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  Preface







In the silence before dawn, when the mist clings to ancient trees and forgotten voices stir beneath the earth, there lies a secret that defies time itself. This is not merely the tale of a boy and a stone, but the unveiling of a destiny written in whispers and shadows.




What if the power that can reshape worlds also bears the weight of endless sorrow? What if, in the depths of our souls, the line between salvation and ruin is as fragile as a whispered promise?




The Stone Within is an odyssey of discovery and loss—a journey into the heart of magic and the secrets that bind us to fate. As you step into these pages, prepare to be drawn into a world where every choice echoes with ancient power, and every hidden truth could ignite the spark of a revolution.




Welcome, dear reader, to a realm where the past and future intertwine, and where one young man’s awakening may change everything.







Frank Amaya

Author
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~THE STONE WITHIN~

Prologue: Beneath the Shattered Moon




There were only three rules for those who sought the Philosopher’s Stone:




Do not seek it for immortality.

Do not bind it to the soul of a child.

And above all… do not listen when it speaks.




Aurelius Blackmere had broken all three.




He staggered through the Vale of Hollow Bone, robes torn, lungs burning with cold ash. The sky above him was cracked — literally split by magic long sealed — revealing a glimpse of the dead stars beyond.




They were coming. He could feel them — the Hollow Flame Guild, hungry for the Stone. Too late, far too late to undo what he’d done.




The artifact throbbed in his chest, not as an object… but as a living presence. The Stone had fused to him, as it had once done to kings, to tyrants, to gods.




But he was no god. He was only a man — one whose time had run out.




Up ahead, a forest shimmered in the moonlight like a dream half-remembered. He reached it just as the silver moon cracked in the sky, a thin fracture spreading like a wound.




He had time for one final act.




One final name.




A boy. Hidden. Unknowing. Untouched by this broken world.




Aurelius fell to his knees, blood soaking into the roots of the old forest. He raised his hand and whispered words in the First Tongue, letting the Stone slip free.




It drifted out of him like smoke and gold.




— Find him, he gasped to the wind. Let him be the vault. Let him choose better than we did.




Then, before the dark caught him, before the fire arrived, and before the world forgot him 




— he smiled.




Because the dead had started whispering again.




And this time, they would not be silenced.




[image: Image]
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The forest knew secrets. That much Elias Thorne had always believed.




It whispered in winds that carried no leaves, rustled in branches that had never been touched. Even the roots, tangled like sleeping serpents, seemed to shudder beneath him sometimes — like something was stirring below.




But tonight, the forest wasn’t whispering. It was holding its breath.




Elias sat on a cracked stone outside the crooked cottage he shared with Uncle Bram, sharpening a stick just to feel useful. The sky was ash-grey, smothered in clouds. The fire inside was low. Dinner — thin soup and harder bread — hadn’t left either of them satisfied.




Uncle Bram had already turned in, grumbling about wolves howling too early. But Elias stayed out, drawn by something he couldn’t name.




A cold wind curled through the trees, carrying with it the sound of… humming?




—No. Not humming. Muttering.




He stood slowly. The woods at night were familiar, usually kind to him. But now? Now the shadows clung tighter to the trunks, and the path beyond their clearing yawned open like a mouth.




Then — CRASH.




Branches snapped. Heavy steps. A figure stumbled into the clearing — half-covered in ash and blood, robes torn, gold runes flickering on his sleeves like dying stars.




A man. No, not a man. A wizard.




—Elias froze.




The wizard’s eyes — or eye, rather — met his. One was milky white, the other glowed faintly gold. His mouth opened, and a thin trail of blood dripped down his beard.




You… he rasped. You’re the boy…




Elias backed up. Who—?




The wizard collapsed to one knee.




Stone… must be hidden, he croaked, pressing a trembling hand to the ground. The earth responded — shifting slightly, as if breathing. They’ll come for it. For you…




I don’t understand, Elias whispered, taking a step forward despite himself. What are you talking about?




