
  
  
      
        
          The Drowned Flame

          
		      
          Selene Thorne

        

        
          [image: ]

          Passion Pages Publications

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2026 by Selene Thorne 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Need a Bonded Realms Origin Story?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        When Water Feels the Fire
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        When Fire Begins to Doubt
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Water that Warns
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Fire at the Canal Gates
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Memory the Refuses to Drown
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        When Fire Meets the Tide
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Tide Breaks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        The Fire Breaks Formation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        The Weight of the Tide
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        The Fortress of Water
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The Cost of Holding
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        The Tide Strikes Back
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        The Strain of Memory
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        The Shape of the Tide
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        The Tide between Hearts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        The Space between Flames
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        The Tide Changes Shape
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Fire After Water
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Echoes in the Basin
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        The Space between Battles
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        The Drowned Archive
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        When Fire Hunts
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Where the Tide Remembers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Flames that Refuse to Die
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        The Memory that Should Not Exist
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Fire Without a Master
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Fractures in the Memory
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        A Breathe of Ash
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        When Fire Meets Memory
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        The Fire that Refuses
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        The Weight of Memory
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Ember without Ash
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Fractures in the Current
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Fire Without Masters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        A Memory too Heavy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Fire without Masters
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        The Weight of Choosing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        The First Witness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        The Convergence of Fire and Water
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        What Remains After
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Where the Tide Breaks
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        After the Fire
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        What Remains
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        What We Choose
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Need a Bonded Realms Origin Story?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Need a Bonded Realms Origin Story?


[image: ]

Swoon for this magical love story.








  
  Chapter one
When Water Feels the Fire

Seris (Water)


The memory pool surges before I can steady it, cold pressure snapping up through the water and into my palms. 
Water slams against the carved stone rim, spilling cold across my knees as another refugee collapses beside the basin. The moment his trembling fingers touch the surface, the pool ignites with borrowed life. Images surge upward through the water like shattered mirrors catching fire—flashes of flame devouring wooden roofs, children screaming in smoke, a sky stained orange by burning sanctuaries.
I drag the memories into myself before they can fracture the circle.
Pressure spikes behind my eyes as the visions rush inward, like a current forcing its way through a channel too narrow to hold it. The heat of the burning buildings does not belong to me, yet my skin prickles as if the flames lick across it. My breath catches. Too many memories. Too much grief. The water around my hands trembles with it.
"Seris," one of the junior healers whispers. "You must release some of it."
I shake my head and tighten my grip on the pool's edge. Releasing the memories now would flood the chamber with terror. The refugees surrounding us are already shaking—families huddled together, sailors dripping river water across the temple floor, elders clutching prayer beads worn smooth by years of hope.
If the memories spill freely, the entire sanctuary will drown in them.
So I hold them instead.
Another refugee staggers forward, guided by two guards. His face is grey with exhaustion, his clothes scorched at the edges. When he kneels beside the basin, the water shivers in anticipation.
I already know what waits inside his memories.
Fire.
The pool begins to glow again, the surface trembling with the weight of another story waiting to be told.

      ***The man’s fingers break the surface.
The pool erupts.
A roar fills my skull—wind feeding hungry flames, wood collapsing, people shouting prayers that dissolve into screams. The water flashes bright with borrowed scenes. A market street burning. A tower collapsing into sparks. A woman dragging a child through smoke thick enough to swallow the sky.
The memories surge toward the circle of healers—if they break free, every person in this chamber will feel the refugees’ terror as if the flames are their own.
I pull them in before they can escape.
The force of it nearly tears the breath from my lungs. My hands slam flat against the water as I drag the visions inward, swallowing the terror before it can infect the room. For a moment the sanctuary tilts. Heat washes across my skin, phantom fire licking along my arms.
Not mine. Never mine.
"Steady," murmurs Elder Lysa from somewhere behind me.
The command anchors me just enough to keep my focus from splintering. The memories claw inside my mind, desperate to be seen, desperate to be heard. Every healer in the circle can feel it—the weight pressing down through the water like a storm trying to break the surface.
I close my eyes and breathe through the pain.
One memory at a time.
A door breaking beneath flame.
A mother shouting a name that will never answer.
A line of Fire soldiers marching through smoke, their formation unnervingly calm amid the chaos.
The last image strikes harder than the rest.
Armor glowing red from reflected fire. Banners twisting in heat. A commander walking through the burning streets with deliberate, unhurried calm, untouched by the panic around him.
My pulse stumbles.
Fire purifiers.
The realization sends a ripple through the memory pool. Water sloshes against the basin walls, reacting to the tension tightening in my chest.
"Seris," the junior healer says again, voice thin with worry. "You’re carrying too much."
She’s right.
The memories are piling inside me now—layer upon layer of fear, grief, rage. My vision blurs as the sanctuary chamber sways at the edges. Across the pool the refugees watch with hollow eyes, waiting for relief I’m not sure I can give.
If I falter, the memories will spill into the room.
Everyone here will feel the fire.
I press deeper into the water, forcing the current to obey. The pool trembles beneath my palms before finally settling into a slower rhythm.
For a moment the memories quiet.
But the weight of them remains inside my chest, burning like an ember that refuses to die.

