

  [image: Cover]




Muhammad Umer

The Tear of Grief





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Muhammad Umer


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Muhammad Umer asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Preface
        
      

    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        I. WHISPERS OF FORGOTTEN FLAME
        
      

    
      	
        Ashes Beneath the Moon
        
      

    
      	
        Dreams That Burn
        
      

    
      	
        The Hand That Holds
        
      

    
      	
        Stranger Eyes
        
      

    
      	
        II. VEIL BETWEEN SHADOWS
        
      

    
      	
        Kareth of No Flame
        
      

    
      	
        Fire That Does Not Burn
        
      

    
      	
        The Seal Breaks
        
      

    
      	
        The Forgotten Tongue
        
      

    
      	
        Beneath the Library
        
      

    
      	
        III. THE WATCHERS OF SHA’ARAZETH
        
      

    
      	
        Zaleiraa’s Watch
        
      

    
      	
        Flameborn Truth
        
      

    
      	
        Between Two Fires
        
      

    
      	
        Veil Breached
        
      

    
      	
        The Wailing Grove
        
      

    
      	
        IV. SOLWITHAR’S DOMAIN
        
      

    
      	
        The Mourning Dread
        
      

    
      	
        Illusions of Ash
        
      

    
      	
        The Grief Trial
        
      

    
      	
        V. THE TEAR OF GRIEF
        
      

    
      	
        A Tear Unbound
        
      

    
      	
        Mythaal Ithraan
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  Preface



The Tear of Grief

A Relic from Nar’Aeth




“Grief is the proof that love once touched the soul—and in its echo, destiny awakens.”




Before time stitched its song into the fabric of reality, there were only echoes.

From the silence, God spoke—and the worlds were born.

Two realms pulsed into existence: one of clay and breath, the other of flame and whisper. One bound by gravity and stone, the other drifting in a harmonic veil just beyond sight. Though they shared no roads, they shared the same sky.

Among the many beings given form, two held significance beyond the rest.

Eridians, sculpted from dust yet chosen by the Divine to carry a soul of will, compassion, and divine trust. Ereth became their cradle.

And the Zah’Ari, beings of smokeless flame, older than wind, graceful as dusk, and terrible as wrath. They were not beasts, nor spirits, but something in between—a race born of lightless fire, thought, and freedom. They lived in a realm beside ours, held on the same axis of existence, but vibrating at a different rhythm.

For a long age, the Zah’Ari sang in harmony. Some guided winds. Others danced with lightning. Many praised the Creator in tones that echoed between stars.

But when the Most High breathed into a form of clay and lifted it above all creation, one Zah’Ari could not bear it. He who had once bowed beside angels now seethed with a love so absolute, it turned into a sorrowful pride. He wept not for hate—but for being replaced.

And from that tear of pride, rebellion bloomed.

Thus, the fracture began.

The Zah’Ari divided. Some followed the path of flame and defiance. Others wept and turned inward, remembering their first love: God.

What followed has been forgotten by most. Layered beneath centuries of myth, tangled in folklore and denied by modern minds, lies the truth: another world still breathes beside our own.

A realm untouched by time, where echoes carry memories and grief has shape.

Where the Zah’Ari still walk.

And in the shadows between both worlds, hidden by fate and protected by sorrow, a soul was born—the kind never meant to exist.

The child of two realms.

A wound to some, a prophecy to others.

This is the story of that soul.

This is the beginning of Nar’Aeth.
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“I thought grief was my punishment… the echo of something broken I could never fix.

But I see now—grief is the proof that I once loved, and was loved in return.

It is not a curse, but a memory that still breathes.

You don’t have to forget them to move on.

You carry them with you… not as a wound, but as a flame.

And if that flame hurts, it’s only because it still burns true.”




Twin Creations

In the beginning, there was no breath, no light—only the eternal silence. An endless stillness, unmarred by motion or meaning. No wind stirred, no stars blinked, no name had yet been spoken.

Then, from the infinite hush, the Divine Word was uttered—not in language, but in pure essence. That first vibration shattered the void and rippled across the emptiness, awakening the foundations of existence.

