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Year Three After the Pact – The Sky That Forgot How to Heal

The sky cracked first, clean as glass breaking under prayer. Bells rang once, then died mid-note. No one agreed if it was mercy or warning. Ash drifted slow as forgiveness. The city swept and kept sweeping, as if cleanliness could stop the end.

Gloamhaven was quieter now. The markets sold more silence than spice. The Feast banners from last year still hung, washed pale by rain, and children learned to play with stones instead of masks. No one spoke of miracles, but sometimes, when the lamps stuttered, people swore they saw wings in the smoke.

Elias kept count. It was easier than hope. He mended roofs, taught numbers to orphans, tallied every life that still breathed after the fire. His left palm still burned faintly beneath its bandage—a brand that no prayer could fade. When wind touched it, he smelled wax and memory. He didn’t look up. Heaven had taken enough from him; it didn’t deserve his eyes.

He had become the city’s quiet ledger, its accountant of mercy. Every dawn he balanced equations—bread against faith, light against ash. Every dusk he lit a candle that refused to melt. The Pact still breathed somewhere in the seams of his skin, waiting to be spoken aloud. Sometimes he heard it hum, like a heartbeat left inside a locked room.

Malachar lingered in the heat that never cooled. The stoves whispered when no one fed them; the forge burned with gold too clean to be human. He was gone, but not gone enough. Fire still curved the air the way his hand once curved Elias’s jaw—careful, reverent, dangerous. They said the demon was dead. Elias didn’t argue. He only watched the flame and counted to twelve, like a man waiting for midnight to remember him.

Above the clouds, the angels began to fall. Not in song, but in silence—the kind that comes after judgment. Feathers landed on rooftops like torn pages. The priests called it cleansing. The people called it weather. Elias called it the sky’s confession.

When he dreamed, he saw the old classroom filled with ash instead of chalk dust. The mirror at the back of the room fogged from within, and a voice rose from the haze—gentle, pleading, familiar.
Don’t forget me.
He woke each time with the brand on his palm burning like a second heartbeat, and the candle on his table already lit.
The world was splitting again—this time not between man and demon, but between memory and faith. Heaven wanted obedience; hell wanted nothing. The city wanted to live. Elias wanted only one thing left to count: the promise that had survived both.

By the next Halloween, the bells would ring not for worship but for war. The third year of the Pact would burn everything still capable of remembering love. And when the sky opened like a wound, one man would stand beneath it—candle in hand, heart alight—and whisper the forbidden name again.
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Chapter 1: Ashes That Dream
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The sky fractured like glass the week the bells forgot their tune. Light bled down in lines too straight to be natural, carving the city into quiet shapes of gold and ash. No one dared to call it judgment yet. They swept doorways and waited for the sound that always followed miracles—the scream of something winged.

Elias kept count, because counting was still safe. Ten children, three slates, one cracked window that hummed when thunder passed. He chalked numbers on the board and watched them blur under dust. Every breath tasted of smoke, every shadow of sermon.

“Master Elias,” said Lio, the smallest boy, his fingers black with chalk. “Is it true the angels are coming?”

“They always come when people make trouble,” Elias answered. His voice stayed steady, but his pulse didn’t. He adjusted a grip, checked a sum, pretended the light outside wasn’t moving like a blade. “We’ll make less trouble by learning to count.”

“They burn,” Lio whispered. “My uncle says so.”

“Your uncle drinks.” The class laughed. He didn’t.

A bell outside rang wrong—half a note high, half a world away. Dust fell from the rafters. The chalk broke in his hand.

“Break early,” he said. The children scattered like startled birds.

He crossed the square. Ash clung to his boots though it hadn’t fallen yet. The market looked stunned—wax cooling in molds, traders silent, eyes fixed on the heavens. Overhead, something white drifted through the breach: a feather, singed at the edge. It touched the cobblestone and dissolved into soot.

At the Black Garden, the bell rope stuck. He climbed, shoved, forced the rust to yield. The bell rang once—clean, defiant. The sound carried farther than it should have. A priest under the arch flinched, muttered a prayer, then tried to bless him in passing. Elias tilted his head in respect and walked on. The brand in his palm pulsed once, like a heartbeat trying to keep time with the broken sky.

Home was the same: table, lamp, ledger, mirror with a vein of white through the glass. He lit a small fire and set the kettle to boil. Steam fogged the mirror. He turned away. Habit said don’t look. Instinct said look anyway.

