Aaryan had not 

been allowed to see her again. Every path toward her door had 

doubled its soldiers, and each soldier lowered his head to him 

while silently refusing to move. That was how Vaelor ruled: 

even obedience could become a cage. By the second bell after 

sunset, Aaryan was summoned not to the council chamber, but 

to the Hall of Oaths, where Crohn’s nobles gathered when 

blood demanded a public answer. He walked there with Kael’s 

memories pressing against his skull, warning him of old court 

rituals, punishment games, and questions designed to make 

truth look like treason. 

The Hall of Oaths was long, black, and lit by iron braziers. At 

its center lay a body covered with a dark cloth. For one terrible 

moment Aaryan thought it was the assassin, but the shape was 

wrong. Too broad. Too richly dressed. King Vaelor sat on the 

raised throne at the far end, pale with sickness and power, 

while the court stood around him in a half-circle. No one spoke 

as Aaryan entered. Their silence moved toward him like a 

blade being passed hand to hand. 

Vaelor lifted his fingers. A guard pulled the cloth away. 

The dead man was Lord Edrik Voss, one of Crohn’s oldest 

nobles, a man Kael’s memories recognized with immediate 

dislike. Edrik had been loyal to Vaelor in public and hungry for 

Kael’s downfall in private. Now he lay on the stone with his 

throat cut open, his white court collar soaked red. His eyes 

remained wide, fixed on nothing, as if even death had surprised 
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him. Beside his hand was a dagger marked with the iron crown 

of the royal house. 

Aaryan’s stomach tightened. 

It was Kael’s dagger. 

He knew it before anyone said so because Kael’s body 

remembered the weight of it. The silver grip. The black stone 

at the base. The blade given to him by Vaelor on the day he 

turned fifteen, after the king made him watch a prisoner die and 

called it education. 

Vaelor’s voice broke the silence. “My son,” he said, almost 

gently, “your dagger was found beside Lord Voss.” 

The court shifted. Not loudly. Just enough for fear and interest 

to change places. Aaryan looked at the dagger, then at Vaelor. 

There was no shock on the king’s face. No grief for the dead 

lord. Only examination. This was not a father asking whether 

his son had killed a man. This was a hunter pressing a blade 

lightly against a trapped animal to see how it moved. 

“I did not kill him,” Aaryan said. 

The words sounded weak the moment they left him because 

innocence had little value in Crohn’s. Innocence was for 

children, priests, and fools. Prince Kael would not have 

defended himself like a village boy. Kael would have insulted 

the accusation, turned it back, made the court fear the cost of 

believing it. Aaryan felt that instinct rise from the body, cold 

and cruel, offering itself like armor. Use me, it seemed to say. 

Survive like I survived. 
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Vaelor watched his eyes. “You say you did not kill him. Yet 

three servants saw you near the southern gallery an hour before 

the body was found.” 

Aaryan did not know the southern gallery. Then Kael’s 

memory supplied it: narrow windows, old war portraits, a 

hidden staircase used by nobles who wanted secret meetings. 

Aaryan had not gone there. Or had Kael? The question cut 

through him. Could a memory act without him? Could the 

thing inside the mirror move while he slept? He forced himself 

to remain still. “Servants see what powerful men teach them to 

see.” 

A few nobles looked down. The answer had sounded like Kael. 

Even Vaelor’s eyes sharpened with interest. 

Lord Renn, a thin man with silver hair and a smile like a cut, 

stepped forward. “Then Your Highness suggests someone 

placed your dagger beside Lord Voss?” 

“I suggest,” Aaryan said, letting Kael’s coldness shape his 

mouth, “that dead men are easier to arrange than living ones.” 

The hall grew quieter. Lord Renn’s smile faded. For a moment 

Aaryan thought he had won ground. Then a guard approached 

Vaelor and handed him a folded piece of cloth. Vaelor opened 

it slowly. Inside was a strip of blue fabric, dirty and torn, 

stained with old mud. 

Aaryan’s breath stopped. 

His sister’s cloth. 

The one he had worn on the battlefield. The one that should 

have remained with his dead body. 
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The hall around him blurred. He could not move, could not 

speak, could not understand how this thing had crossed from 

the battlefield into the palace of Crohn’s. Vaelor held it 

delicately between two fingers, studying not the cloth, but 

Aaryan’s reaction. That was when Aaryan understood the true 

trap. The dagger was for the court. The cloth was for him. 