From that sacred utterance, two realms were born—sisters not in body, but in soul. Each a reflection, and yet each unique in purpose.

One was Ereth, sculpted of clay and breath. A realm where gravity held sway, where stone had memory, and rivers carved stories into the bones of the world. It became the cradle of mortal will—the realm of the Eridians. Fragile in form, but mighty in potential. Created to feel, to choose, to err, and to rise again.

The other, hidden behind the gossamer veil of perception, was Sha’arazeth—the ethereal twin of Ereth. It did not lie above, below, or beyond, but rather beside—a realm parallel in structure but singing at a different harmonic. It was a world of resonance, fireless flame, and breathless song. A realm where emotion took form, where grief could whisper and memory could fly. Intangible to Eridian senses, yet always near—like the phantom of a forgotten dream.

To both realms, the Creator gifted life.

Upon Ereth, He shaped the Eridians from soil and water, breathed into them a spirit—a flame of divine will wrapped in clay. Theirs was the gift of reason, of compassion, of struggle and redemption. And in them, the Creator placed a sacred trust: to walk the earth with agency, to reflect the divine light not as mirrors, but as candles burning through the night.

But long before Eridian feet ever touched soil, another race bore witness to the stars.

The Zah’Ari—beings of smokeless flame, ancient beyond reckoning—were birthed in Sha’arazeth. They were not angels, for angels know no doubt. Nor were they demons, for demons lack the choice to repent. The Zah’Ari were beings of intention, made not of matter, but of essence. They flowed with wind and fire, danced with storms, and sang praises that echoed through unseen skies.

They were many, diverse in nature—some kind, others capricious. All were free.

And among them, one was exalted above all.

He who was peerless in brilliance. Beloved by angels. Crowned with flame. Devoted beyond comprehension. His adoration of the Creator burned so intensely that it eclipsed all else.

But when the Eridians—those fragile beings of clay—were chosen as vicegerents upon Ereth, something within him ruptured.

He, who had never disobeyed, wept.

Not out of hatred, but of a sorrow so profound, it curdled into pride. For how could something so perishable be raised above one who loved so purely?

From sorrow came envy. From envy, rebellion.

And from rebellion—the Fracture.

The Zah’Ari splintered. Some wept, cleaving to divine harmony. Others followed the sorrowful fire, now twisted into defiance. Brother turned against brother, and the melodies of Sha’arazeth were split by discordant chords.

Ereth and Sha’arazeth, once mirror-bound, began to drift apart. The veil thickened. Time itself seemed to diverge. To Eridians, Sha’arazeth became legend. To Zah’Ari, Ereth became a wound. And so the world forgot. Truth became myth. Stories turned to superstition.

But not all was lost to silence.

In the deep places of fate, a convergence stirred. From a union unspoken and forbidden, a soul was born.

Neither fully Eridian, nor wholly Zah’Ari.

A child of both realms.

A ripple in the divine order. A wound to some. A prophecy to others.

A soul who would walk between the worlds, bearing a weight no spirit had borne before.

The veils still tremble, whispering the name of the one yet unaware of their destiny.

This is the tale of the twin creations. Of a fracture that still bleeds. Of realms that ache for reunion. And of a single tear, born of grief, that changed the fate of everything.






I
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Footsteps. Rushing. Ragged breath slicing through the cold night. The hush of the forest broken only by the rustle of tall grass parted by desperate motion.

The moonlight streamed through trembling branches, catching in the strands of wild hazel hair that trailed behind a lone figure, darting like a phantom between towering trees. Her pace was frantic—not just from fear, but from a desperate, burning need. Clutched tightly to her chest was a veiled bundle, no larger than a swaddled dream, streaked with sweat and flecks of blood. Her arms trembled as she pressed it against her thudding heart, as though the beating alone could tether it to life.

The forest groaned around her, ancient and knowing. Leaves rustled like whispers of forgotten oaths, thick with memory and mourning. Branches snatched at her skin with cruel grace, drawing lines of crimson on skin already mottled by exhaustion. Shadows clung to her like hungry ghosts, mimicking her every stride, ever close, ever silent.