Nothing waited there—only his own face, leaner than last year, and behind it, a flicker of gold where there should have been none.

The bell from the Garden answered itself—a second tone, higher, hollow, carried on air that smelled of burnt feathers. He touched his bandaged palm. The heat was back.

“Not again,” he murmured.

The kettle hissed. The flame shifted blue. In the mirror, the light bent. For one heartbeat, the reflection smiled without him.

He did not breathe.

Then the candle on his desk—cold, untouched—lit itself.

A knock tapped. He didn’t start. He lifted the latch.

Heloise stepped in with wood dust in her hair and a mask blank under her arm. “The wardens want twenty saints by week’s end,” she said, voice clipped. “Tell me it’s not the loud kind of week.”

“It’s always the loud kind now.” He fetched water and a cup and set both down. “Sit. Drink. Pretend I said something comforting.”

She drank. She didn’t sit. “A boy at the canal found a mirror plate in the water. Old work, heavy. The kind they used to hang over arches. The priests bought it by sunset. They paid fast.”

“They always pay fast for mirrors,” Elias said. He kept his tone even. “Any names on the plate?”

“Just a stamp. Luminous Spire.” Her mouth thinned. “You know it?”

“Everyone knows it.” He put the cup in her hand when she drifted toward the mirror on his wall. “Don’t.”

“What happens if I do?”

“Nothing you want.” He waited until she looked at him, then nodded at her mask. “Saints, then. Which faces?”

“The ones that forgive and the ones that don’t.” She set the cup down. “The city feels...ready.”

“For what?”

She shrugged and tried to laugh. The sound caught. “A new story to tell itself.”

“Stories cost,” he said. “Go home. Lock your door.”

She paused in the doorway. “Do you sleep yet?”

“Enough.”

“Liar.” She left.

He barred the door and doused the light. The room held darkness the way a body holds breath. He undressed, lay down, and let his eyes close. He did not plan to dream. He never planned to. It happened anyway.

He stood in the schoolroom, alone. The window held night without stars. Chalk dust swam in the air like ash and would not settle. The candle on the desk burned without wick. He knew the shape of the flame the way a widow knows the shape of a ring. He reached toward it and stopped when he heard the voice.

Don’t forget me.

He didn’t turn. He knew turning bought time he didn’t have. He anchored his palms on the desk and stared at the flame.

“I didn’t.” His voice sounded steadier than he felt. “You told me not to. I obey well when you ruin the choices.”

Don’t forget me.

“Say something else.”

Silence pushed the walls an inch closer. He forced breath into his lungs one count at a time. He kept his gaze on the flame and watched it lean as if wind insisted where no window stood open.

“Say my name,” he said. “Make it cost something.”

The room changed. The desk cooled. The floor hummed under his bare feet as if the city wanted to be a bell. He lifted his hands.

A shape stood across the room where the chalkboard should be. Not a shadow, not light—an outline carved by the flame’s attention. A man’s height, a man’s stillness. He took one step, then one more, the walk unhurried, exact. He stopped two arm-lengths away, as if he remembered boundaries and chose to honor them.

“Are you him,” Elias asked, “or the part of me that won’t give up a habit?”

The shape didn’t answer. It raised a hand, palm out. Heat licked the space between them. He waited. The hand stayed there, steady, patient, a promise he had never wanted and always taken.

He lifted his own hand. He didn’t rush. He matched the height, the angle, the line of the thumb. He held it there until his shoulder burned.

“Talk,” he said.

A breath crossed the gap—no wind, just the pressure of existence on the skin. The shape’s hand moved a fraction closer. His palm pricked. The brand under the bandage flared like a live ember. He ground his teeth and didn’t pull back.

“Don’t,” he said. “Not unless you mean it.”

The hand reached the last of the distance. Warmth struck. Not a furnace. A mouth on a wound. He drew in air and tasted wax. He hated how his body answered, how quick the throat softened, how clean the relief felt.

“Kael,” he said before he could stop it.

The shape tilted its head as if to listen from a better angle. Fingers pressed, then eased. The room steadied around the contact. Panic thinned. He let his hand drop. The shape did the same, slow, like a man who refuses to startle a skittish animal.

“Are you trapped?” Elias asked. “Or,” his voice caught, “are you the trap.”