The wizard raised his hand — and power, thick and warm like honey, surged from his palm. It slammed into Elias’s chest like a heartbeat made of lightning.




The world flipped sideways.




Suddenly, Elias wasn’t alone in his head.




He heard voices.




—Whispers.




We remember… we remember… buried under stone and blood and fire…




He fell to his knees, gasping. The night seemed to stretch. The trees moaned. And from deep beneath the earth, a voice — brittle, ancient — reached up like cold fingers through the roots:




—He slit my throat in the Hall of Truth. Smiled as he drained me. The Council never knew.




Elias’s breath caught.




Another voice, female and weeping:




—Tell my son I waited for him. Even as they locked me in the fire.




He clutched his head. Stop… please…




But the whispers kept coming. Hundreds. Thousands. Some soft, some screaming. And in all of them, a truth began to take shape:




He could hear the dead.




The wizard crumpled at last, body going still, mouth open in a silent final breath. But before he faded completely, he reached out one last time and whispered:




— You are the Vault. The world will fear you. But some… will want you dead.




Then he died.




And somewhere far off in the forest, a bell rang — deep and cold, like it had been buried beneath the earth for centuries.




Elias stood alone, shivering, golden light still pulsing beneath his skin.




The Stone had chosen him.
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Elias didn’t sleep that night.




Not because of fear 




— though it clung to him like a second skin. But because the dead wouldn’t stop whispering.




Some murmured. Some wept. Some screamed.




He sat curled in a corner of the cottage, knees drawn to his chest, golden veins still faintly glowing beneath his skin like dying embers. Uncle Bram had tried to burn the wizard’s robes, but even the fire had hissed and recoiled.




Now the room smelled of ash, sweat, and something older — magic that didn’t belong here.




You’re cursed, Uncle Bram muttered from his chair, voice cracking like old bark. Or worse. You brought something unnatural into this place.




I didn’t ask for it, Elias whispered.




No one ever does.




They didn’t speak after that.




Outside, the forest was unnaturally quiet. Even the owls were gone.




Just after dawn, the fog rolled in.




It came low and thick — too thick. It blanketed the ground like spilled cream, silencing every sound, choking every breath.




And with it came the Guild.




They emerged as silhouettes first — long coats, wide-brimmed hats, slow and soundless footsteps. There were three of them. One moved with a staff that hissed where it touched the ground. Another floated a few inches above it, their boots never touching earth. The third — the leader — wore no hood, no hat. Just white-blonde hair and eyes like rusted iron.




Elias peeked through the shutter. Uncle…




I see them, Bram said, standing with his axe.




No one should’ve found us this deep.




They didn’t find us, boy. They found you.




A knock — soft, polite — at the door.




Elias Thorne, the leader called, voice like silk stretched too tight. We’ve come to collect what was stolen.




We have nothing of yours! Uncle Bram barked.




Not yours, the voice said. His.




Then the door shattered.




Magic surged inward like a tidal wave of frost and darkness. Uncle Bram roared and charged — but the staff wielder snapped a word through the air, and time around him froze.




Elias screamed, stumbling back as the blonde leader stepped inside.




She was beautiful the way winter is — breathtaking, brittle, and built to kill.




Such a small vessel for such a large curse, she said softly. You don’t know what you carry, do you?




Elias’s hands glowed again, the Stone pulsing.




Don’t touch me, he said.




She smiled. Oh, darling. I don’t want to touch you. I want to open you up and see what secrets are hiding inside.




The floating Guild member raised their hand, ready to strike.




And then —




BOOM.




A sound split the air like thunder punching through stone. The walls of the cottage rippled outward, and a burst of light knocked all three figures back.




They hissed like snakes.




Wind tore through the broken doorway, swirling with golden fire and green flame.