She didn’t dare look back.

What chased her was not merely death—it was unmaking. It was hatred brewed in a silence far deeper than night.

The bundle whimpered. The sound was soft, barely audible, but it rang with a clarity that cut through her panic. Her breath caught. She bent low, shielding the bundle with her body as she whispered—not in language, but in feeling. A desperate hush, trembling with sorrow.

“Almost there,” her voice cracked like a dying ember. “Hold on… little star.”

Her bare feet tore against root and stone, each step flaying her soles, but still she ran. Each breath burned like frost in her chest, each heartbeat a sacrifice she gladly gave. Behind her, the forest stirred—not just in sound, but in pressure, like a wound about to burst.

The air changed.

Ash.

Sulfur.

Decay.

The purity of night soured into something vile. It seeped into her nostrils and coated her lungs, turning breath into punishment. The trees themselves seemed to shrink from the stench.

A howl broke through the air—deep, hollow, and profane. It rolled through the trees like a broken hymn, followed by a silence that roared.

The forest recoiled. Leaves ceased to rustle. Branches sagged as though in mourning. Even the insects fell quiet, as if the natural world held its breath.

She surged forward, chest heaving, clutching the bundle tighter. Her blood sang in her ears, louder than the scream she dared not release.

She was no longer who she had once been. Her name was ash on the wind. Her titles, her station, all lost in the burning wake of pursuit. She was only will now. Will and hope.

Hope that the sanctuary still remained.

She reached a rise and crested it with one final, faltering leap, landing hard and stumbling forward through brambles that tore her gown to ribbons. Her hair, wild and matted with sweat and blood, snagged on the branches but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t.

Then, the rhythm changed.

A pulse.

Faint.

Ancient.

Like the echo of a forgotten heart. It thrummed beneath the forest floor, pulling at her, guiding her steps with invisible threads of memory.

She followed.

The forest parted.

A glade, ringed by giants of bark and leaf, opened before her like a secret too sacred for daylight. In its center stood a structure—half-swallowed by moss and time. Stone, carved and marked by glyphs that shimmered like moonlight on still water.

She collapsed at its base, clutching the bundle, her face pressed to the cold stone. Her fingers danced across the carvings—not in strength, but in familiarity. The ground stirred. The glyphs flickered.

Behind her, silence twisted. The kind that waits to strike.

She leaned into the monument and mouthed forgotten syllables. The air bent around her lips, warping like heat over flame. She spoke in rhythm, not voice.

The bundle stirred. A tiny whimper.

The glyphs pulsed, answering the cry.

The air shimmered. A veil thinned.

She kissed the precious child one last time, her touch a trembling prayer. Then, with one final glance, she slid it beneath the roots of the stone—into a hollow shaped not by hands, but by hope. It was shielded in sigils, sealed in ancient promise.

She sang, barely a note.

A lullaby without beginning or end.

Then she stood.

Alone.

A silhouette of defiance and despair.

She faced the dark—arms empty, heart full.

And walked into it… just as the forest swallowed her scream.

The glade remained.

Silent.

Waiting.




The moon cast a pale, sorrowful gaze upon the glade.

The final whisper of the lullaby faded from her lips, still trembling from the weight of her parting. The roots of the ancient monument closed slowly over the hidden hollow like a secret sealed by the forest itself. Her child now lay beyond reach, swaddled in silence and scripture, beneath sacred stone and the aching prayers of a mother’s final hope.

She did not have time to weep.

She turned, her breath heaving. The taste of ash and blood clung to her tongue as she faced the forest that had betrayed its silence.

They were here.

Shapes bled from the shadows. Figures that shimmered like smoke, eyes glowing with fire that was not warmth, but hunger. Cloaked in the night’s remains, they emerged—the hunters. Tall, twisted forms clad in bone-woven armor, bearing blades that wept shadows and talons that curled like hooks.

Her lips parted. Her voice, raw and breaking, tore through the clearing.

“You will not touch my child!”

A tremor rippled through the air.

The lead figure paused, its helm carved with a grin that did not smile. It tilted its head, curious, as if surprised that she had remained, surprised that she stood tall, bloodied and bare-footed, defiant as a dying star.

