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Prologue
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The Echo awoke before dawn.

No wind touched the shattered pillars of the abandoned temple. No light filtered through the cracks in the ancient dome. Yet something moved in the darkness—quiet, rhythmic, like a heartbeat trapped beneath stone.

A tremor passed through the floor, faint but deliberate.

The Echo was listening.

For centuries it had existed as memory without a body, voice without breath, duty without choice. It had watched entire generations rise and vanish, carrying their fears, their loves, their betrayals within its endless corridors. But tonight, something shifted in the fabric of the world—something the Echo had not felt since the Book was first written.

A presence.

A crack in destiny.

A name, whispered not in sound but in truth:

“Nika...”

The Echo’s light flickered, unstable. It felt the tug of a choice that had not yet been made, a divergence that threatened to rewrite everything it guarded. Two paths unfolding at once—one drenched in sacrifice, the other in ruin.

It saw Alex’s shadow first.

Then Nika’s.

Then a third shadow, burning sharper than the others, its shape changing, unstable, dangerous—Veira.

The Echo recoiled.Three threads braided together, tightening into a knot the Book itself could not unravel. Not yet. Not without a price.

Energy shattered the stillness. Dust spiraled upward as ancient runes ignited along the walls, glowing gold, then crimson, then a deep violent blue. The entire chamber trembled, as if resisting the future forced upon it.

A page materialized in the air—blank, pristine, waiting.

The Echo reached toward it, its light stretching thin, flickering, then stabilizing into a single sharp line.

One sentence began to burn itself onto the surface:

“Only one of them will remain.”

The Echo hesitated.

For the first time in its existence, it wished it could stop the truth from writing itself.

But fate had already chosen a direction.

And the Book had already begun.

Outside, far beyond the ruins, three lives moved closer to the moment none of them were ready to face.

The Echo dimmed and whispered into the empty dark:“Forgive me.”
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The moment Alex stepped into the chamber of Echo, reality thinned.

Light unraveled into shimmering threads, weaving and tearing at the same time. Shadows stretched like living creatures, reaching for him, tasting him. The floor pulsed beneath his feet—slow, rhythmic, like the heartbeat of something ancient.

He tried to breathe, but the air inside the chamber didn’t behave like air. It folded, warped, pressed against his ribs as if measuring him.

Echo did not speak.

Echo showed.

The world bent—and suddenly he wasn’t standing anymore. He was watching.

A landscape of fractured stone opened beneath him. The sky was a color he could not name—too pale to be dawn, too cold to be death. In the center of it lay a figure, and Alex knew before he saw the face.

It was him.

His body was broken in a way no healer could mend. The light in his eyes was already gone.

But the worst part wasn’t his own lifeless form.

It was the girl kneeling beside him.

Nika.

Her shoulders were shaking as she held his hand—his cold, unresponsive hand. Her breath hitched, not from crying, but from something far worse.

Emptiness.

Her gaze was hollow, stripped of fire, stripped of hope. She wasn’t screaming. She wasn’t fighting. She was simply... there. A ghost made of grief.

Alive, but not living.

Alex felt his chest compress, an invisible weight crushing him from inside.

“No...” His voice cracked, though the vision didn’t hear him. “No, please—”

Nika brushed the lifeless strands of hair from the dead Alex’s forehead with a tenderness that made him shatter.

She whispered something he couldn’t hear.

And then—

She let go.

The world dimmed. Echo pulsed around him, urging him deeper, forcing him to witness every second of the moment where she survived, but lost everything that made her herself.

Alex stumbled back, clutching at nothing, breath ragged.

This wasn’t just a warning.

This was a future waiting for him.

A future where he died—and Nika lived with a grief sharp enough to hollow out her soul.

The chamber dissolved around him like smoke.

But the pain stayed.

And Echo, relentless, began to show him more.

Alex stepped out of the chamber before the vision faded completely.

