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The Ember and the Dark (The Pyremark Sagas, #1)

CHAPTER ONE | The Ember and the Dark


Before the first flame there was the Maker.

And before the Maker — there was only Vorreth,

dreaming of nothing.

— The Aethon Scrolls, Verse I
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CHAPTER ONE

The Ember and the Dark
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I. THE NIGHT OF EXTINCTION

The night Abdullah turned eighteen, the fire went out.

Not a candle. Not a single hearth in a single home. Every flame in the village of Ashenvale — the torches along the market road, the lanterns swinging above the well, the great beacon on the hill that had burned without interruption for three hundred and twelve years — all of them died in the same breath. One moment: amber warmth. The next: a darkness so complete it seemed to have mass, to press against the skin like cold water rising from below.

Abdullah felt it happen from the window of his mother’s house. He had been standing there for an hour, unable to sleep, watching the beacon’s distant glow and thinking about the morning — about what it meant to be eighteen, about the choices his father had made at eighteen and what those choices had cost everyone who came after. He had been thinking, in the specific way of sleepless young men, about whether he was ready for anything at all.

Then the dark arrived, and the question became academic.

He pressed his forehead to the cold glass and strained his eyes against the black. Ashenvale was a valley village, cupped in the eastern arm of the Keth Mountains, and on clear nights the beacon hill was the last thing visible before the peaks swallowed the sky. Now even the stars seemed muted — not gone, but trembling, as though whatever had extinguished the fires below was reaching for the ones above.

Around him he heard the village respond: shutters thrown open, voices calling across the dark, the sound of someone running on the cobbled market road with a torch that — he realized — was no longer lit. The runner was simply running with a dead stick, carrying the memory of fire.

Ashenvale knew how to be afraid with dignity. It had survived the Ashveld raids during the Pale Year, when the grey-skinned warriors from the northern wastes had come through the mountain pass and taken what they wanted and left again without explanation. It had lost a quarter of its population to the Sallow Fever three generations back. The village headstones were full of people who had died of hard things. But fire failing — all fire, everywhere, at once — that was not a hard thing. That was a message.

Abdullah pulled on his boots without lighting anything. He did not need light. He had grown up in this house, knew every doorframe by its particular resistance, every step by its creak. He moved through the dark like someone navigating their own memory and reached the front door just as his mother reached it from the other side.

They stood in the doorway together. Nadia Al-Amin was forty-four years old, a small woman made larger by the specific quality of her attention — she had a way of listening that made the listened-to feel they were the only thing in the world worth hearing. She wore her work coat, the heavy grey one she used when she helped the midwife on long nights, and she held a tinderbox and an unlit candle. She had already tried to light it. Abdullah could tell by the set of her jaw that it had not worked.

“It’s everything,” he said. “Not just our street.”

“I know.” She looked past him at the dark village with an expression he could not entirely read. Something old was in it — older than tonight, older than this year. Something that had been waiting for a window to look through. “Come back inside.”

“People are frightened.”

“People are always frightened in the dark. They will manage. Come inside, Abdullah. Now.”

That was her voice — the one she reserved for things that were not requests. He had learned over eighteen years that this voice was worth obeying not because she was his mother but because she was almost always right.

He came inside.

The house felt different in the complete dark — larger, somehow, the familiar walls having expanded into something less certain. He sat at the kitchen table and listened to his mother move around the edges of the room and thought about how strange it was to be unable to see your own hands.

Then he held one up, palm toward his face, and realized he could.

Very faintly. Very subtly. But the hollow of his right palm was giving off something that was not quite light but was adjacent to it: a warmth that was visible, a colour that existed in the spectrum between red and the absence of red, the specific glow of old coals that have stopped burning but have not yet accepted it.

He stared at his hand for a long time.

His mother sat down across from him. She had seen it before he showed her. She had, he realized, been waiting for it.

⧁  ✦  ⧁

II. THE WEIGHT OF OLD NAMES

She told him everything, and the telling took two hours.

She started with the First Maker — not the version from the children’s stories, not the mystical figure of the temple paintings with his hands raised above his head and the five elements orbiting him like obedient moons. She told him about a man, or something that had begun as a man, who had found in the structure of the world a kind of language — a grammar of cause and consequence that most beings moved through without reading and that he, for reasons no record had ever satisfactorily explained, had been able to read.