One of the figures stepped forward, blades raised. Her eyes locked onto its every movement. Her hands lifted—fingers trembling, flickering with flame.

They thought she was broken.

They were wrong.

She raised her arms. Flame burst from her palms, not in a blaze of fury, but in a slow-burning wrath. Fire coiled around her wrists, danced along her spine, wrapped her legs in heat like the kiss of a sun long buried.

The attackers paused. A murmur passed between them.

The name they whispered was not hers. It was something lost.

But they remembered her fire.

She struck.

A wave of flame erupted from her form, sweeping the first two hunters into a wall of searing light. Screams echoed, high and hollow, as they stumbled back, cloaks ablaze, their bodies writhing in silhouette before vanishing into cinder.

But the fire drew more.

From every direction, they came—the Tharuun, the banished chaotic rebels of Sha’Arazeth, shadows of the old world. Warped by hatred, fueled by conquest, they descended like vultures drawn to grief.

She did not run.

She became fire.

Her hands slashed through air, carving trails of molten light. Every strike birthed flame. Her eyes burned brighter than the moon, her hair a banner of gold and ash. The forest lit with her fury. Trees caught fire, not in chaos, but in harmony with her wrath.

She moved like a wraith, ducking low, sweeping flame across the legs of a dozen foes. She drove her knee into a throat, twisted as she fell, rolled beneath a falling blade, and rose with fire licking her heels.

But it was not enough.

The Tharuun did not fall like men.

They absorbed pain. They thrived on it. Every one she felled was replaced by three more. Her breath grew ragged, her limbs heavy. She gritted her teeth, summoning everything she had, calling on memories of joy, of love—of the first time she held the child now hidden away.

A blade grazed her arm.

She spun, flame roaring, and split the assailant in half.

Another struck her from behind.

She staggered.

Blood dripped from her lips. Her fire faltered.

Still, she screamed, “I will not fall!”

She summoned a cyclone of heat, igniting the air around her in a dome of burning defiance. The Tharuun recoiled, shielding their faces from the blaze. The fire roared like a song of old, like a hymn not sung in a thousand years.

Within the flame, she saw their faces. Her husband. Her child. Her people.

“You will not take him!”

She charged.

Through the wall of flame, she surged, a streak of gold and agony. Her fists became torches, her body a spear of will. She drove into their ranks, striking with the fury of a mother who has nothing left to lose.

She cut down another. And another.

But they closed in.

From the flanks, from above, they overwhelmed her. Blades bit into her shoulders, her side, her thigh. She fell to one knee, fire sputtering, blood mixing with ash.

The leader approached. He raised his weapon—a glaive twisted from bone and molten metal.

She looked up.

Her face was ash-streaked, bleeding, eyes wild. But not afraid.

Never afraid.

Her lips moved. One last word, not for them, but for the world.

A name.

The air around her shimmered.

For a moment, time held its breath.

And then the glaive fell.

Her body crumpled to the forest floor.

She fell, but did not fade.

The flames receded into her body, drawn back like breath into aching lungs. Her limbs trembled, her chest heaved.

The clearing

The clearing grew cold.

But beneath the monument—unseen, untouched—a soft glow pulsed.

A heartbeat.

The forest, scorched and blood-soaked, fell into silence once more.

A breeze stirred the ashes.

And carried with it the echo of a mother’s defiance.
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The air was thick with the remnants of smoke, the scent lingering like a fading echo. In the darkness, fire still danced—across trees, across sky, across skin.

Then, silence.

Ruan woke with a jolt, breath catching in his throat, eyes snapping open to the soft darkness of his small room. His chest rose and fell with shallow, rapid breaths, heart pounding as if it had just fled from something ancient and cruel.

He sat upright, blinking. The ceiling stared blankly back at him.

The dream. Again.

He didn’t know who she was—this woman cloaked in moonlight and flame. He didn’t know the child she clutched, the monsters that chased her, the whispers that hunted her name. And yet, he saw it so vividly every time: the rush of grass, the crying of wind, the fire in her hands.

Her voice still echoed in him: “You will not touch my child!”