His legs trembled. His palms were damp. Every heartbeat felt... wrong, out of rhythm, as if Echo’s pulse still echoed inside his chest.

And then he saw her.

Nika stood at the entrance, arms crossed loosely, weight shifted onto one leg. Her hair fell in loose waves around her face, lit by the cold mountain light. She looked impatient—but the kind of impatient that came from worry.

“Finally,” she exhaled, moving toward him. “You were inside too long. I was about to—”

She stopped.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Alex... what happened?”

He tried to smile. It felt like trying to lift a stone with his teeth.

“Nothing. Echo is just—unpredictable today.”

Her fingers brushed his wrist. Lightly. Absentmindedly. But the touch struck through him like a spark.

The vision surged up again—her kneeling beside his dead body, her eyes empty, her hands cold.

He pulled his arm back too quickly.

Nika blinked. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” he said. Too fast. Too sharp. “No, you didn’t.”

She frowned, stepping closer, searching his face. “Alex... talk to me.”

If he looked into her eyes, he would break.

If he told her what he saw, he would destroy her.

He forced out a quiet breath. “Echo just showed... nonsense.”

“Nonsense doesn’t scare you like this.”

Her hand came up—just two fingers, brushing along his cheekbone. A soft, instinctive gesture she didn’t fully think about.

He froze.

That was exactly the problem.

Her touch felt like something to memorize. Something he might lose.

Nika felt the tension in him and tilted her head. “Alex,” she said slowly, “you’re acting like I’m the one who died in there.”

He swallowed.

If only it were that simple.

“I’m fine,” he whispered.

A lie.

She stared at him for a long moment—too long. Her eyes softened with something he didn’t want her to feel: concern mixed with a tenderness she rarely allowed to show.

“Just... don’t shut me out,” she said quietly. “Not now.”

Then she turned away before he could answer, heading down the stone steps where the others waited.

Alex stood motionless.

Her warmth lingered on his skin like a promise.

But all he could think of was the cold, lifeless version of himself in her arms.

And the echo of her hollow gaze.

He pressed a shaking hand to his chest.

I won’t let that future happen, he swore silently.

Even if it means pushing you away.

But as her silhouette grew smaller, something inside him twisted with fear—

fear that the choice was no longer his to make.

The path down from the Echo Chamber wound between tall shards of stone, humming faintly with residual magic. Alex walked several steps behind Nika, trying to steady his breathing, but every movement, every sound around him felt sharper than it should be—like the world had shifted a few degrees off its axis.

Ahead of them, Nika spoke with Mara and Kael, her gestures quick and precise. She looked almost normal again—focused, determined, completely unaware that Alex’s world had just cracked open.

Almost normal...

except she kept glancing back.

He felt every glance like a touch.

Kael nudged him when he finally caught up. “You look like Echo chewed you up and spit you out,” he muttered under his breath.

Alex forced a weak smirk. “Something like that.”

“Did it show you anything useful?”

Images flashed again:

— Nika alive beside his corpse.

— Nika hollow and soulless while he breathed.

— The third vision flickering like a candle dying in the wind... then gone.

He swallowed. “Not... exactly.”

Kael raised a brow but didn’t push. He never pushed, which somehow made things worse.

Nika slowed her pace until she was walking beside Alex. Her shoulder brushed his arm—barely, unintentionally. But it sent another echo of her earlier touch through him, sharper this time.

“I spoke with Veira,” she said. “She thinks Echo is trying to warn us.”

He stiffened. “About what?”

Nika didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she looked up at him, searching his expression with those painfully clear eyes.

“About you,” she finally said.

The words lodged in his chest.

“What makes her think that?” Alex asked, keeping his voice calm—too calm.

“You’re shaking,” she whispered. “You’ve been shaking since you left the chamber.”

He didn’t even realize it until she said it.

Nika reached for his hand—instinctively, gently—to steady him.

He stepped back.

Not harshly, but enough.

Her face fell for a fraction of a second before she masked it. “Alex...”