Vaelor knew enough to test the soul, not the body. 

“Strange,” Vaelor said. “This was found in Lord Voss’s hand.” 

Aaryan felt Kael’s memories recoil because Kael did not know 

the cloth. There was no royal explanation for why Prince Kael 

would care about a dirty strip of village blue. Yet Aaryan cared 

so deeply that the pain nearly broke through his face. He 

thought of his sister tying it around his wrist and saying it 

would bring him home. He thought of his dead body in mud. 

He thought of someone finding him, searching him, taking the 

cloth, bringing it here. The message was clear: the palace had 

touched his old life. Someone inside Crohn’s knew the body 

was Kael’s, but the grief was not. 

Vaelor leaned forward. “Do you recognize it?” 

Aaryan had survived death, but this question nearly killed him. 

If he said yes, he would betray himself. If he said no, he would 

betray the last thing his sister had given him. The court 

watched. The priests watched. Vaelor watched most of all. 

Inside him, Kael’s voice rose with cruel certainty. Say no. Let 

the dead remain dead. Aaryan’s hands curled slowly at his 

sides. He wanted to tear the cloth from Vaelor’s fingers. He 

wanted to scream his real name until the hall cracked open. 

Instead, he looked at the cloth as Prince Kael would look at 

something filthy brought too close to him. 
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“No,” he said. 

The word tasted like blood. 

Vaelor smiled faintly, and Aaryan knew the king had heard the 

lie even if the court had not. 

Before Vaelor could speak again, the doors of the Hall of Oaths 

opened. Mira entered between two guards, her wrists chained, 

her bruised cheek half-hidden beneath loose hair. A low 

murmur moved through the court. Vaelor did not look 

surprised. Of course he had summoned her. Every piece on the 

board had been placed by his hand or by someone brave 

enough to play in his shadow. 

“The Elysian girl was near the eastern chambers when the 

assassin died,” Vaelor said. “Now Lord Voss lies dead with my 

son’s dagger beside him. Holy eyes, I am told, see what 

ordinary eyes miss.” His gaze hardened. “So speak, Mira of 

Elysia. What do you see?” 

Mira looked at the body. Then the dagger. Then the blue cloth 

in Vaelor’s hand. Finally, she looked at Aaryan. Not long 

enough to expose him. Just long enough to remind him that he 

was still there beneath Kael’s face. “I see a palace afraid of one 

man’s death,” she said. 

Lord Renn scoffed. “One man has already died.” 

Mira turned her calm eyes toward him. “Not Lord Voss.” 

The hall stilled. 

Vaelor’s fingers tightened around the blue cloth. “Explain.” 
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Mira’s voice remained steady. “Lord Voss was murdered to 

create noise. The assassin was sent to create silence. But 

neither death is the one this palace fears. There is another death 

here. One no one has named.” 

Aaryan felt the room tilt. 

Vaelor stood slowly. The movement cost him, but his rage hid 

the weakness. “Careful.” 

Mira lowered her head, though not in surrender. “Crohn’s has 

always been careful, Your Majesty. That is why its walls are 

full of buried things.” 

The priests shifted. One of them, Malrec, looked at Mira with 

hatred sharp enough to be its own confession. Aaryan saw it. 

So did she. So did Vaelor. For the first time, the trap seemed to 

pull at more than one throat. 

Then a young servant near the back of the hall screamed. 

All eyes turned. On the black wall behind the throne, where 

moments before there had been only stone and shadow, words 

had appeared in fresh blood. They were not written neatly. 

They looked dragged onto the wall by fingers that had 

struggled before finishing. 

THE BODY IS KAEL’S. 

THE EYES ARE NOT. 

The hall broke into chaos. Nobles stepped back. Guards drew 

swords. Someone began praying. Vaelor turned toward the 

message with a face so still it became more frightening than 

anger. Aaryan could not breathe. The words seemed to burn 
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through every mask he had tried to wear. Mira’s eyes found 

him once, urgent and warning. Kael’s presence stirred inside 

him, not smiling now, not mocking, but awake. 

Vaelor looked away from the bloody wall and fixed his gaze on 

Aaryan. 