From the storm stepped a tall figure cloaked in night — robes stitched with silver constellations that shimmered like moving stars. His eyes burned with ancient knowing. His long coat danced in the wind. He held no staff, no wand — only a glowing sigil in his palm.




Step away from the boy, the stranger said.




The Guild woman narrowed her eyes. Alaric Fenwood…




Elias blinked. Who—?




The man glanced at him. Later.




The Guild members attacked.




They moved like liquid shadow — but Alaric moved faster.




With a twist of his hand, he turned one attacker’s magic into smoke. Another’s spell was redirected into a pillar of ice. The last was caught mid-air by invisible strings, their body suspended like a marionette.




Then, a final word in the First Tongue — and silence returned.




The Guild was gone. Banished. For now.




Alaric stepped toward Elias, offering a hand.




You’re not safe here anymore, he said. Not with what’s inside you.




Elias hesitated. What is inside me?




A question you’ll spend years trying to answer. Alaric smiled sadly. But for now, you need to live long enough to try.




Elias looked back at Uncle Bram, who had collapsed to the floor, now breathing but unconscious. The spell had passed.




Will he be okay?




He’ll live. But your world here… Alaric motioned to the broken walls, the frost-scarred floor. …is gone.




Elias took his hand.




In a blink, they vanished in a ribbon of starlight.




And as the fog rolled back into the forest, a single whisper remained behind:




— The Vault has left its cradle.







The whispers hadn’t stopped.




They coiled in Elias’s ears like smoke, murmuring secrets that weren’t his. Names he’d never heard. Places he’d never been. Voices of men and women, some weeping, some shouting, some begging him to listen.




He pressed a pillow over his head, trembling beside the hearth, but it only made them clearer.




— He drowned me. In the well. Tell my mother—

— I watched the sky split open. The magic tasted like blood.

— You carry the Vault. But can you carry the cost?




He clutched his chest. The warmth still pulsed beneath his skin, faint and golden, as if the wizard’s final spell had taken root in his heart.




Across the room, Uncle Bram hadn’t moved from his chair. He hadn’t spoken much either. Just sat there, axe across his lap, eyes locked on the door.




He’s gone now, Elias whispered. The wizard.




Don’t mean the trouble left with him, Bram muttered. The world don’t give you gifts like that for free, boy.




I didn’t want it.




Don’t matter.




The fire cracked, casting uneasy shadows on the wooden walls. Outside, a strange stillness had settled — the kind of silence that comes before something breaks.




Then Elias noticed it. Not just silence… but fog. It pressed against the windows like cold hands.




He stood slowly, heartbeat thudding in his throat. Uncle… the woods…




Bram rose with a grunt, brushing the dust from his thick wool coat. He walked to the window, wiped away the condensation with one calloused hand — and froze.




Three shapes moved in the mist. Silent. Purposeful.




Get away from the windows, he said.




Who are they?




Bram didn’t answer. He walked to the back wall, pulled aside a plank, and removed a hidden blade — not a hunter’s knife, but something older. Etched with runes. Tainted with rust and memory.




They’re not men, he muttered. Not anymore.




A knock at the front door made them both jump.

Three slow raps. Measured. Deliberate.




Elias Thorne, a voice called, muffled through the wood. By order of the Hollow Flame, you are summoned to surrender the artifact embedded in your soul.




Elias backed away. They know…




They always did, Bram growled. That wizard didn’t give you power. He gave you a beacon. Now they’ve come to claim the fire.




He turned toward Elias. Run. Through the trapdoor. Don’t argue.




But you—




I’ll stall ‘em. Like your father would’ve wanted.




What?




Bram blinked, then looked away. Later. Go.




But there was no time. The door didn’t explode. It withered — the wood curling inward, blackened by decay, as if centuries had passed in seconds. Cold wind swept in.




And through it stepped three figures.




The one in front was a woman, her hair white as moonlight, eyes lined with runes that shimmered like heat. She didn’t wear a cloak — only thin black robes laced with threads of fire. A sword hung at her hip, untouched, unneeded.