The world wanted to be ordered. This was not metaphor. It was the most literal statement available: the five elements, left entirely to themselves, tended toward entropy, toward dissolution, toward the before-state that preceded the first act of creation. The Maker had learned to help them hold their shape. And in learning to help them, he had become something greater than what he started as — not a god, his mother was careful about this distinction, but a force. A sustained argument, made with one man’s will, that the world ought to continue.

The Bands were what he left behind when that argument could no longer be maintained alone.

“He was dying,” Abdullah said. Not a question.

“All things end. He was not exempt.” His mother’s voice was very steady. She had, Abdullah understood, rehearsed this conversation in her mind many times, probably for years. “What he could not finish alone he designed to be finished by successors. The Bands are not tools. They are inheritances. Each one carries a portion of the Maker’s capacity — his relationship with one element — and passes it to a bearer who carries that portion forward.”

“And the bearer has to—”

“Complete the Remaking, yes. All five, together, at the Vault of First Fire. That is what the Bands exist for. Not for any of the smaller purposes they’ve been used for in between.”

Abdullah looked at the mark in his palm. It was clearer now — not just warmth but shape: a pattern of interlocking curves that moved around the base of his fingers and across the hollow of his hand, something between a ring and a scar, something between a brand and a blessing.

“The Ember Band,” he said.

“Fire. Clarity. The first element. The one the Maker worked with longest, because fire was his nature before anything else.” She folded her hands on the table. “Your grandfather’s grandfather was the last to bear it. He died at Vel Duras without passing it on. The line came to me as a ghost — a possibility, a thinness in the skin that meant nothing had been decided yet. I was never chosen. I carried the chance of you.”

“How long have you known?”

A pause that had years in it.

“Since before you were born,” she said. “I knew it was possible. I did not know it was certain until you were perhaps twelve years old and I noticed that you never burned yourself. Not once. Other children burn themselves constantly — on the stove, on lamps, on summer stones. You never did. The fire had already recognized you. It was simply waiting for you to be old enough.”

Abdullah tried to think of a time he had burned himself. He could not.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

His mother looked at him with the particular expression of someone who has asked themselves this question many times and has arrived at an answer they do not entirely like.

“Because I wanted you to have the years before it,” she said. “The normal years. The ones where you are simply a boy, then simply a young man, without the weight of something enormous on your shoulders. I thought—” She stopped. “I thought the weight could wait.”

“And now?”

“Now the fires went out. The weight cannot wait anymore.” She rose from the table and crossed to the old chest in the corner — the one she had always told him contained her winter things, which he had believed without ever investigating, because some truths are maintained by the simple force of a parent’s certainty. She opened it. Inside, beneath folded wool, was a piece of paper worn soft with handling. She brought it to the table. “Halvenmere. Old Quarter. This address. There is someone there who has been waiting longer than either of us.”

He took the paper. In the faint ember-light of his palm he could read his mother’s handwriting, dense and careful: a street name, a number, and beneath it — in ink that was older than the other words, older than most of what was in this house — three words: When it is time.

“Is it time?” he asked.

“The fires went out,” she said.

He nodded slowly. He folded the paper and put it in his pocket. He sat for another moment with the weight of the evening on him — the mark in his palm, the dark village outside, the years his mother had carried this knowledge alone — and then he stood up and began, very quietly, to think about what to pack.

⧁  ✦  ⧁

He did not sleep. There did not seem to be any point.

He packed instead, moving through the house in the dark with the Ember Band’s faint light as his guide. It was a strange sensation — using his own hand as a lamp, the light moving wherever he moved his fingers, warm and responsive in a way that no external fire had ever been, because this was not external. It was his.

He packed with efficiency, selecting for travel rather than comfort: the brown coat with the deep pockets, good boots, the small knife his uncle had given him for his fourteenth birthday with the words you will need this eventually and no further explanation. A change of clothes. His journal, because he had kept one since he was ten and some habits were the architecture of a person’s continuity. The fold of paper with the Halvenmere address. A small amount of money — two years of careful saving, the kind of saving that doesn’t have a declared purpose but carries one quietly, waiting for the moment when purpose declares itself.

He stood in the doorway of his bedroom and looked at the room. His books on the shelf. The map of Valdros he’d had since childhood, pins marking every place he’d wanted to visit. The window that faced east, toward the beacon hill, still dark. He thought: the next time I stand here I will be different. I am already different. The room does not know it yet.

He went to say goodbye to his mother.

She was still at the kitchen table. She had not moved. She was sitting in the same posture she’d been in when they finished talking — back straight, hands folded, looking at the unlit candle between them. In the near-dark of very early morning she looked like a painting of herself
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