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​Prologue – The Last Crown

​The chamber was a tomb of silence.

​Torches guttered low in their sconces, flames bending as though afraid. The floor, carved from ancient stone, trembled with each heartbeat that thundered in the chest of the man who stood before the gate.

​King Althar pressed his hand against the seal. Warmth bled through the iron lattice, not of fire, but of something older, something alive. It pulsed beneath his palm, eager, waiting.

​The crown beyond whispered to him. Not words, not promises, hunger.

​Behind him, the chamber doors shuddered under the fists of his enemies. His guards lay broken on the steps. The world above was already in ruin. And yet, here in the dark, the crown called to him as though all ruin could be mended if only he set it free.

​A voice rippled through the air, deep and resonant:

​Heir of the soil. Vessel of blood. Will you wear me? Will you unchain me?


​Althar gritted his teeth. He had sworn to protect his kingdom, yet he knew what waited within would not be worn like a jewel. It would devour.

​Still, his hand did not move from the seal.

​The doors behind him crashed open. Shadows poured in soldiers cloaked in iron, their eyes glinting with the fire of conquest. At their head strode a warlord crowned in steel.

​“It ends here, Althar,” the man said.

​The king smiled bitterly. “Yes,” he whispered. “But not as you think.”

​He pressed harder against the seal. The stone split with a scream of metal, a blinding light flooding the chamber.

​The warlord faltered, shielding his face. The soldiers shrieked.

​And Althar, last king of the old realm, was swallowed by the light.

​When it faded, only silence remained. The gate had closed once more. The crown had returned to sleep.

​Waiting.

​Waiting for another hand. Another heir.

​Waiting beneath the soil of a distant barn.
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​Chapter One – The Stubborn Plow
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The morning air was sharp enough to bite. Frost clung to the furrows of the field, glittering like powdered glass beneath the paling sky. Eldric pressed his weight against the plow, boots sinking in the half-frozen soil. The ox grunted, straining, the wooden frame creaking with every lurch forward.

“Steady,” Eldric muttered, patting the beast’s flank. The animal snorted clouds of steam into the air. They had worked this same field every autumn and spring since Eldric could remember, yet this morning, the earth seemed unwilling.

The plow shuddered to a halt.

Eldric frowned, wiping sweat from his brow though the air was cold. “Come on, lad. Just a root.” He set his shoulder into the handles, pushing. The ox heaved. Nothing.

The blade was stuck fast.

He crouched, prying at the dirt with his hands. Instead of the familiar roughness of stone or twisted root, his fingers brushed something else. Smooth. Hard. Deliberate.

Eldric scraped away more soil, breath quickening. A pattern emerged beneath his hands: grooves etched into the surface, curving into a shape too symmetrical to be nature’s doing. His nails caught on iron, rusted but strong, forming the edge of something rectangular.

A door.

The soil around it was warmer than the morning air should allow. He pulled back as though burned, wiping his hand on his tunic. The wood or what looked like wood was black as pitch, banded with iron straps. The iron was faintly warm too, humming under his palm like the surface of a kettle just pulled from the fire.

“What are the saints’ names...” Eldric whispered.

The ox shuffled uneasily, stamping its hooves.

He swallowed. Farmers didn’t find doors beneath their fields. Doors belonged in houses, in cellars, in keeps. Not buried in frost-hard ground where grain should grow.

He glanced over his shoulder toward the distant line of the village. If he shouted, someone might come running. But what would he say? Look what I’ve found, buried under my soil like a secret grave? The elders would scoff, or worse they would take it from him, dig it up, claim it for themselves.

And something in his got something cold told him this was not a thing to share lightly.

Eldric brushed more dirt away, uncovering a handle wrought in iron, curved like a serpent biting its own tail. Against every reasonable thought, his hand closed around it.

It pulsed beneath his grip. Once. Twice.

The ground seemed to breathe with him.

Eldric yanked his hand back, heart hammering in his chest. He staggered away, boots slipping in the furrows. The ox let out a low bellow, eyes rolling white.

From beneath the door came a sound.

Faint. Muffled.