The second figure floated — literally hovered an inch above the ground, their face hidden behind a mask of mirrors.




The third walked with a crooked staff made of bone, the end carved like a screaming mouth.




Such a charming place, the woman said, smiling faintly. And here I was told you were hiding in caves.




Get out, Bram said, raising the rune-blade.




Ah, she said with delight. The uncle. Loyal, stubborn, doomed.




Her gaze landed on Elias.




You have something that belongs to us.




I don’t want it, Elias said.




That doesn’t change what you are, she whispered, stepping closer. Do you hear them yet? The dead? Do they tell you things you wish you didn’t know?




Elias nodded without realizing it.




Good, she said. Then the Vault is waking.




The floating figure raised a hand.




Magic shimmered in the air, a ripple of pure darkness, the sound of silence given shape.




And then — the wall burst open.




A wave of energy howled through the cottage, shattering glass, twisting wood into knots.




Bram was thrown back. Elias was knocked to the floor. The bone-staff wielder moved forward with a hiss — hand outstretched.




But then—




BOOM.




The entire world stuttered.




A sigil of light appeared mid-air — blazing silver, spinning like a wheel of stars.




Through the wreckage stepped a man dressed in deep blue robes, long as shadows, silver constellations woven into the fabric. His beard was short, his eyes sharp and ancient. No wand. No staff.




Just power.




Back away from the boy, he said calmly.




The woman from the Guild hissed. Alaric Fenwood. You still play the hero?




Someone has to. You tend to burn the villages after you’re done searching them.




You have no right—




I have every right, Alaric said, raising one hand. He is under my protection now.




With a single movement, he twisted his fingers — and the room answered.




The walls reformed, sealing the Guild out. Runes ignited on the floor. The air sang with ancient spells.




The Guild recoiled — not in fear, but in frustration.




We’ll find him again, the woman warned. And next time, we won’t knock.




You never did, Alaric said, and with a flick of his wrist—




The Guild vanished.




No sound. No flash. Just gone.




Silence returned, heavy and unnatural.




Elias stared, breathing hard.




Alaric turned to him. You’re lucky I was watching the sky tonight.




Elias could barely speak. Who… who are you?




My name is Alaric Fenwood. Archmage of the Outer Circle. Keeper of the First Flame. And for better or worse—




He offered a hand.




—your new teacher.
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Elias’s stomach lurched as the world dissolved into shimmering motes of silver light. One moment, he was standing in the wreckage of his uncle’s cottage; the next, he was tumbling through what felt like a tunnel of stars.

He tried to scream, but no sound came out. Gravity seemed confused about where it belonged.

Steady yourself, Alaric Fenwood’s voice threaded through the cosmic haze. Transport magic isn’t gentle at first.

Elias squeezed his eyes shut. Not because he was afraid, but because the swirl of colors disoriented him, dizzying him to his bones.

One heartbeat. Two. Three.

Then—

His feet slammed onto solid ground. He staggered forward, nearly falling to his knees, and gasped as crisp mountain air filled his lungs.

They stood on a bridge of polished stone, runes pulsing faintly beneath his boots. Snow-dusted peaks rose all around, jagged silhouettes piercing a sky the color of new steel. Below, a chasm yawned wide, its mists shimmering with flickers of turquoise and green.

And at the bridge’s far end: Caer Idris.

It looked like a fortress carved from moonlight — walls etched with wards older than any language Elias knew, spires twisting into the clouds, and banners rippling with a symbol he didn’t recognize: a wheel of runes, half-smoldering, half-luminescent. Magic shimmered in the air, lending the entire place a dreamlike glow.

Elias could barely speak. “It’s…”

“Home,” Alaric finished quietly. There was pride in his voice, but also caution, like a man returning to a place with too many memories. “For some of us, at least. Caer Idris is a sanctuary for mages. A place where we can study, train, and keep an eye on the… bigger shadows of this world.”