“I’m fine,” he insisted. “Just tired.”

“That’s not what this is.”

Her voice was soft but firm, like she was trying not to break something fragile between them.

For a moment, no one else existed. The air around them felt still, the wind muted, as if Echo itself paused to listen.

Nika lowered her voice even further. “If something happened in there—if Echo showed you something—I deserve to know.”

He looked at her. Really looked.

At the girl who had fought beside him.

Who had nearly died for him.

Who kept choosing him even when it terrified her.

And he thought of the vision: her kneeling beside him, broken.

Or worse—alive but hollow, her soul stripped away.

He couldn’t let that happen.

So he lied again.

“There was nothing,” he said.

Nika held his gaze for a long, unbearable moment.

Then she nodded once—slowly, tightly.

“Fine,” she said. “If that’s the story you want to keep.”

She turned away before he could answer.

Kael and Mara walked on ahead.

But Nika didn’t look back this time.

Alex felt something cold settle in his stomach.

Echo didn’t just show me a future, he realized.

It’s already beginning.

The fortress was quiet by the time they returned. Evening light bled through the cracked windows, turning the long hallway into a corridor of shifting gold and shadow. Footsteps echoed—too loud, too hollow.

Alex didn’t remember it ever sounding like this.

Mara and Kael separated toward the armory, speaking in low voices. Nika paused at the crossroads of the hall, as if unsure which direction to take. For a heartbeat, Alex thought she would wait for him.

She didn’t.

She simply walked away—shoulders tense, pace steady, not once looking over her shoulder.

He felt the absence like a physical wrench.

He didn’t chase after her.

He couldn’t.

Not with that vision still burning in his mind.

Alex made his way to the small chamber assigned to him. Stone walls, a narrow bed, a desk cluttered with ancient scrolls—the kind of room he once found peaceful. Now it felt like a cell.

He sat on the edge of the bed and buried his face in his hands.

The visions came back immediately.

Nika standing over his lifeless body, her scream soundless.

Nika empty-eyed, her soul gone, while he still breathed.

The third vision—glitching, fractured, dissolving into darkness.

Echo wasn’t just showing possibilities.

It was choosing.

Someone knocked on the door.

Alex stiffened. “Come in.”

The door creaked open, and Kael stepped inside, leaning on the frame. His expression was unreadable at first—then softened.

“You going to tell me what’s eating you,” Kael asked calmly, “or should I wait until it explodes in the middle of a battle?”

Alex exhaled sharply. “It’s nothing.”

“That lie again.” Kael crossed his arms. “It didn’t work on Nika. It won’t work on me.”

Alex looked away. “It’s better if she doesn’t know.”

Kael studied him for a moment, then walked further in and shut the door behind him.

“She deserves the truth,” he said quietly.

“She deserves to live,” Alex shot back.

That silenced Kael—but only briefly.

“You think hiding something this big will protect her?” he asked. “Alex... she’s already breaking over it. I saw her face.”

Alex flinched.

Kael continued, softer: “Whatever Echo showed you, you’re carrying it like a man walking around with a fuse already lit.”

Alex didn’t deny it.

Kael sighed and sat on the windowsill. “Listen. If you push her away now, you’ll fulfill whatever you’re trying to avoid. That’s how this kind of magic works.”

Alex looked up sharply.

Kael’s eyes were steady, almost sad. “Fate loves irony.”

Silence settled between them—thick, cold, suffocating.

Alex finally whispered, “I saw her die. I saw myself die. I saw... something else. Something Echo erased before I could understand it.”

Kael’s jaw tightened. “And you’re planning to keep that all to yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I won’t let her make the choice I saw.”

Kael stood. “And what if she’s supposed to save you?”

Alex froze.

Kael opened the door but paused before leaving.

“You’re not the only one who would die for her,” he said quietly. “Remember that.”

Then he walked out.

Alex sat motionless, tension vibrating in every muscle.