The chalk on the board lifted. Letters wrote themselves in a tight hand he knew: Are you well.

“You—” He stopped. He swallowed. “That’s not the first question you ever asked anyone.”

The chalk hesitated, then wrote: I learned.

He nodded once. “Good.”

The flame bent toward the board as if to read. He stepped around the desk and closed the distance until he could press his fingers to the chalk. It felt cold, real. He wrote without thinking: I sleep. I work. I teach. I try not to use the candle.

The chalk skittered under his grip and added: Because you’d forget more.

“Yes.”

The line below stayed empty. He waited and felt the old ache crawl up his ribs—the one that wanted to fill silence with a story he could control. He didn’t give in to it.

The chalk moved at last: Don’t spend what you need to find me.

“I don’t know where you are.”

The chalk scratched: High. Cold. Loud.

“Helpful.”

Try harder.

“Tell me how.”

Light thudded against the windows. Not dawn. Something white and hard. The shape flickered. The flame stretched thin and went flat as if a palm pressed over it. Elias took two steps and set himself between the candle and the window.

“What is that?” he said.

The shape’s head snapped toward the light. The chalk jerked and scored the board: Run.

“To where?”

Home.

“This is home.”

The light struck again. The room shook. Plaster fell in a line from the ceiling to the floor. His ears rang.

“Look at me,” Elias said.

The shape faced him. The face refused to resolve but the attention felt like a hand on the shoulder that knows where to press to hold a man still.

“Tell me one thing I won’t lose if I spend it,” he said.

The answer came without chalk. It came in the voice that had dragged him through a year by his collar and kissed him on stairwells when words failed. You don’t lose what you give to the right end.

“I don’t trust your arithmetic.”

Trust mine. Trust yours less.

“Then come back and fight over ledgers where I can see you.”

The light at the window brightened. At its center, he heard the thin cry angels make when they fall into air too thick for their lungs. The sound went through the boards and his teeth.

“Kael,” he said, jaw tight. “If you’re a dream, wake me. If you’re real, reach.”

The shape stepped forward until heat wrapped his chest and shook his control. A hand rose and stopped at his cheek as if the next inch would break a law older than cities.

Don’t forget me.

“I didn’t,” he said. “I won’t.”

The hand dropped. The shape blurred. The chalk fell and struck the floor with a crack that felt like a verdict. The window blew inward. White fire poured through like a curtain yanked aside. He grabbed the candle with both hands. It burned without burning him, weightless and heavy at once, a contradiction he accepted because he had no choice.

“Not yet,” he told the fire at the window. “Not him. Not me.”

He slammed the candle down on the desk. The flame sank and vanished. The room went black. Silence hit so hard he staggered.

He woke on his back on the floor of his room, breath pulling hard. The ceiling showed the crack he knew. The night outside hummed with distant bells that tried and failed to sing in key. He sat up fast enough to make his head pound.

The table stood where he’d left it, bare except for the ledger, the cup Heloise had abandoned, and the candle he never used.

The candle burned.
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Chapter 2: The Heaven’s Edict
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They raised Seraphion from the choir before the embers cooled on the last throne. He did not ask for the seat. He took it because the Spire needed a voice that didn’t shake when the subject was love.

“Stand,” he said.

The nine choirs rose in a ring around the dais. Blades hung quiet at their hips. Wings folded tight. The floor of light hummed under their bare feet.

“We convene to correct a failure,” Seraphion said. “Pacts with the Nether have multiplied. Mortals court demons and call it devotion. The Veil thins. We restore the law now, or we surrender the sky.”

He kept his hands open. He had learned that clenched fists win the first hour and lose the century.

A murmur ran the circle. Power moved with it. A captain in the third choir—Azarel, blade hand scarred, eyes like pale stone—took one step forward.

“Call it by its name,” she said. “You mean Malachar.”

“I mean every binding that ties our light to heat we did not command,” Seraphion said. “But yes. Start with the root.”

Azarel’s jaw ticked. “The root was Kaelion.”

The room stiffened at the fallen name. Some hands lifted to foreheads. Others curled on hilts. Seraphion did neither. He watched the change run through the ranks like wind through grain, fast and visible.

“Say it once,” he said. “Then choose.”