Elias swallowed, trying to ignore the ghostly whispers tugging at the edges of his thoughts. I-it’s beautiful.

“It is,” Alaric agreed. “And it can also be terrifying. Remember: beauty doesn’t mean safety.”

As they crossed the bridge, the runes flared brighter beneath Elias’s feet. He glanced down, uneasy. Why me?

The voices in his mind surged like wind through dead trees:

— They know you already… the cursed Stone inside you… they fear it.

He clenched his jaw and pushed forward.

The colossal gates of Caer Idris opened without a sound, revealing a rush of warm air scented with pine resin and parchment. Beyond lay a vast, circular antechamber. Marble floors gleamed beneath vaulted ceilings, and mosaics of galaxies sprawled across the domed roof. Floating orbs of light drifted lazily overhead.

A dozen robed figures bustled through the chamber, carrying scrolls or directing flickering illusions in midair. Nearly all of them stopped to stare at Elias. Their gazes flicked to the glow beneath his shirt — the Stone’s aura that refused to stay hidden.

Alaric’s hand landed gently on his shoulder. “Head high. Don’t let them see you tremble.”

Elias tried. But the whispers hissed louder:

— They’ll take it from you… they’ll tear it out and leave you hollow…

A woman in emerald robes approached, her hair pulled back in a tight braid. A crescent moon and hawk’s talon were embroidered on her sleeve.

“Alaric,” she said, her gaze narrowing at Elias. “You brought him already?”

“Had no choice, Magister Greyvine,” Alaric replied. “The Guild of the Hollow Flame was closing in.”

Greyvine’s expression darkened. “They’re getting bold. Did they—?”

“Tried. Failed,” Alaric said grimly, then motioned to Elias. “But they’ll return.”

Her eyes softened only slightly as she turned to Elias. “You must be tired. I’ll see him to the dormitories,” she told Alaric.

Alaric gave Elias’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Rest, if you can. I’ll buy you time with the Council.”

Elias nodded, though he hated how small the gesture felt. He wanted answers — about the Stone, the Guild, the voices clawing at his mind — but for now, he followed Greyvine.

The Novice Quarters

They passed through soaring corridors lined with stained-glass windows and enchanted skybridges. Courtyards bustled with apprentices in cloaks of varying colors — some lugged heavy tomes, others practiced shaping illusions that sparked and danced in the air.

Everywhere, eyes followed Elias. Curiosity. Wariness. Fear.

Greyvine led him through a broad archway marked by a carved tree whose branches reached into a starry sky. A warm common room lay beyond, its floating fireplace casting a soft glow across scattered tables and chairs. Conversations hushed as Elias entered. Two older students stood abruptly and left, muttering.

Greyvine ignored it. “These are the Novice Quarters. You’ll stay here until you’ve mastered the fundamentals.”

“How many novices are there?” Elias asked.

Her expression tightened. “Fewer than there used to be. Families… hesitate to send magical children away these days. The world outside is less safe. And with the Hollow Flame growing bold…” She let the sentence die and gestured down a hallway lined with doors, each one marked by faintly glowing runes.

At the last door, she tapped the wood with two fingers. Silver lines spiderwebbed across it, reading Elias’s presence, then settled into a faint glow.

“This will be your room,” she said. “Catch your breath. I’ll see to it you receive a meal soon.”

Elias stepped inside. The room was modest but clean: a narrow bed, a sturdy desk, an empty bookshelf. A single window overlooked the swirling clouds beyond, their edges glowing faintly green from the wards.

Greyvine lingered in the doorway. She seemed to wrestle with something before speaking. “I don’t believe the old stories,” she said quietly.

“What stories?”

“That the Philosopher’s Stone is a curse. That it corrupts everyone who wields it.” Her gaze locked on Elias, measured and unreadable. “Prove me right.”

She closed the door, leaving him alone.




Whispers in the Dark




The silence pressed in. Elias sat on the bed, burying his face in his hands.