      ***The quiet lasts only a moment.
Boots pound across the temple floor.
The sound slices through the chamber, sharp against the hush that follows the ritual. I lift my head just as the sanctuary doors crash open hard enough to rattle the carved coral frames. Wind sweeps inside with the newcomers, carrying the briny scent of the outer canals and the distant smoke of something burning far beyond the city walls.
Guards rush in first.
Behind them stumble three more refugees—fishermen by the look of their weathered coats, faces smeared with soot, sleeves singed, river mud streaking their clothes as if they ran through half the canal district to reach us. One of them collapses to his knees before he even reaches the memory pool.
"Healers," one of the guards calls, breathless. "They came from the eastern inlet."
A murmur ripples through the sanctuary.
I feel it like a tremor in the water beneath my hands.
The kneeling fisherman drags air into his lungs as though each breath hurts. His eyes find mine across the basin, wide with something far sharper than grief.
Fear.
"They’re moving," he rasps.
The words scrape through the chamber.
Elder Lysa steps forward beside me. "Who is moving?"
The man swallows hard. "Fire." His gaze flicks to the glowing water, as if the memories themselves might confirm the truth. "Purifiers. Ships in the channels. We saw their banners before the smoke rolled in."
The pool shudders beneath my palms.
Not from memory this time.
From the room.
The refugees gathered along the sanctuary walls shift uneasily. Someone whispers a prayer. Another begins crying softly. I feel their emotions brush the surface of the pool like rain striking still water—fear spreading outward in widening rings.
I force my breathing steady.
Fire purifiers near Thalassa should be impossible. The sanctuaries lie far from the volcanic territories. The canals themselves were meant to protect us.
Yet the memories still burn inside my mind—the marching soldiers, the glowing armor.
The fisherman grips the basin’s edge with shaking hands. "They’re not raiding villages," he says hoarsely. "They’re moving toward the sanctuaries. All of them."
A chill slides through my chest despite the phantom heat still lingering in my skin.
Sanctuaries.
Not towns.
Not trade ports.
Us.
The memory pool begins to ripple again, responding to the sudden spike of fear echoing through the chamber. The surface trembles beneath my fingers as if the water itself senses what approaches.
And deep beneath the currents, something darker stirs—an emotional resonance strong enough to make the magic shiver.
Someone powerful is drawing closer.
Fire answers memory whether it wishes to or not.
I lift my head toward the sanctuary doors, the weight of the gathered memories pressing against my ribs.
If the purifiers truly come for us…
This sanctuary will not remain hidden for long.

      ***The doors slam again.
Not with panic this time.
Authority.
The sound cuts clean through the frightened murmurs filling the sanctuary. Conversations falter. Even the refugees nearest the walls fall silent as three figures step inside wearing the deep blue sashes of the Water Council.
Council envoys. A few refugees shrink back at the sight of the blue sashes, fear shifting uneasily into resentment.
My stomach tightens.
They should not be here.
The lead envoy moves with deliberate calm through the gathered refugees, boots echoing across the stone floor. His silver-threaded robes mark him as a senior representative—someone who answers directly to the council chambers in Thalassa’s inner canals.
His gaze lands on the memory pool.
Then on me.
"Seris Tidehold," he says, voice carrying easily across the chamber. "You will suspend the healing ritual immediately."
The words strike the air like a dropped blade.
Around the basin the circle of healers stiffens. I keep my hands pressed into the water, though the current inside the pool trembles harder now.
"The refugees still carry active trauma," I say, forcing my voice steady. "If the memories aren’t stabilized—"
"The council is aware of the refugees," the envoy interrupts.
His eyes flick briefly to the glowing pool, where faint flickers of fire still shimmer beneath the surface.
"We are also aware of the approaching purifier fleet."
A ripple of alarm spreads through the sanctuary.
The envoy folds his hands behind his back.
"Orders have been issued to all sanctuaries. The sealed archives are to be opened immediately."
The words land heavier than the warning of Fire.
The archives.
I feel Elder Lysa’s sharp intake of breath behind me.
The sealed memory archives hold centuries of collected memories—wars, betrayals, magical techniques too dangerous to circulate freely. They are not meant for defense. They are meant for remembrance.
"Those records are restricted," I say quietly.
"They are now required," the envoy replies. "The council believes the sanctuaries must prepare countermeasures."
Countermeasures.
Another word for weapon.
The thought twists through my chest. The memories inside the archives are not tools. They are lives preserved in water—grief entrusted to healers so the living do not have to carry it alone.
Turning them into weapons would mean breaking the oldest law of Water healing.
I tighten my fingers against the pool’s rim.
"Memories are not meant to harm," I say.
The envoy’s expression does not change.
"The Fire purifiers will not share that philosophy."
The chamber falls silent again.
Behind the envoy the sanctuary doors remain open, letting in the distant rush of canal water and the faint smell of smoke drifting across the city.
War is moving toward us.
And the council wants to fight it with the dead.
The memory pool trembles beneath my palms.
Inside the water, the buried memories stir restlessly—as if they too know someone is trying to wake them.

      ***For a moment, no one moves.
The council envoy waits for my answer. The refugees watch with hollow, exhausted eyes. Even the other healers hold their breath, as though the next words spoken in this chamber might tilt the future of the sanctuary one way or the other.
But the memory pool answers first.
The water jolts beneath my hands, a deep vibration shuddering through the basin stone and into my bones.
Not a ripple.
A violent shudder.
Gasps scatter through the room as the surface buckles upward like a wave struck by an unseen force. Light bursts through the water in jagged flashes—memories reacting, colliding, spiraling together faster than I can contain them.
I brace against the basin as the current surges through my arms.
"Seris," Elder Lysa warns quietly.
I feel it too.
This isn’t the refugees.
This isn’t grief.
The disturbance pushes from far beyond the sanctuary walls, a pressure moving through the canals like heat through metal. It threads through every drop of water in the chamber, stirring the memory magic into a restless frenzy.
Fire.
Not the scattered echoes trapped inside the refugees’ memories.
Living fire.
Powerful.
Focused.
Approaching.
The realization slams through me hard enough to steal the air from my lungs.
The pool flashes again. Flames ripple across the surface—not real fire, but reflections drawn from the memories I carry. They twist together with something new, something alive and searching.
The room grows warmer.
Someone near the sanctuary doors whispers a prayer.
The council envoy turns toward the open entrance, brow tightening for the first time since he arrived. Outside, beyond the carved coral arches, the canal wind carries a distant sound.
Metal.
Chains shifting.
Ships moving through water.
My pulse pounds in my ears.
The resonance inside the memory pool sharpens, pulling toward a single point somewhere beyond the city’s outer channels. Whoever commands that fire is not just another purifier.
This presence burns brighter than the others.
Stronger.
The memories inside me recoil from it even as the magic reaches outward in recognition.
I lift my head slowly, staring toward the dark mouth of the sanctuary doors.
The attack hasn’t begun yet.
But the fire that will lead it…
is already close enough for the water to feel.