Ruan exhaled shakily, rubbing his face. Cold sweat slicked his brow. The old fan hummed overhead with dull indifference, and the streetlight outside bled dim orange through the curtains.

“Another dream,” he whispered, voice hoarse. “That makes it six nights in a row.”

He looked down at his hands. They trembled. He flexed his fingers slowly, almost expecting to see embers dance across them.

But there was only stillness.




The morning light crept into his room with careful fingers. Ruan, already dressed in his simple navy sweater and grey jeans, adjusted his school bag and quietly tiptoed into the kitchen.

His mother sat slumped in her old wheelchair, head bowed over a newspaper she’d never finish reading. Her grey shawl hung loosely over her frail shoulders.

He leaned down and gently touched her shoulder. “Mom… breakfast is on the table. It’s still warm.”

She stirred slightly, her one functioning arm twitching.

“You always cook too early,” she murmured, a tired smile flickering over her face.

Ruan smiled faintly. “And you always sleep through it. Fair trade.”

He placed two slices of toasted bread and a boiled egg on her tray before stepping out the door.

Outside, Ereth’s sky wore a mask of morning grey, the clouds pressed like cotton against distant towers. Ruan walked briskly, slinging his bag over one shoulder, weaving past street vendors and traffic snarls. The school wasn’t far. A short walk. One he’d memorized like scripture.

And still, today felt different.

He passed the alley where the air always felt too cold. He passed the bookstore with the cracked glass that never got repaired. Everything was the same.

But something was watching.

He felt it. A rhythm beneath the city’s hum. Like breath waiting in the lungs of something unseen.




“Yo, Dream Boy. Still chasing ghosts in your sleep?”

The voice was sharp, mocking.

Ruan didn’t stop walking, though he sighed inwardly. Kareth, a stocky, awkward boy with mismatched laces and an oversized hoodie, jogged up beside him.

“I don’t chase them,” Ruan replied dryly. “They come to me.”

“Creepy,” Kareth said, stuffing chips into his mouth. “You need to dream about something useful, like… floating pizza. Or maybe a world without tests.”

“Maybe one day I’ll dream about you being quiet.”

“That would be a nightmare.”

Ruan smirked despite himself.

Kareth tilted his head, studying him. “Hey… you okay, man? You look like you saw a ghost.”

Ruan hesitated. He wanted to say something. He really did. About the woman. The fire. The way the ground trembled when she screamed.

But he didn’t.

“I just didn’t sleep well.”

Kareth nodded slowly. “You sure it’s not the math exam? ‘Cause that’s what’s haunting me.”

“You didn’t even bring your calculator.”

“I figured I’d do math the old-fashioned way. Crying.”

They both laughed.




History class.

The air was stale with the scent of chalk dust and boredom. Students slouched, phones half-hidden under desks. But Ruan sat upright, hands folded, eyes sharp.

At the front of the room stood Professor Idran—the only teacher Ruan actually liked. Mid-forties, always wearing a grey coat that smelled of old books and forest walks, Idran had a way of speaking that made ancient wars and lost cities sound like secrets worth dying for.

“…and in every culture,” Idran was saying, “there exists a story of beings not quite like us. Made of flame. Of wind. Of things forgotten.”

Ruan’s ears perked up.

“Some call them spirits, some ancient flame-born, some… echoes. They say these beings live just beyond our veil of reality. Perhaps even in parallel with us, in rhythms we cannot touch.”

A shiver passed through Ruan’s spine.

Professor Idran turned, chalk tapping rhythmically on the board as he wrote:

THE VEIL AND THE OTHERWORLD

He spoke again, not facing the class. “And perhaps, one day, someone may pass through. Not with machines. Not with science. But with the soul.”

Someone snorted behind Ruan.

“Sounds like fairy tales,” muttered Callen, the school’s favorite bully, and least favorite human.

Idran smiled, unbothered. “All great truths begin as fairy tales.”

Ruan stared at the board.

Something in his chest shifted.

A quiet pull.

He raised his hand.

Idran turned, eyebrows lifted. “Yes, Ruan?”