The voices came back immediately, stronger than before:

— So many secrets in these walls… so much grief buried in the catacombs…

— They will turn on you. They always do.

— Help us… free us…

He pressed his palms to his ears. “Stop,” he whispered, voice shaking. “Leave me alone.”

But the Stone only pulsed faintly in his chest, like a heartbeat that wasn’t his own.




KNOCK-KNOCK.




Elias jerked upright.

The door cracked open, revealing a sandy-haired boy with warm amber eyes and a novice’s cloak patched at the elbows. He carried a small stack of books.

“Hey,” he said softly. “I’m Rowan. You’re the new arrival, right?”

Elias hesitated, then nodded.

“Word is Alaric Fenwood brought you in.” Rowan stepped inside, glancing at the glow beneath Elias’s shirt. “Usually doesn’t bring novices personally. Is it true the Guild tried to snatch you?”

“Yeah,” Elias said quietly. “They said I have something they want.”

Rowan didn’t press. Instead, he offered a small pamphlet. “This will help. Meal times, class schedules, all that. You’ll start with basics: Warding, Alchemy, Illusion, Rune-crafting, Healing… you’ll figure it out.”

Elias turned the pamphlet in his hands, a fragile spark of hope rising beneath all the fear. Maybe I can learn to control the Stone. Maybe I can silence the voices.

Rowan tapped the wall. “I’m next door. If you need help, come by. But… watch out for Draven.”

“Who’s Draven?”

“Another novice. Not fond of new arrivals.” Rowan’s smile was apologetic. “Especially ones with a reputation.”

Before Elias could reply, Rowan slipped out, leaving him in silence once more.

Resolve

Elias stared at the glow in his chest. He thought of Uncle Bram’s parting stare, of Alaric’s warning, of the Hollow Flame closing in.

This is my new life, he thought, looking out the window at the sprawling sanctuary. And I have no idea if I’ll survive it.

But as the sun dipped low, casting Caer Idris in molten orange light, a new thought whispered inside him — not from the Stone, but from himself:

I won’t let them down. I won’t let myself become a monster.

The dead murmured softly in reply, their voices like a distant tide. One stood out for an instant, almost kind:

— A new path… a new hope… hold fast, child…

Elias drew the blanket tight and let his eyes close. Sleep tugged at him like an undertow, carrying him deeper into this strange new world that called itself sanctuary.







Midnight Summons




Elias woke to the sound of bells.

They weren’t loud — just a low, distant tolling that seemed to seep through the walls like mist. He blinked into the darkness, disoriented, until he realized the sound wasn’t only in the air.

It was inside him.

The Stone in his chest pulsed in rhythm with the bells, each throb making his ribs ache. He swung his legs off the bed, breath quick and shallow.

You shouldn’t be awake, the whispers said. But you are. That means they’ve chosen you.

“Chosen me for what?” he muttered, clutching the fabric over his chest.

The only answer was the bells.

He padded barefoot to the door and cracked it open. The hallway beyond was dim, the runes etched into the floor reduced to faint embers. He half expected Rowan to appear, but the corridor was empty.

“Hello?”

No one answered.

Something tugged at him — not physically, but like a thread pulling at the center of his mind. Without thinking, Elias followed it.




The Catacombs







The corridors of Caer Idris felt different at night. The stained glass windows were nothing but black mirrors now, and every sound — the creak of old wood, the faint hum of the wards — seemed amplified.

The thread in his mind pulled him down stairwells he hadn’t noticed before, past locked doors and long-forgotten storage rooms, until he reached a narrow stone archway.

Cold air poured from it, carrying the smell of dust and something older.

“Perfect place for monsters,” Elias whispered.

— No monsters, the voices assured him. Just the dead.

“That’s not better.”

But he stepped through anyway.