  
  Chapter two
When Fire Begins to Doubt

Rael (Fire)


The fire answers before the soldiers do. 
It coils along my palm in a thin ribbon of heat, bright against the grey morning air. One sharp pulse of will and the flame tightens, drawing inward until it burns as a steady point no larger than a candle. Discipline. Control. Precision.
The recruits watching me shift uneasily.
Good.
Fear keeps people alive.
"Again," I say.
A line of purifiers stretches across the basalt training yard, their armor still cold from the dawn air. Behind them the volcanic cliffs of Pyrrhos rise in jagged shadows, and the wind carries the constant low rumble of magma moving deep beneath the stone. Every soldier here knows that sound.
Fire never sleeps in this land.
One of the younger recruits steps forward.
He lifts his hand, concentrating so hard the muscles in his jaw tremble. A spark flickers across his fingers—bright, unstable. The flame jerks sideways in the wind, sputtering as though it might escape him.
I close my fist.
My fire lashes outward—not striking him, but folding around his flame like a cage. The recruit’s magic collapses instantly, smothered beneath the weight of mine.
Silence settles over the yard.
"You’re fighting the flame," I say. "That’s why it fights back."
The recruit lowers his head.
"Fire isn’t chaos," I continue. "It’s purpose. It burns what must be burned. Nothing more."
Several veterans nod. They’ve heard the words before.
Doctrine carved into muscle and memory.
Erasure protects the realms.
Dangerous magic spreads like rot.
Fire cleanses it.
Simple.
Necessary.
I let the ribbon of flame fade and begin walking the line of soldiers. Armor polished. Formation straight. Eyes forward.
Purifiers.
The finest warriors of the Fire realm.
Or the most dangerous—depending on who tells the story.
At the far end of the formation Captain Varyn waits beside the command table carved into black stone. A sealed scroll rests there, its wax stamped with the sigil of the High Ember Council.
New orders.
Varyn’s expression gives nothing away, but the tightness in his shoulders says enough.
"Commander," he says quietly as I approach. "The council courier arrived before dawn."
I break the seal.
The parchment crackles in the wind as I unfold it. Coordinates. Canal routes. A target marked with precise, deliberate ink.
A Water sanctuary.
For a moment the rumble beneath the mountain seems louder.
Purification orders.
I fold the parchment again, the broken seal crumbling between my fingers.
"Prepare the unit," I say.
Behind me the purifiers straighten instantly.
Fire spreads quickly when it’s given direction.

      ***The soldiers disperse with the efficiency of long practice.
Armor clasps snap shut. Weapon racks empty. Someone drags a crate of firestones across the basalt, the scraping echoing like grinding teeth.
I remain still a moment longer, the folded parchment warm in my hand.
A Water sanctuary.
The name is written near the bottom of the order, though the council rarely cares about such details. Sanctuaries blur together for them—pockets of unstable magic gathering beneath the surface of the realms.
Targets.
Nothing more.
A gust of hot wind sweeps across the yard, carrying the metallic scent of volcanic ash. It reminds me of another morning years ago when the sky looked the same dull grey and the fire had already begun before the sun cleared the cliffs.
Another sanctuary.
Different coast.
Same orders.
The memory surfaces without warning.
Water healers standing shoulder to shoulder before their gates, robes soaked through as they tried to hold back flames that had already decided their fate. A boy running across the courtyard with a bucket far too small to matter.
I close my eyes.
The fire that day had been easy to command.
Too easy.
"Commander."
Varyn’s voice pulls me back.
He studies my face the way veteran soldiers do when they sense hesitation.
"The fleet is readying in the lower channel," he says. "Three transports. Two escort vessels."
Standard formation for a sanctuary purge.
Enough firepower to overwhelm defensive wards before healers can stabilize them.
Enough soldiers to ensure no dangerous magic escapes.
Efficient.
Clean.
Necessary.
The words echo in my head with the dull familiarity of something repeated too often to question.
I tuck the parchment into the clasp of my armor.
"How many civilians reported inside the sanctuary?"
Varyn shrugs. "Hard to say. These places attract refugees." He glances toward the cliffs where the transport ships wait beyond the ridge. "If they’re harboring dangerous memories, that makes them part of the problem."
Part of the problem.
I look back across the yard where recruits prepare their gear with quiet determination.
None of them hesitate.
They believe the doctrine completely.
Burn the rot before it spreads.
Save the realms from themselves.
The logic is simple.
But the memory of that boy with the bucket refuses to fade.
I turn toward the path leading down to the harbor.
"Signal the fleet," I say. "We move within the hour."
Varyn nods and strides away to relay the command.
The rumble beneath the volcanic cliffs deepens as I begin walking toward the transports.
Another sanctuary.
Another fire waiting to be lit.
And this time—for reasons I can’t quite name—
the flame inside my chest doesn’t feel as steady as it should.