Behind his ribcage, something shifted—fear, longing, guilt, and a far colder truth:

Echo wasn’t the only one choosing a path.

He was choosing one too.

And he already feared it would be the wrong one.

Nika didn’t go to her room immediately.

She left the hallway quickly, yes, but once she turned the corner and the others could no longer see her, her steps slowed. Her arms wrapped around herself—not from cold, but from something sharp sitting too deep to name.

Alex’s distance had weight.

A real, physical weight.

She tried to shake it off. Tried to reason it away.

Maybe Echo rattled him more than usual.

Maybe he’s exhausted.

Maybe it’s nothing.

But “nothing” didn’t look like the way he’d flinched from her touch.

“Nothing” didn’t sound like the tightness in his voice.

And “nothing” definitely didn’t explain the look in his eyes—

the look of someone memorizing her

as if he feared he wouldn’t see her again.

Nika pushed open the door to the small training hall, the one room always empty at this hour. Moonlight spilled through the high windows, painting pale silver lines across the stone floor.

She walked to the center, sat down, and pulled her knees to her chest.

For a long moment she simply breathed.

Then her chest tightened.

“Alex...” she whispered into the quiet.

His name echoed softly off the walls.

She didn’t understand what Echo had shown him, but she had felt something break in him the moment he left the chamber. A shift. A fracture. Something silent and deep.

And for the first time in a long time, Nika felt... afraid.

Not of Echo.

Not of the visions.

Not of the Order.

She was afraid of losing him

without even knowing why.

Her fingers curled tighter around her sleeves.

Tell me, she wanted to say.

Let me in.

Don’t shut me out—not now.

But he had already shut the door between them.

And she didn’t know how to open it.

A movement in the shadows caught her eye.

Veira leaned against the far column, arms crossed loosely, watching her with an expression unusually gentle for her.

“You’re shaking,” Veira said quietly.

Nika startled; she hadn’t heard her enter. “I’m fine.”

Veira’s brow lifted a fraction. “That’s Alex’s line. It suits him. It does not suit you.”

Nika exhaled shakily. “He won’t tell me what Echo showed him.”

Veira stepped out from the shadows, the moonlight catching the sharp lines of her face.

“That’s because whatever he saw,” she said softly, “terrified him.”

Nika’s throat tightened. “I know.”

Veira sat beside her—not too close, but close enough that Nika felt the warmth of her presence.

“Echo shows many futures,” Veira murmured. “Most of them lies. But some of them... some wound before they ever come true.”

Nika looked at her, searching her face. “What if it’s my fault?”

Veira’s eyes softened. “It’s never your fault when someone loves you.”

Nika blinked, caught off guard by the quiet honesty in the statement.

Veira rose smoothly, her expression unreadable again. “Get some rest. Tomorrow will be worse.”

“Why worse?” Nika asked.

Veira hesitated.

Just a heartbeat.

Then she answered, voice low enough to be almost a whisper:

“Because Echo never shows only one future. It always shows the price.”

She left before Nika could ask more.

Nika remained alone in the moonlit hall, her pulse unsteady, her fear no longer nameless.

Something was coming.

Something Echo had already whispered to Alex.

And whatever it was—

it was already between them.

Alex couldn’t stay in his room.

The walls felt too close, the air too thick. Every heartbeat echoed louder than the last, as if the chamber had followed him out of Echo and lodged itself inside his ribs.

He stepped into the fortress courtyard, where the night air was cold and thin. Torches flickered along the stone arches, their flame trembling in the wind —

or maybe trembling because of him.

He leaned on the railing overlooking the valley far below. Darkness stretched endlessly, broken only by distant mountain fires. It should have calmed him.

It didn’t.

Behind his eyes, the visions replayed:

Nika hollow and breathing.

Nika alive and broken.

Nika gone.

Him gone.

And that third future—

the one Echo refused to show.

His hands curled over the railing hard enough for the stone to dig into his palms.