The passage opened into a vast cavern lit by flickering blue flames. Stone sarcophagi lined the walls, each one carved with symbols he didn’t recognize. And there, at the center, stood a figure cloaked in shadow.

“You’re late,” the figure said.

Elias froze. “I— I wasn’t invited.”

“Yet you came,” the figure replied, stepping forward. Their voice was soft, but it carried easily in the cavern. The hood slipped back, revealing a young man with pale hair and eyes the color of storm clouds.

“Who are you?” Elias asked.

“Draven,” the boy said simply. “Rowan must have warned you about me.”

Elias hesitated, unsure whether to confirm.

Draven smiled, and it wasn’t a kind smile. “Good. I prefer honesty. Now listen carefully, Stone-bearer — because after tonight, nothing at Caer Idris will be the same.”

The Stone in Elias’s chest gave a violent pulse, as though it recognized the name.




The Challenge




Draven’s pale eyes swept over Elias as though weighing him. “Do you even know why you’re here?”

Elias bristled. “Because Alaric brought me.”

“Wrong,” Draven said, stepping closer, boots echoing against the cavern floor. “You’re here because of that thing beating in your chest. The Stone isn’t a gift, Stone-bearer. It’s a brand. And it’ll get you killed if you don’t learn how to control it.”

Elias swallowed. “Then help me.”

Draven’s smirk sharpened. “Help? Oh, I plan to. But you’re going to earn it.”

He snapped his fingers, and the blue flames lining the catacombs surged higher, throwing violent shadows against the walls. The lids of the sarcophagi creaked as if pushed by invisible hands.

“W-what are you doing?” Elias demanded, backing away.

“Waking them up.”

A skeletal hand clawed its way over the edge of the nearest sarcophagus, glowing faintly with the same blue fire. Then another. One by one, the dead began to stir, their hollow eye sockets turning toward Elias.

“You can run,” Draven said casually, “or you can fight. If the Stone really chose you, it’ll keep you alive.”

“This is insane!”

“Welcome to Caer Idris,” Draven said, and vanished into the shadows.

The Trial

The first of the corpses lunged. Elias ducked instinctively, heart hammering, and sprinted toward the archway — only to find the passage sealed by a wall of shimmering wards.

They’re testing you, the whispers hissed. Show them what you are.

“I don’t know how!” Elias shouted, throwing up his hands as another corpse lunged.

But as its clawed fingers closed around his arm, the Stone flared hot in his chest. A wave of force exploded outward, hurling the corpse into the wall with a sickening crunch. The others staggered, the blue fire in their eyes guttering.

Elias stared at his trembling hands. “I… I did that?”

— Not you, the voices purred. Us.

“No,” Elias said through clenched teeth. “I did it. Me.”

The dead surged again. This time, he met them head-on.




The Aftermath




By the time the last corpse crumbled to dust, Elias was on his knees, gasping for breath. His shirt clung to him with sweat, and the Stone’s glow had dimmed to a faint ember.

“Not bad,” Draven said, reappearing from the shadows. He looked completely unruffled. “I thought you’d die in the first thirty seconds.”

“You— you almost got me killed!” Elias snapped.

Draven crouched beside him. “You’re welcome. You think the Council’s going to coddle you? You think the Hollow Flame will wait for you to ‘catch up’?” His voice hardened. “You’re dangerous, Stone-bearer. You need to decide whether you’re going to master that thing, or let it master you.”

Elias glared up at him. “And you think you’re the one who’s going to teach me?”

Draven smiled again, but this time there was no cruelty in it. “Oh, I’m not your teacher. I’m your ally. If you’re smart enough to see it.”

Before Elias could reply, the bells tolled again. Louder this time. The catacombs shuddered, dust raining from the vaulted ceiling.

Draven straightened, eyes narrowing. “That’s not for us,” he said. “The Council’s awake. Something’s happening.”

Elias rose unsteadily to his feet, every muscle trembling. “What kind of something?”

Draven’s smile vanished. “The kind that changes everything.”
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