A figure on the left lowered her head. Not in submission. In control. Seraphion marked her. She wore her hair braided close, the way a soldier who fights at doors wears it. Her mantle showed four campaigns. Her name came back to him from the summons ledger: Sarai, Third Choir, Gateward. He had never met her. He had read the notes about her discipline.

“Sarai,” he said.

She looked up. Her eyes belonged to someone who had watched cities fall and held the line anyway. “You ask us to cut bonds after we told mortals to pray for bonds they could trust,” she said. “We praised vows. We blessed rings. We taught the word promise. Now we call the same word sin because it crossed the wrong border?”

“The border is the point,” Seraphion said.

“Borders shift,” Sarai said quietly.

“They shift when traitors shove them,” Azarel snapped.

Sarai didn’t flinch. “They also shift when the world grows.”

“You speak like a scholar,” Azarel said. “The scholars died with their libraries when Malachar burned them.”

“Enough,” Seraphion said, and the floor steadied under his tone. “The choice isn’t whether bonds exist. The choice is whether we let the Nether write the law of them.” He looked at Sarai. “You were posted at the eastern gate the night the first pact breached.”

“I was,” she said.

“What did you see?”

“A man with a candle and a name he would not give up even when the air choked it,” Sarai said. A muscle worked at her jaw. “And a figure that stepped through and did not strike first.”

“Demons never strike first when they can win by waiting,” Azarel said. She took another step, shoulders tight. “Spare us the poetry, Sarai. He charmed you.”

“I’m not charmed,” Sarai said. “I’m precise. We fight better when we don’t lie about ground.”

“Then fix the ground,” Seraphion said. He spread a map in light between them: the Spire, the mortal city beneath, the scar where the Nether presses from below. Red marks glowed where pacts had been sealed in the last year. The pattern climbed like ivy. “Name an action that cuts this root.”

“Close the gates,” Azarel said at once. “All of them, all at once. Seal the mirrors. Break the old plates. Sanctify what’s left with cold. Give me four choirs and I’ll finish by the end of the season.”

“Cold makes glass brittle,” Sarai said. “It shatters. The shards cut whatever we meant to save.”

“Better cuts than rot,” Azarel said.

Seraphion let them grind against each other while he studied the map. The marks clustered around a single quarter of the mortal city, a river bend, an old garden marked with a bell. He pressed two fingers there. The light pulsed under his touch.

“There,” he said. “The last strong bond. The candle bearer. Reports place him at the center of each surge.”

“Elias,” Sarai said before she closed her mouth on the name.

Seraphion held her gaze. “You know him.”

“I watched him hold a street,” she said. “I saw him spend memory to spare strangers. He did not run.”

“Mortals never run when they think love validates cowardice,” Azarel said.

Sarai turned her face away so she wouldn’t answer the insult. That restraint told Seraphion as much as any speech.

“We aren’t debating decency,” Seraphion said. “We are setting an edict. The Spire cannot share its light with desire that answers to ash.”

He beckoned and a young scribe stepped from the second ring. The boy’s hands shook. Seraphion waited until they steadied. He spoke slower than the pulse in his throat.

“Record: The Heavenly Edict against Infernal Bonds. Article One: Any contract between mortals and demons is null. Priests shall dissolve each with sanction. Article Two: Any mortal who persists shall be tried for breach of the Veil. Article Three: Any demon who crosses unbidden shall be unmade in place.”

“State Article Four,” Azarel said. “The Spire hunts the instigators.”

Seraphion did not add it yet. He surveyed the faces. He counted who watched him like a leader and who watched him like a hazard. He had led legions at the edge of storms. He knew the moment a line wanted to break.

He walked the ring and forced eye contact with each captain. When he reached Sarai, he stopped.

“You knew Kaelion,” he said. He pitched it low so only she heard.

Her throat worked. She could have lied. She didn’t. “I knew his face,” she said. “I trusted his orders. He didn’t lie until the day he did.”

“Remember that,” Seraphion said. “Whatever tenderness lives in your ribs, keep it there and don’t let it instruct your hand.”

“It doesn’t,” she said. “But I also remember that he treated mortals like beings, not instruments.”

“That is how he won a war he had no right to start,” Seraphion said, and moved on.

A ripple rose in the back rank. Wings shifted. A woman with hair cropped short, High Choir, old scars on both forearms, pressed her palms together and spoke without permission.

“Commander,” she said. “May I ask before you sign?”