“Do… do you think dreams could be more than memories? I mean, could they be… crossings? Like windows to something else?”

The room stilled. A few students looked up.

Idran considered him carefully.

Then: “Yes. I believe they can.”

He turned back to the board. “And if they are… perhaps some of us are already walking between the worlds.”




Later that afternoon, Ruan sat alone on the rooftop above the library. The city stretched below—restless, loud, unknowing.

He stared at his palms again.

He didn’t know why he could feel heat pulsing beneath his skin sometimes. Or why when he touched flames, they never burned.

He didn’t know why the dreams always came back. Why the woman in them cried without tears, fought without fear.

And why he felt like he knew her, without ever knowing her name.

He closed his eyes.

And somewhere inside him, a voice murmured:

You were never meant to slumber through this life while echoes of fire called your name from beyond the veil.

You were meant to remember.




The bell rang with the kind of finality that only a school hallway can summon, echoing off worn-out lockers and dusty tile. Students spilled out of classrooms in lazy waves, some charged with energy, others dragging their feet like prisoners on parole. Ruan walked quietly through the throng, head down, bag slung over one shoulder, thoughts still wrapped in the whisper of dreams and flames.

“You look like someone just handed you a pop quiz in Ancient Aramaic,” a soft voice said beside him.

He turned slightly. Aneya was walking with her usual grace, a few strands of dark hair tucked behind her ear, her amber-brown eyes scanning his face with a concern she often tried to disguise. She wore the navy school uniform slightly off-regulation—sleeves rolled, tie loose, a badge missing. Somehow, it suited her.

“I just didn’t sleep much,” Ruan muttered.

“That’s new,” she said with a half-smile. “Nightmares again?”

He hesitated. Aneya had always been kind. Gentle. But he rarely let anyone past the surface.

“Something like that,” he said.

They walked in step for a while, their shoes clicking in sync on the linoleum.

“You should talk to someone,” she added after a pause. “I mean, if they’re getting worse. You look like you haven’t slept in a year.”

“I talk to Kareth.”

“Kareth talks to potato chips. That doesn’t count.”

“Hey!” came a voice from behind them. “Potato chips are better listeners than most humans. They’re crisp, honest, and deliciously supportive.”

Kareth appeared with a packet of snacks in one hand and a proud grin. He somehow always looked like he had fallen into his clothes instead of putting them on—hoodie half-zipped, shirt untucked, one shoelace perpetually undone.

“Besides,” he said, falling in line with them, “Ruan’s dreams are probably prophetic. He’s gonna be the chosen one, lead us to a secret kingdom, ride dragons, marry a moon princess—”

“Please stop,” Ruan groaned.

“—and I’ll be the court jester-slash-snack ambassador. I’m already practicing.”

He did a theatrical bow, nearly spilling chips on the floor. Aneya giggled despite herself.

“You’re impossible,” she said.

“That’s why you love me,” Kareth replied with a wink.

Ruan shot him a glance. “In what alternate reality would that be true?”

“In the one where dragons are real, and Ruan’s secret moon mom sends us golden waffles for breakfast.”

They turned the corner into the school courtyard where patches of green struggled to break through the concrete. Students lounged on benches, kicked around balls, gossiped, fought over lunch money. The usual.

Unfortunately, it was also the territory of Callen and his entourage.

“Ah, look. The Three Stooges of Sadness,” Callen said, arms crossed, leaning against the bleachers like he owned the place. He was tall, too well-groomed for a teenager, and had a jawline that he probably worshipped in the mirror every morning.

“Leave it, Callen,” Ruan said, not even breaking stride.

Callen stepped forward, face pulling into a mock frown. “Aww. Little Ruan playing hero again? How noble. How… boring.”

One of Callen’s minions snickered.

Kareth visibly shrank, crunching his chip bag in his hand.

“Don’t you have a mirror to fall in love with or something?” Aneya snapped.

Callen’s eyes gleamed. “Feisty. I like that.”

“Touch her and I’ll break your arm,” Ruan said, tone quiet but firm.

Callen raised his hands dramatically. “Ooooh, scary Ruan. You gonna summon your dream demons? Sing them a lullaby of sadness?”