      ***The path to the harbor winds down through the black cliffs in a long switchback carved by centuries of marching boots. The air grows hotter as we descend, thick with sulfur and the restless breath of the volcano beneath Pyrrhos.
Below us the fleet waits in the lower channel.
Three transport ships rock gently against the basalt docks, their hulls plated with heat-treated iron. Two escort vessels sit farther out in the water, crimson purifier banners hanging from their masts. Even at this distance I can see ward-fires burning along their decks—steady flames meant to strengthen Fire wielders before battle.
Varyn falls into step beside me.
For a time we walk in silence while soldiers pass around us carrying supply crates and bundles of spears.
Varyn speaks first.
"You’re thinking about the civilians."
Not a question.
I keep my eyes on the fleet below. "Sanctuaries don’t only house mages."
"They house dangerous magic," he says. "Which spreads." A pause. "You know the doctrine."
I do.
Every purifier does.
Varyn gestures toward the sea beyond the harbor where the dark horizon stretches toward the other realms.
"Memory magic seems harmless at first," he continues. "Healing. Reflection. Grief shared through water." His mouth tightens slightly. "But memories change people. They carry pain across generations. Resentment. Revenge."
We reach the next turn in the path. Sunlight glints across the metal hulls below.
"Fire exists to stop that spread," Varyn says. "To burn corruption before it grows teeth."
The words sound practiced, as if repeated too often to belong to any single man.
I glance sideways at him.
"You believe every sanctuary is corrupted?"
He meets my gaze without hesitation.
"I believe dangerous magic always becomes dangerous people eventually."
Calm certainty.
Exactly what the council expects from its commanders.
Below us, a purifier drops a crate of firestones onto the dock. One stone cracks open and flame bursts across the wood before another soldier stamps it out.
Varyn watches with quiet approval.
"Control," he says. "That’s what separates us from the chaos we destroy."
I say nothing.
Because I’ve seen the other side of that control.
I’ve seen what happens when a sanctuary burns and the flames keep spreading long after the doctrine says they should stop.
The harbor wind rises suddenly, snapping the crimson banners above the ships.
For a moment the fire inside my chest flickers again—an unsteady pulse, like flame caught in an unfamiliar current.
I ignore it.
"Get the soldiers aboard," I say.
Varyn signals the dock officers.
The fleet begins to move.
And somewhere beyond the horizon, a Water sanctuary waits for the fire we’re bringing with us.

      ***The gangplank creaks beneath my boots as I step onto the lead transport.
Heat rolls up from iron braziers burning along the railing. The air tastes of salt and smoke. Sailors move quickly through the rigging while purifiers file aboard behind me, armor clinking in steady rhythm.
Purpose.
Movement.
No hesitation.
A war machine doing exactly what it was built to do.
Varyn joins me near the command rail where a navigation table has been bolted to the deck. A map of the canal territories lies pinned beneath iron weights, inked routes winding through the waterways like veins.
The target is marked with a circle of red wax.
I rest my hand on the table.
"Confirm the destination."
Varyn taps the mark.
"Eastern Thalassan canal district. Sanctuary complex outside the main city." His finger traces the narrow waterway leading toward it. "Hidden approach routes—but not hidden well enough. Scouts confirmed heavy memory activity there."
Memory activity.
The council’s favorite phrase for magic they don’t trust.
"Name of the sanctuary?"
Varyn glances at the order scroll.
"Tidehold Basin."
The name settles strangely in my mind.
Below deck the transport’s furnace roars to life as engineers ignite the propulsion chambers. The ship shudders slightly as chains are hauled free from the dock.
Around us the other vessels prepare as well. Crimson banners snap in the wind. Firelight dances across iron hulls.
I study the marked sanctuary again.
A place built to heal.
A place we’ve been ordered to erase.
"Resistance expected?"
"Always," Varyn says. "Water healers believe memories are sacred. They’ll defend the archives before they abandon them."
He pauses.
"Which is why the council wants the strike fast."
Of course they do.
Speed prevents complications.
Prevents questions.
A horn sounds across the harbor.
The fleet drifts from the dock, sliding through the volcanic channel as the tide carries us toward open water. The cliffs of Pyrrhos loom overhead before slowly fading behind us.
Another sanctuary.
Another purification.
Yet the flame inside my chest flickers again—like fire meeting something that refuses to burn the way it should.
I close my hand slowly.
Ahead, the canal routes stretch toward the Water realm.
Toward Tidehold Basin.

      ***The harbor shrinks behind us as the fleet sails into deeper water.
The volcanic cliffs fade into distance, their shadows dissolving beneath the pale morning sun. The wind grows cooler the farther we travel from Pyrrhos, carrying the clean scent of open sea instead of ash.
The soldiers welcome the change. Armor creaks as they settle along the deck, quiet conversations passing between them while escort ships fall into formation.
Routine before a purge.
Familiar.
Predictable.
I step away from the command rail and move toward the bow where the sound of the crew fades beneath the steady rush of water along the hull.
The sea stretches endless and silver beneath the rising light.
Somewhere beyond that horizon lies the Water realm.
And the sanctuary.
I rest my hands against the cold iron railing. The metal vibrates faintly with the ship’s engines below deck, a steady rhythm echoing through the vessel’s bones.
Fire answers that rhythm instinctively. Warmth gathers in my palm before I consciously summon it.
A small flame curls into existence.
Controlled.
Obedient.
Exactly as it should be.
Yet when I focus on it, the flame trembles.
Not wildly.
Not dangerously.
Just enough to notice.
I narrow my eyes.
That never happens.
For most purifiers, fire behaves like a stubborn animal, always threatening to break loose if discipline falters. But my magic has never been like that. My instructors used to say my fire burned with unusual clarity.
Purpose.
Precision.
The same words I repeat to recruits every season.
I close my hand and the flame vanishes.
But the flicker inside my chest remains.
A memory surfaces again before I can stop it.
The boy in the burning sanctuary courtyard.
The bucket slipping from his hands when the flames rose too high.
The look on his face when he realized water wouldn’t save anything.
I force the memory down.
Doctrine exists for a reason.
If dangerous magic spreads unchecked, realms collapse. History proves that much. The council does not invent threats.
It answers them.
Fire simply carries out the solution.
Still…
I stare toward the endless line where sea meets sky.
"Commander."
Varyn steps beside me at the rail, gaze following mine toward the horizon.
"We should reach the canal routes by nightfall," he says.
I nod once.
Tidehold Basin.
Another sanctuary waiting to burn.
Yet the strange instability in my magic lingers like a spark caught between breaths.
And for the first time in years, a dangerous thought slips through my mind.
What if the fire is wrong?