Seraphion nodded. “Ask, Mika.”

“Do we unmake all who crossed,” Mika said, “or do we tell the truth and say this edict aims at one pair and calls it policy so we can sleep when it’s done?”

The room went still. Sarai’s shoulders tightened. Azarel smiled, sharp.

Seraphion didn’t flinch. “Policy holds because it names principles, not because it avoids faces. We face one pair because they stand at the hinge of the breach. We make an example because examples teach faster than sermons.”

“Examples also breed martyrs,” Mika said.

“We will not leave a body,” Azarel said. “We will leave a caution.”

“The Spire doesn’t leave cautions,” Sarai said. Her voice stayed level. “It leaves holes that never fill.”

Azarel snapped, “You speak treason like prayer.”

“Enough,” Seraphion said again, harder. He took the scribe’s stylus and signed the first three articles with one stroke. Light burned the letters into the floor.

A bell tolled above them. Not ceremony. Warning. The Spire’s skin resonates when the world below prays in patterns the angels recognize. Seraphion lifted his head.

“What is that?” he asked.

A watcher ran in and knelt with the quick choked breath of a messenger who knows he brings an unwelcome message. “The mortal quarter lights candles,” he said. “Not many. Not together. But the pattern forms the same circle as last year’s crack.”

Seraphion turned to the map. New red points flared along the river. They moved like embers picked up by a wind with a decision.

“Send the Third Choir to the water,” he said. “Cut the line before it reaches the old arch.”

Sarai stepped forward. “We can divert without killing.”

“We’re past diversion,” Azarel said. She lifted her hand and called blades into bright air. Half the room answered her.

The other half didn’t.

Wings flared. Metal kissed metal as hilts bumped in the press. Feathers stung the air. The split drew itself like a door through the ring. Seraphion didn’t need to shout. He moved into the center and raised both hands.

“Stand down,” he said. “If you draw on each other now, we are the scandal and the war eats our bones.”

The clatter slowed. He lowered his hands only when no blade pointed at a brother or sister’s throat.

“Azarel,” he said. “You will have the Second Choir and the Sixth. You cut the mirrors and seize the plates. Do not break the mortal temples unless they hide a gate.”

“I won’t be gentle,” she said.

“I didn’t ask you to,” he said. He looked at Sarai. “Third Choir holds the eastern gate. You will not let candles link. You will not strike first.”

“Understood,” she said.

“Good,” Seraphion said. “Now attend. We cannot pretend this is a mere civil order. It is a war order. Sign it with your certainty. Do not expect to sleep clean.”

He reached for the stylus to add the fourth article. He stopped when he felt eyes on him with the weight of memory instead of obedience. He turned.

Sarai did not lower her stare. She had not moved. She had not raised blade or voice. She simply looked at him the way a door looks at a hand that means to knock down a house.

“Speak,” he said.

“You want us to kill a man who has already lost more than we know,” she said. “You want us to call it law.”

“I want you to do a hard thing,” Seraphion said. “I want you to do it without lying about what it is.”

“What if the hard thing is to refuse your order,” she said.

“Then you refuse and I take your mantle,” he said flat. “And you will have to live with the knowledge that you made the Spire softer and the world worse.”

Her jaw worked. She didn’t look away. “He saved children last autumn,” she said. “I saw it.”

“He also keeps the door open,” Azarel said. “Enough.”

Seraphion held Sarai another heartbeat. He read the grief under the steel and let it harden him. He had lost the luxury of mourning when they handed him the throne.

He turned back to the scribe and set the stylus to the last line.

“Article Four,” he said. “The Spire names a primary target for immediate neutralization.”

“Name it,” Azarel said, hungry.

Sarai’s hand lifted a fraction, then dropped. Her shoulders squared. When she spoke, her voice carried without effort. “If you must speak the order, speak it clean.”

Seraphion wrote and spoke at once, the words ringing the chamber like struck metal.

“First edict,” he said. “Hunt the bearer of the black candle.”
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Chapter 3: City of Hollow Flame


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The second bell failed just after noon. Elias heard the pitch buckle while he tightened a shutter hinge for a widow on the canal. He checked the screws, wiped his hands, and looked up. The light over the river turned thin and sharp. People found reasons to stand in doorways. The dogs stopped begging.

“Go inside,” he told the widow.

“Is it time?” she asked.

“It’s always time,” he said. “Bolt the door.”