A whisper.

It carried no words he could understand, only a breath, like the exhale of someone waiting just beyond the wood.

Eldric stumbled another step back. His breath steamed in the air, quick and shallow. The whisper grew louder no, not louder. Closer.

And then clear as his own thoughts he heard his name.

“Eldric.”

The plow handle slipped from his grip, thudding into the earth.
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​Chapter Two – The Black Door
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The whisper clung to the air long after it should have faded. Eldric stood frozen, every muscle locked, the sound of his own name echoing in his skull. The field around him lay still no wind, no rustle of branches, not even the ox’s steady breath. The world itself seemed to be listening.

He forced a swallow, throat dry as dust. “Just... my imagination,” he muttered, though the words trembled out of him. He’d been alone too long, perhaps. Worn himself ragged with work, chasing the frost before it ruined his seedbed. A tired mind could invent all manner of strange things.

But the earth beneath his boots seemed to hum in response.

He stepped back until his heel struck the furrow. The ox jerked against its yoke, snorting, nearly tipping the plow onto its side. Eldric grabbed the reins to steady it, though his own hands shook. “Quiet, lad. Quiet.”

The animal wanted no part of the door. Its ears pinned back, whites of its eyes flashing. Eldric could not blame it.

His gaze fell to the serpent-shaped handle, half-uncovered in the dirt. The thing looked ancient, yet unrotted, as though the years themselves had bent around it. The iron glimmered faintly, though the sun still struggled to climb over the hills.

A memory stirred in him, faint as smoke from his mother’s old tales, whispered when he was a child too restless to sleep. Stories of doors between worlds, thresholds where mortals ought not tread. She would hush herself quickly, as if even telling the stories drew danger near. Eldric had laughed at them then. Now, staring at the impossible door in his own field, laughter seemed a faraway thing.

The whisper came again. Softer. Closer.

“Eldric...”

He stumbled back another pace, pulse thundering. “Who’s there?” His voice cracked against the silence.

Nothing answered.

He wanted to cover the door again, to bury it beneath soil and forget he had ever seen it. Yet his gaze clung to it like a moth to flame. He shouldered his spade and jabbed at the dirt, intent on filling the hole back in. The first shovelful fell across the black wood then scattered, sliding off as if repelled.

Eldric froze. The soil refused to cling. He tried again. Same result. The earth slid aside as if the door rejected being buried.

The ox bellowed suddenly, jerking so violently it nearly snapped its harness. Eldric spun. The animal’s breath plumed like smoke, its hooves digging trenches in the frozen soil.

From the edge of the field, shadows moved where no shadows should be. Dark shapes, low to the ground, slinking just out of sight. Eldric’s heart leapt into his throat. Wolves? No... too large, too silent. Their eyes gleamed ember-red in the dim light.

The ox screamed, a sound Eldric had never heard from it before, and tore free of its harness. It bolted down the furrows, vanishing toward the village, reins trailing like severed vines. Eldric was left alone.

Alone with the door.

And watching things at the field’s edge.

He gripped the spade tighter, though it felt pitifully small in his hands. The creatures did not advance. They only stared. Waiting.

A sudden vibration rattled through the soil, throwing Eldric to his knees. The door’s iron bands glowed faintly, light seeping from beneath the seams as though something burned within. The serpent handle twitched, just once, as though it were alive.

The whisper rose again, no longer muffled but ringing clear as a bell:

“Open.”

Eldric’s skin crawled. “No,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “I’m no fool.”

But his hand betrayed him. Against every sane instinct, it lifted, reaching toward the serpent’s bite. Heat licked his palm before he even touched it. The closer he came, the stronger the hum in the earth. The creatures at the edge of the field slunk lower, bowing almost, their ember eyes fixed on him.

The thought struck like a hammer blow: they were waiting for him to open it.

His fingers brushed the iron. Fire jolted up his arm, not pain exactly, but something deeper like a hundred voices pressed into his veins, whispering secrets in tongues he didn’t know. He yanked back with a cry, stumbling to his feet.