  
  Chapter three
The Water that Warns

Seris


The water should be calm by now. 
After a healing rite the memory pool always settles—currents smoothing, borrowed emotions dissolving into quiet reflections beneath the surface. But the basin before me refuses to rest. Thin ripples race across the glassy blue water as if something far beneath the canals is stirring the entire sanctuary from below.
I press both palms to the pool’s edge, feeling the tremor travel through stone and water alike.
Not grief.
Not memory.
Something else.
Across the chamber the other healers move carefully among the refugees who arrived during the night. Some offer cups of warm sea‑salt broth. Others guide the newly arrived toward the smaller reflection pools lining the walls.
But even those basins are restless.
Water should never feel… alert.
Yet every drop in this sanctuary seems to be listening.
"Seris," Elder Lysa calls quietly from the steps behind me.
I turn.
She watches the main pool with narrowed eyes, silver hair bound tightly against the sea breeze drifting through the open arches. She has served this sanctuary longer than I’ve been alive, and I have learned to trust the instincts carved into her voice.
"You feel it," she says.
Not a question.
I nod slowly.
"The currents keep shifting," I reply. "Like something is disturbing the canal network."
But the explanation rings hollow even as I say it.
Normal disturbances move through water like passing storms—brief, scattered, easy to recognize.
This sensation is different.
Focused.
Directed.
Hungry.
The pool flashes suddenly.
A thin thread of orange light flickers through the water before vanishing.
Fire.
The image disappears too quickly for anyone else to notice, but the memory of it settles cold in my stomach.
Water does not imagine fire.
If the magic reflects it, the source must be real.
I glance toward the sanctuary doors where the canal wind slips through the coral arches.
Far beyond those waterways, something is moving toward us.
And the water knows it before the rest of the world does.

      ***The pool goes still.
Not calm.
Still.
Every ripple flattens as though an unseen hand presses down across the entire basin. The quiet feels wrong, like the moment between lightning and thunder when the world pauses before the strike.
I lean closer to the water.
"Show me," I whisper.
Memory magic answers intention. Not commands—never commands—but invitation. I let my awareness sink into the basin the way a diver slips beneath the tide, brushing the currents that carry emotion through the sanctuary’s canal network.
At first there is only the ordinary rhythm of the city.
Dockworkers shouting across the water.
Fishermen hauling nets.
The slow movement of trading barges sliding through the locks.
Then something heavier pushes through the current.
Metal.
Chains.
The deep groan of ships built for war.
My breath tightens.
The pool flickers again. Images struggle to form inside the water—blurred shapes moving across distant canals, firelight glancing off iron hulls. The vision refuses to steady, but the impression is enough.
A fleet.
Elder Lysa steps beside me. "What do you see?"
"Movement," I say quietly. "Ships entering the outer channels."
"Trade vessels?"
I shake my head.
The water stirs again, offering another fractured glimpse: crimson banners snapping in the wind, braziers burning along the decks.
Fire.
Not raiders.
Purifiers.
The word settles into the chamber like a dropped stone.
Lysa exhales slowly. "So the rumors were true."
I force the image to sharpen. The water resists, distance straining its ability to reflect what approaches.
But one detail pushes through.
A figure standing at the bow of the lead vessel.
Tall.
Still.
Wrapped in the quiet gravity of someone certain of the destruction he is bringing.
The image vanishes before I can study him further.
The pool ripples violently, the connection snapping like a line pulled too tight.
I straighten.
Around us the sanctuary continues its fragile routine—refugees drinking broth, healers guiding the injured, temple bells chiming the morning tide.
None of them know yet.
But they will.
"How long?" Lysa asks.
I glance toward the open arches where canal wind drifts through the temple.
The water inside me answers before I can think.
"Soon," I say.
Because the currents are no longer whispering warnings.
They’re bracing for impact.

      ***The temple bells begin ringing before I give the order.
A deep note rolls through the sanctuary, followed by another, then another—slow at first, then gathering urgency as the signal travels from tower to tower across the canal district.
Warning bells.
The refugees notice immediately. Conversations falter. Wooden bowls pause halfway to trembling lips. The fragile calm that filled the sanctuary moments ago fractures like thin ice.
Elder Lysa turns to the nearest acolyte.
"Close the outer gates. Send runners to the canal watch."
The girl nods once and sprints across the chamber.
Already the healers are moving.
Some guide refugees toward the inner chambers carved deeper into the coral stone. Others lift the smaller reflection basins from their stands, carrying them carefully toward the archive corridors where the most fragile memories are kept.
Every movement is quiet.
Efficient.
Practiced.
Sanctuaries are built for healing, not war—but every healer knows the protocol for when the outside world decides peace is inconvenient.
I step away from the main pool and move toward the wide archways opening onto the canal courtyard.
Outside, Thalassa glitters under the rising sun.
Canals braid through the city like veins of blue glass, their surfaces broken by merchant skiffs and fishing boats that have not yet heard the bells spreading across the district.
They will soon.
Guards gather along the sanctuary bridge, securing the iron gates separating our courtyard from the canal road. Spears flash in the light as the first defensive wards activate, pale blue sigils blooming across the water.
Magic meant to slow intruders.
Not stop them.
Behind me the sanctuary grows louder as word spreads among the refugees.
"Fire?" someone whispers.
Another voice answers softly. "Purifiers."
The word moves through the crowd like a cold tide.
I grip the stone railing overlooking the canal.
The water below shifts again, restless currents brushing against the edges of my awareness. Even without touching the memory pool I can feel the larger canal network vibrating with distant movement.
Ships are entering the waterways.
Closer now.
Elder Lysa joins me at the railing, gaze sweeping across the city.
"Evacuation routes?"
"Too late for the outer districts," I reply. "But we can still move the refugees into the inner sanctuaries."
She nods, already calculating the routes.
The bells continue echoing across the canals.
Somewhere beyond the horizon, fire sails steadily toward us.
And for the first time since the water warned me…
The sanctuary begins preparing to face it.