In that moment, Aaryan understood that the murder was not 

meant to prove he had killed Lord Voss. It was meant to prove 

something far worse. 

Someone in Crohn’s palace knew he was not alone inside that 

body. 

And now the whole palace had begun to know it too. 

 

Chapter 10 

The Road to Amlts 

The message on the wall changed everything. Before it, 

Crohn’s palace had been dangerous in the way all royal places 

were dangerous — full of knives hidden behind titles, smiles 

sharpened by ambition, and servants trained to forget what they 

had seen. But after the blood appeared behind the throne, 

danger no longer hid. It breathed openly. Guards blocked every 

passage. Priests whispered in corners with their hands tucked 

inside grey sleeves. Nobles fled from one hall to another, not 

because they feared Lord Voss’s murder, but because the 

words on the wall had touched a terror older than politics. The 

body is Kael’s. The eyes are not. No accusation could have 

been more precise. No sword could have cut closer. Aaryan 
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stood in the Hall of Oaths with every gaze turning toward him, 

and for the first time since waking inside the prince, he felt the 

whole palace looking not at Kael, but through him. 

Vaelor did not shout. That made it worse. The king only lifted 

his hand, and the chaos began to arrange itself around his 

silence. Guards sealed the doors. The priests moved toward 

Mira. Lord Renn stepped away from the dead body as though 

death itself had become contagious. Aaryan felt Kael’s 

memories searching for a path out, old palace routes flashing 

behind his eyes: servant stairs behind the eastern tapestries, an 

unused wine passage below the kitchens, the old falcon 

corridor leading toward the outer walls. The knowledge came 

fast, useful and poisonous. Every escape route belonged to 

Kael, and every time Aaryan used one, he felt the prince inside 

him becoming less like a memory and more like a guide 

waiting to be obeyed. Across the hall, Mira’s eyes met his. She 

did not speak, but her meaning was clear. If they stayed, Vaelor 

would not need proof. He would only need time. 

The first blade moved when no one expected it. Mara, who had 

stood among the servants near the lower columns, dropped the 

tray in her hands and sent metal cups crashing across the stone. 

The sound shattered the king’s silence. A guard turned. A 

priest flinched. In that single broken moment, Mira twisted 

against the soldier holding her and drove her bound wrists into 

his throat. Aaryan moved at the same time, not gracefully, not 

heroically, but with the desperate speed of someone who knew 

the door to survival was closing. He seized the dagger from the 

table beside Lord Voss’s body and cut through the rope at 

Mira’s wrists while the hall erupted behind them. Someone 

shouted Prince Kael’s name. Someone shouted traitor. Vaelor 

remained standing before the throne, his pale face lit by the red 

words on the wall, watching not like a father betrayed, but like 
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a man who had just seen the key to his immortality running 

from his hand. 

They escaped through the side passage Kael’s memory offered, 

a narrow servants’ corridor hidden behind a carved panel of old 

kings. Mira ran ahead with the steadiness of someone trained 

for danger, while Aaryan followed with blood pounding in his 

ears and Kael’s instincts pulling him through turns he should 

not have known. Behind them came the roar of pursuit: boots, 

armor, orders, the angry bark of hounds being released below. 

The palace became a maze of black stone and red torchlight. 

They passed kitchens where servants pressed themselves 

against walls in terror, crossed a storage room heavy with the 

smell of wine and dust, and descended a spiral stair so narrow 

Aaryan’s shoulder scraped against the stone. Twice he nearly 

turned wrong, and twice Kael’s memory corrected him before 

thought could. Left, the voice inside him urged without 

speaking. Down. Past the old chapel. Avoid the bronze door. 

Aaryan hated how much he needed it. 

At the bottom of the palace, Mara waited beside a small iron 

gate with two cloaks, a waterskin, and a short sword wrapped 

in cloth. She looked older in the torchlight, not because years 

had changed her, but because fear had removed whatever 

softness service had left. “This gate opens to the lower stables,” 

she said quickly. “The king’s men will search the royal exits 

first. You have minutes, not more.” Aaryan stared at her, 

stunned by the risk she had taken. “Why are you helping me?” 