The field was silent once more. The shadows were gone. The ox was gone. Only the door remained, humming softly, patient.

Eldric stared at it, chest heaving. He wanted nothing more than to flee, to run to the village, to pretend this day had never happened. But a terrible truth coiled inside him: even if he ran, the door would remain. And it would call him back.

He staggered away across the field, each step heavier than the last, until the door was no more than a black scar in the soil. He did not look back.

But as he reached the fence line, another sound froze him where he stood.

From beneath the earth, faint but undeniable, came the grind of stone shifting against stone.

The door was unlocking itself.
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​Chapter Three – Whispers in the Earth
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The door had followed him.

Eldric knew that was impossible, but the weight of it pressed on him even as he stumbled back toward the village. Every step carried the phantom thrum of iron against his palm, the hiss of his name in the wind. By the time he reached the fence line, sweat soaked his tunic despite the cold.

He paused there, chest heaving, forcing himself to look across the fields. The furrows stretched pale and empty beneath the rising sun. No door. No glowing bands. Only rows of frost-bitten earth.

Perhaps he had imagined it. The mind could conjure strange things when worked to exhaustion. Wolves with ember eyes? Voices beneath the ground? He almost laughed at himself. Almost.

But the laughter would not come, because he remembered the ox’s scream. And he remembered the way the soil had rejected his shovel as if the earth itself feared to cover the door.

He shoved the thought down and started walking.

By the time Eldric entered the village, smoke curled from chimneys and the clang of a smith’s hammer rang through the crisp air. Neighbors nodded to him as they passed ordinary nods, as if nothing had shifted beneath the world that morning. He nodded back stiffly, clutching his spade like a talisman.

At the well, old Maren squinted at him. “You look as though the frost’s bitten more than your fields, lad. What’s chasing the blood from your face?”

Eldric forced a smile. “Just the work. Soil’s stubborn this year.”

“Always is,” Maren sniffed, lowering her bucket into the well. “Best not to fight what doesn’t want to turn.”

Her words pricked him sharper than they should have. Best not to fight what doesn’t want to turn.

He moved on quickly, heart still unsteady.

At home, his mother was stirring the hearth fire. She looked up at him, brow furrowing. “Eldric. Where’s the ox?”

He froze. He had forgotten.

“He spooked,” Eldric said. “Bolted down toward the southern lane. I’ll find him later.”

Her frown deepened, but she said nothing. She only turned back to the fire, humming under her breath.

That was when Eldric realized the tune was not one she had ever hummed before. A low, lilting cadence, strange in rhythm, almost like words blurred into melody. The hairs rose on the back of his neck.

“Mother,” he said quietly.

She didn’t answer. Her lips moved with the hum, eyes fixed on the fire as though entranced.

Eldric stepped closer. “Mother.”

The tune broke. She blinked, glancing at him as if startled. “What is it?”

“You were... humming.”

“Was I?” She gave a faint laugh. “My mind wanders these days.” She reached to poke the logs, though her hand shook faintly.

Eldric’s mouth went dry. He wanted to press her, to ask if she had heard whispers too. But fear held him back. He had no wish to see her eyes glaze with the same madness he feared in himself.

Instead, he mumbled something about the fields and went to wash at the basin.

That night, the whispers returned.

He woke with a start, moonlight pooling across the floorboards. The house was silent, yet the sound slithered beneath the walls soft, persistent, as though the earth itself murmured secrets in its sleep.

Eldric sat upright, pulse hammering. His mother’s bed in the corner of the room rose and fell in steady breaths. She did not stir.

The whispering rose and fell like waves. He could almost make out words this time. His name surfaced again, clearer than before, drawn out like a prayer.

Eldric... open...

He clapped his hands over his ears. The sound was inside them, inside him. He stumbled from the bed, nearly knocking over the stool, and pressed himself against the doorframe. His breath fogged in the cold air.

The whisper did not fade. It beckoned. Calling him back to the fields.

By dawn, Eldric could bear it no longer.

He left his mother asleep, took up the spade, and trudged out into the frost. His body moved as if compelled, the path to the field unfolding beneath his boots without thought.
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