Ruan stepped forward. The courtyard seemed to hush for a moment.

“One more word, Callen. Just one.”

Callen held his gaze a little longer than usual, then scoffed and turned away. “Not worth it. Have fun with your hallucinations, Dream Boy.”

The trio moved past without another word.

Once they were a safe distance away, Kareth exhaled loudly. “Okay, remind me again why we haven’t moved to Antarctica? Penguins don’t bully people.”

“You’d probably try to feed them chips,” Aneya said.

“Obviously. And they’d appreciate it. Unlike some people I know.”

They sat under one of the few shady trees in the school grounds. Kareth lay back, hands behind his head. Ruan stared at the sky. Aneya toyed with the strap of her bag.

“Seriously though,” she said after a while. “You okay?”

Ruan nodded. “I just feel… off. Like I’m in the wrong place. Like there’s something just out of reach.”

“Like the universe owes you a secret,” Kareth said.

Ruan turned to him. “Exactly.”

Aneya looked thoughtful. “Maybe it does. Or maybe you’re just special, and you’re waiting to wake up.”

There was a silence between them, soft but loaded. Aneya’s eyes lingered on Ruan a little longer than they should have.

Kareth broke it. “Well, while you two brood and bond over cosmic mystery, I need more chips.”

He got up and shuffled toward the cafeteria.

Ruan turned to Aneya. “Thanks. For earlier.”

She smiled. “What are friends for?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Friends.”

She looked away, but the smile never quite left her face.

And somewhere deep inside her, something small ached with longing.




Later, in the library, the three of them regrouped for a study session. Books, notes, and snack wrappers littered the table.

“So,” Kareth said, poking a pencil into his hair, “What’s the deal with that ancient flame stuff Professor Idran was talking about? You think it’s real?”

“I think it’s metaphor,” Aneya replied. “Old ways of explaining natural forces. Fire. Wind. Emotion.”

“I think it’s more than that,” Ruan said slowly. “It felt real. Like he wasn’t teaching—he was remembering.”

Kareth blinked. “Okay. Creepy again. Noted.”

“It makes sense though,” Aneya added. “A realm beyond what we can touch. Like a hidden layer of the world.”

“Or a spicy alternate universe,” Kareth offered.

Ruan leaned back in his chair, eyes distant.

“What if… some people were born between layers? Not in one world or the other. What if someone was meant to walk both?”

Aneya stared at him, lips slightly parted.

Kareth opened another bag of chips. “Then that person better wear good shoes. That sounds exhausting.”

They all laughed.

And for a moment, the dream, the fire, the echo of another world—none of it mattered.

For a moment, Ruan was just a boy with two friends and a mystery too big to speak.

But the fire still burned.

And the veil still waited.




The last light of day stretched across the pavement like veins of dying gold, casting long shadows through the narrow streets of Southmere. The wind whispered low between buildings, tugging at coats, rattling stray paper, humming some ancient melody only it remembered.

Ruan walked with slow steps, school bag slung across one shoulder. He’d stayed behind after the last bell rang, volunteering once again to help Professor Idran sort through a pile of dusty scrolls and faded atlases in the old records room of the library annex. The other students thought he was strange for doing it, but Ruan didn’t care. Books listened when people didn’t.

The city around him thrummed with the usual end-of-day buzz—horns honking in the distance, laughter spilling from food stalls, children darting across sidewalks in pursuit of each other. Yet tonight, everything felt strangely subdued. As if the world were holding its breath.

His thoughts drifted back to the chalkboard.

The Veil and the Otherworld.

Professor Idran’s words repeated in his mind like an unfinished song:

“And if they are… perhaps some of us are already walking between the worlds.”

Ruan looked up.

The sky was the color of old bruises—deep purples bleeding into steel grey, the moon just beginning to bloom like a ghost flower in the east. A shiver ran down his spine. The alley ahead, the shortcut he’d taken every day, now looked too still, too quiet.

He slowed.

His breath steamed slightly in the cooling air. A flickering streetlamp buzzed to life. The alley stretched ahead of him—stone walls on either side, scattered refuse, the faint outline of graffiti curling like black vines.