      ***"Seris."
Elder Lysa’s voice pulls me back from the canal.
Two senior archivists stand behind her, each carrying a narrow crystal basin. Even from across the courtyard I can feel the weight inside them—centuries of memory condensed into shimmering currents that pulse faintly beneath the glass.
Archive memories.
The oldest ones.
The kind that are never meant to leave the vaults.
"The council’s last directive," Lysa says quietly. "If a sanctuary falls, the archives cannot be taken."
I know the rest of the sentence without her finishing it.
They must be carried.
Or destroyed.
My gaze shifts toward the heavy coral doors leading to the archive chambers below the sanctuary. Beneath those halls lie hundreds of basins filled with memories entrusted to us—wars witnessed by survivors, lost histories, private grief offered freely so others would never have to carry it alone.
Lives preserved in water.
Not weapons.
Never weapons.
The bells continue ringing across the canals, each echo reminding me how little time we have.
"How many basins can we evacuate?" I ask.
"A handful," one archivist replies. "Perhaps ten before the canals close."
Ten.
Out of hundreds.
My chest tightens.
The refugees still crowd the inner chambers—children, elderly sailors, families who believed sanctuaries were the one place fire would never reach.
If we move the archives first, evacuation slows.
If we move the people first…
Generations of memory vanish when the purifiers burn the sanctuary.
I close my eyes briefly.
Water magic answers intention. The memories I already carry stir inside me like restless tides—dozens of lives layered across my mind from the past week’s healing rites.
Carrying more is possible.
But dangerous.
Too many memories inside one mind can fracture a healer beyond repair.
Lysa studies me carefully.
"You’re considering it," she says.
"Someone has to."
I kneel beside the first crystal basin. The water inside shimmers with soft silver light, memories drifting across its surface like distant stars.
"If the purifiers take the archives," I say quietly, "they won’t just destroy them. They’ll use them."
Memory turned into intelligence.
Into weapons.
Into propaganda.
The thought twists my stomach.
I press my fingers into the basin.
Cold water curls around my skin as the memories inside awaken instantly, sensing the invitation.
Lysa’s voice sharpens. "Seris. If you take too many—"
"Then I won’t," I say.
But we both know that isn’t true.
The sanctuary bells echo again across the canals.
And somewhere out on the water, fire is getting closer.

      ***The first horn reaches us across the canals.
Faint at first—so distant it might be mistaken for wind slipping through the stone arches of the sanctuary. But the water knows better. The canal below the courtyard shivers against the bridge pylons, currents tightening in sharp lines.
I rise slowly from the basin.
Another horn answers the first.
Closer.
Lower.
A sound meant to carry across water.
Every guard in the courtyard turns toward the eastern canals. Spears lift. Defensive wards flare brighter across the bridge, pale sigils racing over the surface like frost across glass.
Refugees crowd the inner doors.
No one speaks loudly now. Panic moves through the sanctuary in hushed waves—whispers, hurried footsteps, benches scraping aside to clear evacuation paths.
I move back to the canal railing.
From here the eastern waterways curve through the outer districts before disappearing behind rows of white stone buildings. For a moment the canal looks peaceful—sunlight glimmering across the water, merchant sails drifting between the locks.
Then the first ship appears.
It rounds the distant bend with slow, deliberate momentum. Iron-plated hull. Crimson banners snapping above the mast.
Fire.
Another vessel follows.
Then another.
The purifier fleet slides into the canal system like a blade slipping between ribs.
Heat prickles across my skin though the ships remain far away. Braziers burn along their decks, orange firelight reflecting from metal armor lining the rails.
Even at this distance I can feel the magic they carry.
Fire pressing against water like opposing tides.
The memory currents inside me recoil instinctively.
My gaze drifts to the lead ship.
Someone stands at the bow.
A single figure watching the canal ahead with absolute stillness while the fleet moves around him.
Commander.
Even from this distance the certainty in his posture is unmistakable.
Behind me the sanctuary bells ring faster now, urgency replacing warning.
Archivists hurry past carrying memory basins toward the inner corridors. Refugees disappear through the coral doors in frightened clusters.
But I remain at the railing, watching the ships advance through the canals.
The water warned us.
Still…
Seeing the fire with my own eyes makes the truth heavier.
The purifiers have found Tidehold Basin.
And this time they are not hunting rumors.
They are coming for us.






  
  Chapter four
Fire at the Canal Gates

Rael


The canals of Thalassa smell nothing like Pyrrhos. 
Salt rides the air instead of ash. The wind moves softer here, gliding across the water instead of tearing through volcanic stone. Even the sunlight looks different—brighter, reflecting off the endless network of canals that braid through the city like polished glass.
Our fleet cuts through that brightness like a scar.
The lead transport moves steadily along the canal, its iron hull grinding quietly against the current. Smaller boats scatter ahead of us—merchants and fishermen dragging their vessels toward the canal edges as the purifier banners come into view.
Crimson against blue water.
Fear spreads quickly.
No one shouts. No one challenges us. The citizens of Thalassa simply move aside, guiding their boats into narrow side channels or tying them hurriedly to the stone walkways lining the canal.
They know what the banners mean.
I stand at the bow of the lead ship, one hand resting against the iron rail. Heat from the braziers behind me curls through the air, feeding the familiar hum of fire magic along the deck.
Normally the power steadies me.
Today it doesn’t.
Ahead, the canal widens.
White coral buildings rise along the water’s edge, their balconies hung with wind chimes and drying fishing nets. Bridges arch gracefully between districts, their carved stone rails catching the morning light.
A peaceful city.
A fragile one.
"Sanctuary district ahead," Varyn says from behind me.
I don’t turn.
The water here feels different.
Even without touching it, I sense the pressure of magic moving through the canal network—cool, steady currents threading beneath the surface like veins carrying memory instead of blood.
Water magic.
Healing magic.
The kind our doctrine calls dangerous.
The lead escort ship signals from the left channel, a short burst of flame rising from its mast.
Scouts returning.
"Defensive wards active," Varyn reports after reading the signal flare. "Bridge gates sealed." A brief pause. "They’re preparing for us."
Of course they are.
Sanctuaries always do.
The canal bends again.
And the sanctuary appears.
Tidehold Basin rises from the water ahead, its coral towers reflecting pale gold in the morning sun. The complex spreads across a small island at the canal’s center, connected to the surrounding district by two narrow bridges.
Beautiful.
Peaceful.
Exactly the kind of place people build when they believe the world will leave them alone.
Blue defensive sigils glow across the water around the bridges, thin lines of magic forming a barrier across the canal approaches.
Water wards.
Designed to slow fire.
Behind me the purifiers gather along the rails, armor shifting softly as they prepare for the assault. Flames flare brighter in the deck braziers as soldiers draw heat into their magic.
The ship slows.
I study the sanctuary across the canal.
Somewhere inside those walls, healers are already moving refugees toward inner chambers.
Somewhere inside, memory magic is gathering.
The flame in my chest flickers again.
Unsteady.
Annoying.
I ignore it.
"Hold formation," I say quietly.
The fleet settles into position along the canal approaches.
Water wards shimmer between us and the sanctuary.
For a moment the canal grows strangely quiet.
Fire on one side.
Water on the other.
Waiting to see which moves first.