Mara’s eyes moved over his face, Kael’s face, and for a 

moment grief made her almost touch his cheek before she 

stopped herself. “Because whatever you are, you looked at her 

wound when the king struck her. Kael stopped looking at 

wounds years ago.” The words cut deeper than she meant them 

to. Aaryan wanted to ask if she believed Kael was gone, if she 

mourned him, if she hated Aaryan for wearing him. But there 
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was no time. Mira took the cloaks. Mara pressed the wrapped 

sword into Aaryan’s hands. “Do not go west. Do not go south. 

Vaelor owns those roads.” Her voice lowered. “Go to Amlts. 

The desert remembers what palaces bury.” 

The lower stables were already waking into panic when they 

reached them. Horses screamed as soldiers rushed past the 

upper courtyard. Rain fell harder outside, turning the ground 

black and shining beneath the torchlight. Mira chose two lean 

desert-bred horses instead of the royal war beasts, and when 

Aaryan looked at her, she answered before he asked. “War 

horses are tracked. Desert horses vanish.” They rode through 

the lower gate just before the alarm bells began to thunder over 

the palace. The sound rolled through Crohn’s like iron striking 

the sky. Behind them, the black towers of Vaelor’s palace rose 

into storm and fire, and for one strange moment Aaryan looked 

back at the place that had been his prison, his disguise, and the 

grave of a prince who still whispered beneath his skin. Then 

arrows struck the mud near the horses, and Mira shouted for 

him to ride. 

By dawn, Crohn’s palace had become a dark shape behind 

them, and the road east had narrowed into wet fields, 

abandoned watchtowers, and villages that closed their doors 

before strangers could knock. Aaryan rode in silence, wearing 

a cloak that hid Kael’s face but not the weight of it. Every mile 

away from Crohn’s should have felt like freedom, yet freedom 

did not come. He had left the palace, but not the body. He had 

escaped Vaelor, but not the king’s hunger. He had saved Mira, 

but lost his sister’s voice. The world ahead was larger than 

anything he had known — Elysia’s holy towers somewhere 

beyond enemy borders, Rohns with its diamond secrets, The 

Holme buried at the continent’s heart, and now Amlts, the 

desert kingdom of tombs and forgotten names. His village had 

once been the whole map of his life. Now his life had become a 
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map drawn by dead men, hidden doors, and a crown that fed on 

souls. 

Mira rode beside him until the rain ended and the first pale 

light touched the road. Only then did she speak. “In Amlts, 

there are tomb-keepers who remember the first Veilborn. They 

do not trust kings. They do not trust priests. They barely trust 

the living. But if anyone knows why the Hollow Crown is 

waking now, it will be them.” Aaryan looked at the horizon 

where the wet fields slowly gave way to dry, broken land. Far 

ahead, beyond the last green edge of Crohn’s, the desert waited 

like a silent sea. “And if they refuse to help?” he asked. Mira’s 

face remained calm, but her eyes did not hide the truth. “Then 

Vaelor finds the Crown before us.” Aaryan understood what 

she did not need to say. If Vaelor found it, death would become 

his servant. Bodies would become thrones. The Inner Witness 

of any living person could be crushed beneath a king who 

refused to end. 

They rode until the road disappeared into red dust. Behind 

them, far away, horns sounded from Crohn’s watchtowers. 

Vaelor’s hunters had found their trail. Aaryan tightened his 

grip on the reins, and pain moved through his shoulder where 

the assassin’s blade had cut him. Mira looked back once, then 

forward again. “We cannot outrun them forever,” she said. 

“No,” Aaryan answered, feeling Kael’s memories stir with dark 

familiarity. “But he knows how they hunt.” Mira turned toward 

him. “Kael?” Aaryan did not answer immediately. The wind 

carried desert dust across the road, and somewhere inside him, 

behind thought and fear, the prince’s presence moved closer to 

the surface. Then the voice came, cold and amused, clearer 

than it had ever been before. You stole my body, village boy. 

Now let me show you what my father truly is. 
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Aaryan pulled the horse to a stop at the edge of the desert. 

Before him stretched the road to Amlts, a land of sand, tombs, 

and buried truths. Behind him rode the hunters of Crohn’s. 

Inside him waited the prince whose body he wore. And 

somewhere beneath all of it, deeper than memory, the Hollow 

Crown was calling. 
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