Ruan stepped forward.

Then stopped.

Something moved.

He wasn’t sure if he saw it or felt it, but something shifted in the air. A tremor—not of sound or sight, but of presence. Like an echo arriving before the sound it belonged to.

He turned.

Nothing.

His fingers twitched. The old, familiar pull crawled through his skin again. Heat—subtle, impossible—rose in his palms.

Then it struck.

He barely had time to react. A force—cold, cruel—rushed toward him from behind. He turned instinctively, expecting to see a person, an attacker, anything…

But there was nothing.

And yet—

The air cracked.

A sudden flash of light, like glass shattering underwater, erupted just a few feet in front of him. The alley dimmed around it, shadows folding inward as if recoiling from something they recognized but hated.

Then something else happened.

It was as if the world blinked.

The wind halted. The lights flickered. Time slowed.

And in the middle of the alley, between Ruan and whatever had come for him, something appeared.

He couldn’t describe it. His eyes saw one thing; his mind another. It was both cloaked and unveiled, still and in motion, silent and roaring.

A shape.

No, a presence.

Not human. Not entirely.

To anyone else, the space would have seemed empty, the shadows normal. But Ruan saw the faint ripple in the air, like heat on summer pavement, coalescing around a figure that shimmered between existence and memory.

For a heartbeat, it turned toward him.

Eyes—if they were eyes—met his. And in them, he saw stars being born. Fire bending around grace. Sorrow older than time.

Then the thing behind him shrieked.

It wasn’t a sound made for ears—it scraped through the bones, wet and metallic. Ruan spun, raising his arms instinctively.

But it never reached him.

The shimmer moved faster than thought. A flash of violet-gold. A sound like singing steel. And then—silence again.

Ruan stood alone.

The alley was empty.

No attacker. No protector. Just the wind returning with a hesitant sigh.

He staggered back, heart hammering. He looked at his hands.

His palms were warm.

He breathed hard. “What… what was that?”

A gust rustled a pile of newspapers. Somewhere, a dog barked distantly. A passing car cast its headlights over the entrance to the alley, painting brief clarity on the bricks and shadows.

Ruan stepped into the open.

His mind raced. He tried to replay it all—frame by frame—but memory slipped like smoke. Only the feeling remained.

You were seen.

He couldn’t tell whether the thought came from inside or outside. But he knew, deep in his marrow, that he hadn’t imagined it.

Something had attacked him.

Something had saved him.

And he had seen it.

Even now, if he closed his eyes, he could feel the residual warmth where the air had bent and cracked and shimmered.

His pulse was beginning to slow when he heard it—soft, like breath against skin.

“He sees.”

Ruan turned sharply.

Nothing.

He looked up at the rooftops. Empty.

He looked behind the trash bins. Empty.

But again, a whisper:

“He sees beyond the veil.”

He clenched his fists.

“Who’s there?” he demanded, though his voice cracked.

No answer.

Only silence.

Then—a flutter.

A page from an old book lay in the alley, unmoved by wind, heavy with unseen meaning. Ruan picked it up.

Words in a script he couldn’t read.

Symbols curled and twisted, dancing with a rhythm older than writing. And at the bottom, a single symbol pulsed faintly—like a tear of flame.

His breath caught.

His vision blurred.

The alley faded.

And for a heartbeat, he saw her again—the woman of fire and grief. But this time, she was not running.

She was watching.

As if waiting for him to remember.

Then she was gone.

Ruan stumbled back into the street. The cars, the shops, the world—all normal. Pedestrians passed by without notice. The weight of the moment pressed against his shoulders, then receded like a dream.

He held the page tight.

He didn’t understand any of it. Not yet.

But something had changed.

Something had begun.

And now… he couldn’t go back.




OEBPS/64049c3d1d7317c90fc84a147208060fcb1a270e_smallRaw.jpg
The Relics of NarAeth

The Tear of Grief








OEBPS/images/64049c3d1d7317c90fc84a147208060fcb1a270e_smallRaw.jpg
The Relics of NarAeth

The Tear of Grief