      ***I study the wards.
Water magic rarely hides what it’s doing. The sigils stretched across the canal glow in thin, patient lines drifting just beneath the surface like threads woven through glass. They shift constantly with the current, adjusting as the water moves.
Defensive.
Flexible.
Designed by healers, not soldiers.
"Range?" I ask.
Varyn steps to the rail beside me, squinting toward the bridges.
"Hard to say," he replies. "They’re spreading the ward across the full canal width. Likely meant to disrupt ignition patterns."
Meaning fire cast across the water will fracture before reaching the sanctuary walls.
Smart.
But not enough.
Behind us the escort ships drift into flanking positions, their hulls sliding through the canal with slow precision. Purifiers line the decks, hands hovering near the braziers as they draw warmth into their palms. Small flames flicker between armored fingers, each soldier testing the air the way a hunter tests wind.
They’re eager.
Most purifiers are.
A sanctuary purge is considered clean work. Predictable resistance. Clear doctrine.
Burn the corruption.
Leave nothing that can spread.
"Bridge access points?" I ask.
Varyn gestures toward the two narrow stone bridges connecting the sanctuary island to the city.
"Both gates sealed," he says. "Guards visible. Water ward anchored to the bridge pylons."
I follow the line of his finger.
Three guards stand at the far gate—water mages by the look of their robes. Not soldiers. Temple defenders. Their hands hover over the canal, guiding the wards with slow, careful movements.
A defensive net.
Not an offensive one.
They’re buying time.
I rest both hands on the rail.
The flame inside my chest stirs again, reacting to the magic across the water like a spark searching for dry timber.
But the reaction is wrong.
Instead of rising eagerly toward the ward, the fire hesitates.
Almost… wary.
I frown slightly.
"Commander," Varyn says quietly. "We can break the wards in one strike if we concentrate the braziers."
Probably true.
Enough purifiers casting together would boil the canal itself.
The wards would shatter.
The sanctuary would follow.
Simple.
Efficient.
The doctrine way.
Yet my gaze drifts back to the sanctuary towers. Wind chimes sway along the balconies. Sunlight spills across the coral stone as if the place belongs to peace rather than war.
Inside those walls are healers.
Refugees.
People who believe the water protects them.
My jaw tightens.
"Not yet," I say.
Varyn glances at me.
"Sir?"
I keep my eyes on the wards shimmering across the canal.
"Let them finish preparing," I say.
The words sound strange even to me.
Because part of me wants to see what the sanctuary does next.
And another part—one I don’t entirely trust— wants to know why the fire inside my chest refuses to burn as cleanly as it should.

      ***The wards react first.
A ripple spreads across the canal between us and the sanctuary, the blue sigils tightening as if the water itself inhales. The lines of magic brighten, weaving closer together until the barrier becomes a living net of light beneath the surface.
They’ve noticed something.
I lean slightly over the rail, studying the shifting patterns.
Across the water, one of the temple defenders raises both hands slowly above the canal. The movement is careful and deliberate—more conductor than soldier. The water around the bridge pylons answers immediately, currents tightening around the glowing sigils.
Testing us.
"They’re strengthening the ward," Varyn murmurs.
"No," I say quietly.
The water does not surge outward the way a defensive expansion would. Instead the sigils stretch forward across the canal, inching toward our ships like cautious fingers brushing unfamiliar heat.
A probe.
Water magic touching fire.
The moment the leading edge of the ward reaches our hull, the canal erupts with sensation.
Heat surges through my chest.
Not from the braziers.
From the contact.
The water magic brushes the fire lining our decks, and for an instant the two forces collide in a rush of opposing energy. Steam hisses across the canal’s surface where invisible currents meet.
Behind me several purifiers tense, flames flaring instinctively in their palms.
"Hold," I say without turning.
The soldiers freeze.
The ward presses lightly against the ship’s hull—cool, searching.
Strange.
I have felt water wards before. They usually recoil from fire, retreating the moment heat touches them.
This one doesn’t.
It lingers.
Almost… curious.
The flame inside my chest reacts sharply to the contact, surging up my spine like a spark racing along dry timber.
For a moment my vision flashes white.
Not fire.
Water.
A brief, impossible sensation of cool currents spiraling through memory magic so deep it almost feels like a voice.
Then the connection snaps.
The ward recoils violently, retreating across the canal in a wave of blue light.
The water settles again.
But not into calm.
Every purifier on deck stares at the canal, the surge of magic leaving a low hum vibrating through the air.
Varyn exhales slowly beside me.
"They’re probing our defenses," he says.
Maybe.
But the sensation lingering beneath my ribs feels less like an attack.
And more like something on the other side of the canal…
recognized us.