“You’re not good at pretending.”

The voice behind him was sharp and soft at the same time.

Alex didn’t turn right away.

Veira stepped beside him, her presence too quiet for someone who wore anger like a second skin.

“Kael said you nearly tore the chamber apart on your way out,” she said. “And Nika... she’s sitting alone in the training hall. That never happens unless something is wrong.”

Alex kept his gaze on the valley. “I don’t want to talk.”

“I didn’t come for conversation.”

Veira tilted her head, watching him. “I came for the truth.”

He almost laughed. “I don’t have any left.”

“That,” Veira said simply, “is a lie.”

Alex finally turned to her. And there—like always—Veira’s eyes held no softness, no patience. Only sharp, cold clarity. The kind of clarity that cut through excuses.

“What did Echo show you?” she asked.

Alex exhaled shakily. “I can’t tell her. I won’t.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

He hesitated.

Veira stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Alex. You think you’re protecting her. But whatever future Echo threw at you... it’s already changing the way you look at her.”

His breath caught.

“And that,” she continued, “is more dangerous than the vision itself.”

Alex closed his eyes.

“It showed me two deaths,” he whispered. “One hers, one mine. Both unbearable.”

Veira didn’t flinch.

“And the third?” she asked.

Alex opened his eyes.

Fear flickered there — raw, honest, unhidden.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Echo erased it before I could see. But that frightens me more than the others.”

Veira’s gaze sharpened. “Then it wasn’t death.”

He blinked. “What?”

“If it were death,” she said, “Echo would have shown it. It doesn’t hide endings. It hides choices.”

A shiver ran through him.

Veira stepped back, studying him with rare seriousness.

“Whatever path Echo is trying to shape,” she said quietly, “it started the moment you walked out of that chamber and lied to her.”

Alex’s pulse stumbled.

Veira turned to leave — then paused, looking over her shoulder.

“And Alex...?”

Her voice lowered.

Almost gentle.

Almost.

“She will feel your fear long before she hears the truth. That is how she loses you.”

Then she disappeared into the corridor, like a shadow swallowed by stone.

Alex stood alone in the cold night.

Below him, the valley winds howled.

Above him, the stars flickered unnaturally—

as if Echo had stretched its fingers into the sky.

He pressed a hand over his chest, feeling the tremor beneath his ribs.

A terrible thought surfaced:

What if the choice had already been made—

and he didn’t realize he was the one making it?

The night swallowed the fortress.
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Chapter 2
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The corridors of the temple breathed.

Not with air, but with memory.

Veira felt it beneath her fingertips as she walked — the pulse of Echo, moving like a second heartbeat under the stone. It followed her, whispering through the cracks, stirring the faintest shiver along her spine.

She wasn’t supposed to be here alone.

And yet... something had pulled her.

Not a voice.

Not a vision.

Just an unmistakable sensation that she was being watched — not by a person, but by a choice.

Alex had left the Hall of Futures pale and shaken, the kind of shaken he tried to hide. Veira had seen the way he squeezed Nika’s hand afterward, as if memorizing the warmth of it. Something in that gesture had clawed at her chest.

But now she felt something else:

The temple had shown him a path.

And it was preparing to show her one too.

Blue veins of light pulsed along the walls as she stepped deeper. The stone beneath her boots trembled, as if adjusting to her presence. She exhaled slowly, letting the cold air bite at her lungs.

“Fine,” she whispered to the quiet.

“I’m here.”

A low hum answered — not threatening, not welcoming, simply... acknowledging.

The Hall of Choice.

She had seen others enter it.

She had watched their shadows stretch across the floor.

But she had never crossed the threshold herself.

Because she had never dared.

Veira paused at the tall archway, the shimmering veil of light wavering like a breath. Her reflection flickered in it — faint, distorted, bending at the edges as if the Hall were already reshaping her.

A tug — gentle but firm — pulled her forward.

Her throat tightened.

Alex had walked into his future.
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