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Prologue – The Summons of Night
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The first dream came on a night without stars.

Aletheia lay restless upon her bed, the air around her heavy, as though the world itself were holding its breath. When she closed her eyes, she fell not into sleep but into an endless expanse of shadow — a silence so vast it felt alive. Out of that silence, a single sound rose: the hush of petals falling.

Roses.

They drifted all around her — crimson, ivory, pale as dawnlight — and as each petal touched her skin, it burned with memory. A woman’s hand reaching, a child crying, a temple flame extinguished, a crown cast into the sea. The petals did not merely fall — they remembered.

Ahead, through the veil of roses, a palace emerged. It rose from the bones of night like a vision carved from starlight, its columns of silver and stone crowned by a glowing pink moon. The stairways spiraled upward, infinity wrapped in marble, and the gates shimmered as though woven of breath itself.

And she felt it then — the eyes of something ancient.

From the depths of shadow, a voice spoke, older than the Earth, older than the stars.

“Daughter of the Veil... Aletheia. Do you know your name?”

She trembled. No mortal had ever spoken to her in such a way, her name carried like a prophecy, her existence drawn into syllables of command.

The voice did not wait for her answer.

“Truth cannot remain hidden. The veils must fall. The roses must open. Descend.”

The palace gates yawned wide. She felt herself drawn forward, her bare feet brushing marble that pulsed like living stone. To each side, lion statues guarded a pool lit from within, turquoise waters shimmering with stars. The lions’ eyes glowed as if awake, their silent roar holding back some unseen threshold.

Aletheia reached for the water — and in its surface, she saw herself not as she was, but as she might become: crowned in roses, veils falling from her body one by one, eyes burning with the fire of goddesses long forgotten.

She gasped and fell back, but the water rippled outward, refusing to release her reflection.

And again, the voice of Night thundered through the dream, echoing in her bones:

“To rise, you must descend. To remember, you must pass through the Nine. Enter, Aletheia... for the truth is you.”

Then the roses burst into flame — not of fire, but of light — and the palace swallowed her whole.

Aletheia awakened with petals in her grasp, accompanied by the sound of waves.

Her chamber window opened onto the sea, the horizon painted silver by a waning moon. Yet her bed was not as she had left it — for across the sheets lay a scatter of petals, pale as bone and red as blood. They were warm to the touch, as though plucked from a living rose moments before.

Her breath quickened. She clutched them to her chest, but no rosebush grew near her home, and none bloomed in the village this season. She whispered to herself, It was only a dream. But in her heart, she knew better.

When she descended to the courtyard, her grandmother was awake, grinding herbs by lamplight. The old woman’s eyes lingered on the petals in her hand, and something like recognition passed across her face.

“Where did you find those, child?”

“They came from the dream,” Aletheia answered, trembling. “A palace under the moon. Voices in the night. A pool of roses.”

Her grandmother stilled. For a moment, only the sound of mortar and pestle filled the silence. Then, with a sigh, the elder muttered words Aletheia had never heard before — older than prayer, heavier than warning:

“The night remembers everything.”

That day, the world began to change. Roses bloomed along dry stone walls where none had grown for generations. An owl followed her through the village streets, perching where she could see its unblinking eyes. At dusk, the sea itself seemed to blush — the moon rising not in white, but in soft rose-pink.

And always, when she closed her eyes, she felt the palace waiting.

At last, unable to endure the pull, Aletheia walked beyond the village walls, to the cliffs where an ancient temple lay in ruin. The columns were broken, the altar shattered, but the carvings on the lintel still showed two lions, their mouths parted in silent roar. Between them lay a shallow pool, cracked with age, yet shimmering faintly as though filled not with water but with stars.

Her breath caught in her throat. This was no ruin. This was the dream made flesh.

From the depths of shadow, the voice came again, rolling through the air like thunder without sound:

“Daughter of the Veil. Aletheia. Enter.”

The water stirred, though no wind touched it, and in its surface she saw her reflection split into many — one crowned in roses, one holding a torch, one cloaked in night, one with serpent eyes. All were her, and yet none were.

Her hands shook. She thought of her grandmother’s words, of the petals on her sheets. Truth cannot be hidden forever.

Aletheia stepped toward the pool. The waters rippled, deepening into shadow, and with a trembling breath she crossed the threshold — into the first veil.
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Veil I — The Rose Pool (Initiation)
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The water was not cold. It was the kind of warmth that belongs to lamps and lullabies, as if the pool remembered every hand that had ever trembled above it and chose kindness first. Aletheia stood at the lip of the basin with the two stone lions flanking her, their mouths parted in a silent roar, their eyes holding the moon.

Torches hissed to life along the colonnade—one by one, as though the sanctuary were inhaling. The ceiling arched like a ribcage of stone and light; roses—climbing, impossible—threaded themselves through fissures in the marble and spilled their petals in a slow, steady drift. The petals did not fall randomly; they turned midair and aligned, constellations of bloom mapping a path from the threshold to the water.

Aletheia felt the pull. Not a command—something older. Recognition.

From the dark beyond the columns, a voice came soft and vast, the ocean inside a shell:

“To enter the Night, you must remove what is not you.”

Her throat worked. “What is not me?”

“What you were told to be. What you chose to wear to survive. What you learned to call your name.”

Aletheia stepped forward. The mosaic underfoot depicted a circle of women pouring water into a single bowl. Their faces had been worn by centuries, but their gestures were clear; they gave what they carried into a common vessel and were made more by it, not less.

The pool brightened, not from torches, but from within—an inward starlight. Aletheia knelt, cupped her palms, and felt the water thrum like a small animal. When she raised her hands, the surface rose with them as if tethered, and her reflection unfurled across the lifted mirror: A child with salt in her hair. A youth who swallowed words rather than speak them. A woman who learned to make herself small in rooms built to praise thunder.

Aletheia’s breath stung. “I know these,” she whispered. “But which do you ask me to give?”

“Begin with the first veil,” said the voice. “Begin with the easiest lie: that you must be pleasing to be permitted to exist.”

Something in her chest lurched. She almost laughed at the audacity of the instruction, then did not. The lions were listening. The roses were listening. Her own bones were listening.

She drew the bowl of her hands lower, let the water settle. A petal drifted into her palms—ivory, with a seam of red at the edge like a healed wound—and dissolved into the pool’s skin without a ripple.

“What do I do?” she asked.

“Name it, and give it back to the water.”

Aletheia had not noticed the altar to the left of the basin, a shallow shelf smoothed by many offerings. Upon it lay simple things: a brass ring, a lock of hair tied with thread, a clay shard with a single scratched sigil (a crescent cupping a star). Beside these, a strip of linen stained brown with age.

She reached into the pouch at her hip and pulled her own small reliquary: the pressed rose she had kept for years without knowing why. Its edges were frayed, its scent gone to memory, but the shape held. She set it on the altar without ceremony and felt the small grief of it, the way one mourns a habit when it has served its time.

“When I was a child,” she said to the water, “I learned to listen more than speak, because speaking made men’s faces change.”

The torches shivered. The pool darkened, then clarified; in its depths, images formed and drifted like lanterns beneath ice: a table with too many voices, a corridor where her footsteps were the only ones that did not echo, a teacher’s hand hovering, a stranger’s smile like a closed door.

“I learned the shape of silence,” she continued, “and wore it like a necklace. It kept me safe from storms that took other people by the hair. But it kept out the rain I needed too.”
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