      ***Silence hangs over the canal for several long breaths after the ward retreats.
Not calm.
Expectation.
The purifiers along the rail shift uneasily. Flames hover above their palms, held in tight control but brighter now, reacting to the tension in the air. Even the braziers burn higher, fed by the readiness of every soldier on deck.
Varyn watches the sanctuary across the water, eyes narrowed.
"That wasn’t normal," he says quietly.
"No," I agree.
Across the canal, the blue ward has returned to its original position near the bridges. The temple defenders stand where they were before, hands lowered, but their attention remains fixed on our fleet.
They felt it too.
Whatever passed between the water and the fire moments ago, it was not part of any tactic I recognize.
A sharp whistle cuts across the deck.
I turn slightly.
One of the escort ships signals again, a brief flare of flame arcing upward from its mast before dissolving into smoke.
Varyn glances toward the signal officer translating the pattern.
"Outer command requesting status," the officer calls. "They want confirmation of engagement."
Of course they do.
The High Ember Council does not send fleets across realms to wait.
They expect results.
I look back toward the sanctuary.
Wind chimes sway along the upper balconies, their faint music drifting across the canal—absurdly peaceful for a place about to burn.
Inside those walls, people are moving.
I cannot see them, but I know the pattern. Healers guiding refugees. Archivists securing their records. Defenders holding the wards as long as they can.
Buying time.
Varyn studies me.
"Commander," he says carefully, "the council’s directive was clear. Sanctuaries storing unstable memory archives are priority targets."
I know the directive.
I was chosen to carry it out.
Another signal flare rises from the escort ship, brighter this time.
Impatience.
The fleet is waiting for the order to ignite.
Behind me the purifiers shift again, anticipation spreading through the ranks like dry tinder catching a spark.
Burn the corruption.
Leave nothing that can spread.
The doctrine hums through the deck like a second heartbeat.
My hands tighten on the rail.
Across the canal, the blue ward shimmers quietly in the sunlight.
Water holding its ground.
Fire waiting to strike.
"Commander," Varyn presses.
I inhale slowly, heat from the braziers filling my lungs.
The flame inside my chest steadies for a moment.
Then flickers again.
Not doubt.
Something stranger.
I lift my gaze toward the sanctuary towers.
"Prepare the first strike," I say.
Behind me, the purifiers ignite their flames.
But even as the deck erupts with firelight…
I cannot shake the feeling that the water across the canal is waiting for me specifically.

      ***Flames rise across the deck.
One by one the purifiers lift their hands toward the braziers, drawing heat into their palms until the air itself shimmers. Fire gathers quickly when given purpose—sparks becoming steady flames, then roaring arcs of heat hovering above armored hands.
The canal reflects it all.
Orange firelight dances across the water’s surface, breaking against the blue ward like sunlight striking glass. For a moment the canal glows with two colors—cool sapphire beneath the surface, burning gold above it.
Opposites.
Waiting.
"Formation ready," Varyn says.
His voice is calm, but tension among the soldiers has sharpened into something electric. Every purifier on deck leans slightly forward, as if the flames themselves pull them toward the sanctuary.
They want the strike.
They expect it.
I straighten at the rail.
Across the canal, the ward flickers.
The defenders notice the change. One of them lifts their hands again, strengthening the threads of magic running through the water. The blue sigils tighten like a net drawn against a rising tide.
Too late.
If we unleash the full ignition pattern, the canal will boil.
The wards will collapse.
The sanctuary will burn.
Simple.
Efficient.
Exactly as doctrine demands.
"Commander," Varyn prompts.
The word hangs between us.
I glance once more toward the sanctuary towers. Wind chimes sway along the balconies, their faint music barely audible across the water.
Peaceful.
Fragile.
A place meant for healing.
My chest tightens.
The flame inside me flares hotter, reacting to the fire gathering across the deck. For a moment it steadies—clear and sharp, the way it always felt before battle.
Commanding.
Certain.
Maybe that is the answer.
Maybe the hesitation was only the calm before ignition.
I raise my hand.
Dozens of purifiers mirror the motion instantly, flames lifting higher as the ignition pattern aligns across the fleet.
Heat floods the canal.
Even the water recoils from it.
"On my mark," I say.
The fire surges brighter.
Across the canal the ward pulses, blue light gathering desperately along its edges as the defenders realize what is coming.
For a moment everything holds still.
Fire poised to strike.
Water bracing to endure.
Then—
The canal trembles.
Not from the purifiers.
From the sanctuary.
Something inside the walls answers the rising fire with a sudden surge of memory magic, powerful enough to ripple through the entire waterway.
The ward flares blindingly bright.
And for the first time since we arrived…
I feel the water pushing back.






  
  Chapter five
The Memory the Refuses to Drown

Seris


The canal shudders beneath my hands. 
I am already kneeling beside the memory pool when it happens.
The surface—trembling with distant warning for most of the morning—suddenly convulses like a living thing. Water climbs the carved stone rim and spills across the temple floor, racing in thin silver streams between the mosaic tiles.
Gasps echo through the sanctuary.
My grip tightens on the basin’s edge.
This is not panic from the refugees.
Not grief.
The canal itself is reacting.
"Seris," Elder Lysa says sharply.
I don’t answer. I can’t.
Because the moment my fingers touch the water, the visions come.
Not memories from a single mind.
The canal’s memory.
Ships slicing through Thalassa’s waterways like blades through silk. Crimson banners snapping in the wind. Fire braziers blazing along iron decks. Dozens of purifiers standing ready, flames rising in their palms.
My breath catches.
They are closer than the scouts believed.
The vision shifts.
The lead ship slows at the edge of Tidehold Basin.
Someone stands at the bow.
Tall.
Still.
Watching the sanctuary as though the destruction to come has already been decided.
For a second the water sharpens the image.
Dark armor reflecting firelight.
A steady hand resting on the rail.
Eyes fixed on the sanctuary across the canal.
Then the memory fractures.
Heat floods through the pool as the purifiers ignite their flames.
The canal recoils.
Around me the sanctuary bells are already ringing—faster now, urgent and relentless. Healers rush

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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