He jogged toward the Black Garden and cut across the market, naming faces as he passed so panic wouldn’t choose the order. Heloise hauled a crate under her awning, cheeks streaked with dust. “The plates are moving,” she said. “Priests bought half a wagon this morning and marched toward the old arch.”

“Hide the rest,” Elias said. “If they come asking, you sold them to a fool who paid double and headed west.”

“I’ll say you were the fool,” she said.

“Do.”

He reached the bell frame and jumped to grab the rope. It stuck. He planted his feet and yanked until rust spat and the clapper swung. The note went out clean the first time, then snapped into a higher, uglier pitch on the second strike. He knew what that meant. He had heard it when the Spire burned a convent and called it healing.

He dropped and ran.

Smoke lifted from the Hollow Quarter in a straight column, too white to be honest. Sparks hissed on the water like thrown salt. People crowded the steps, their eyes fixed on a line of brightness that crawled over the rooftops toward the old arch. The brightness didn’t flicker. It measured.

“Under the arch,” Elias shouted. “Keep the canal between you and the glow. If you have mirrors, turn them to the ground. Do not speak names.”

A boy tugged his coat. “Master Elias, is this the angels?”

“Don’t answer angels who ask for your face,” he said. He pushed the boy toward his mother. “Go.”

The air thinned. The first blade of light cut the street like a plow and peeled cobble from earth. A man screamed as his mask melted and his hair took flame. Elias tore off his own coat, slammed the fabric over the man’s head, and rolled him until the fire died. He smelled hair burned to ash and bile rising in his own throat.

A second cut carved the market in two. Stalls toppled. A barrel burst. Wax ran over the stones in a bright sheet. Elias skidded and kept his feet. He reached the steps of the small school he ran and shouldered the door. Children stared up from their benches with pencils frozen above slates.

“Line,” he said. “Hands. We’re going to the garden.”

“Now?” a girl asked. “It’s arithmetic.”

“New lesson,” he said. He took the first and last hands, set the line, and moved. The hallway tossed heat in his face. The mirror above the sink shook in its frame. He passed without looking. He counted steps and breaths and small heads, and made himself see nothing else until the line stretched under the bell arch and the mothers heaped the children into their skirts.

He left them with a boy big enough to take a punch and ran back into the lane.

The first angel came on foot, which meant the Spire didn’t trust the air over the city or wanted the work intimate. Its armor didn’t shine; it absorbed light and returned a harder grade of it. The blade in its hand never touched the ground. Elias recognized the stance: efficient, clean. He looked for an open face. The helmet stayed closed.

“By order of the Spire,” it called, voice even. “Dissolve all bonds with the Nether. Present your altars. Present your books. Present the bearer of the black candle.”

“We have kitchens and bad windows,” someone yelled from a doorway. “Go bless those.”

The angel walked toward the voice. The doorway shut.

A burst cracked the roof to Elias’s right. A slab fell and smashed into the street where he’d stood a breath ago. He jumped back, slipped on wax, and slammed shoulder-first into a wall. The brand in his palm woke like a live coal. He hissed and fought to stay upright.

The angel turned its visor toward him. The focus hit like a hand between the ribs. It stepped once, twice. Elias braced to run the other way. He didn’t. He raised his cut palm and spoke the smallest spell he allowed himself anymore.

“Witness,” he said.

The mark burned. Heat climbed his forearm, dug into his shoulder, and sank into his chest. Something left him—no screams, no flash—just a smooth tear the size of a shrug in winter sunlight. He felt the absence like a tooth gone. He knew he’d forget the exact shape of a laugh.

Black fire threaded up from his palm and spread in a thin screen between him and the angel. The angel didn’t slow. The blade touched the screen and hissed. It hesitated. Not from fear—from curiosity, which was worse.

Elias pushed. The screen contracted into a point and then flared outward like a punch. The angel slid back a half step. A second angel landed to the left, knee down, hand on street, blade held low. A third stepped from behind a stall and split the wax with the weight of its boot. The street began to crowd with white fire and clean steel.

“Elias,” Heloise shouted from behind a toppled table. “They’re in the Garden!”

“Get the children into the canal,” he yelled back. “Lower bank. Keep heads down.”

“I can’t swim,” she said.

“You’re not drowning today,” he said. He planted his feet and tried to make a shape with the black flame that would hold. It shuddered like a wounded thing.

A blade came for him, flat and high, meant to take him quiet. He dropped and felt wind thrash his hair. He rolled, hit his elbow, and came up on a knee. The angel followed with the next strike, even, relentless. He didn’t have the speed for a third dodge. He thrust his palm up to meet it.

A cloak cut the air and took the hit.

Canvas burned bright at the edge and then went dark like a thing deciding to refuse. The man under the cloak set himself between Elias and the angel, boots planted, shoulders steady. He moved like someone who had practiced protecting with his whole body until muscle understood without thought.

“Walk back,” the man said without looking at Elias.

“I don’t leave people,” Elias said.

“You leave this blade,” the man said, and swayed into the next strike with a motion that told the angel he had counted the rhythm. Steel met something hidden in the cloak and threw a spark the wrong color. The angel changed angle. The man changed with it, not pretty, efficient. He drove the blade away without touching it and turned the cloak into a wall that asked questions.

“Who are you,” Elias said.

“Later,” the man said.

“Are you alone?”

“Not if you do as I say.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Work now,” the man said, and gave him half a step to breathe.

Elias filled it with a command. “Heloise, move!”

A child wailed. Women shouted names over the scrape of feet. A beam crashed into the street and threw sparks. The man in the cloak took one swing on the shoulder and didn’t flinch. He pressed forward and forced the angels to give ground or risk hitting each other. He never reached for a weapon.

“Left,” Elias said. “They’ll try to flank in the alley.”

“I see it,” the man said, and spun the cloak so it caught the second angel’s attempt to slide a blade under. He stepped into the opening and drove his shoulder into armor. The angel stumbled, one knee dipping. It shocked Elias to see a heavenly knee touch gutter filth. The man didn’t look surprised. He kicked the back of the armor, exact and disrespectful, and sent the body forward two paces.

The third angel came without warning, blade drawn low for a gutting cut. The man turned late. Elias moved on reflex. He threw his palm in, not to block, but to flood the blade’s edge with heat that clung. The metal sang and snapped toward white. The angel jerked away before the temper failed.

The mark in Elias’s hand screamed. Pain lanced his arm and dug under his collarbone like a hooked finger. He tasted copper and memory. He shoved the feeling down and kept moving.

“Stop burning yourself,” the man said.

“Don’t tell me how to use my—”

“I will if you’re using it wrong,” the man said. He caught Elias’s wrist in a grip that felt known and infuriating. “Lower your elbow. Don’t catch the flat. Slice the air at the point.”

“You’re not my teacher,” Elias said.

“Someone should be,” the man said, and threw him toward the arch. “Go. They want you. Waste that want. Make them chase you and leave the Garden.”

“They’ll follow me into the houses.”

“They’ll follow you anywhere,” the man said. “You already knew that, Candle.”

Elias hated how the word fit. He ran anyway.

He hit the arch and wheeled right, cutting through a line of laundry and a rain barrel. He knocked the barrel with his hip and spilled water across the lane to turn dust into a slick. His boots slid. He rode it. The first angel came hard around the corner and lost half a step on the wet. The second cautioned heels and left a gap. Elias cut down the next alley, bounded a low wall into a yard, and vaulted a bench. He put six obstacles between him and the Garden in as many heartbeats.

Bells hammered at the edge of the square. The note bent to pain and then snapped back like a neck corrected by a rough hand. Elias skidded into the Black Garden’s far end and saw women waist-deep in the canal, dresses heavy, children clinging to hair and shawls. Heloise stood on the bank with a carton lid like a shield. “You’re late,” she said.

“I brought a distraction,” he said, and turned to see if the angels took the bait.

They did. Three helms swung toward him. Blades adjusted. The light changed temperature. He raised his palm and gave them a moving target. He sprinted away from the water and toward the Ash Market where stalls made bottlenecks and awnings dropped shadows. Feet thundered behind him.

He cut left and slammed into a wall of white.

Not stone. Wings.

The feathers didn’t lift in wind; they held a line like disciplined soldiers. The angel behind them wore no helmet. The eyes were clear, almost gentle. The blade in her hand stayed down.

“Surrender,” she said. “You have done harm enough.”

“Your sky does more,” he said.

“Mortals light doors and call what comes through ‘choice,’” she said, and stepped closer. “Give me the candle and I’ll pull the fire back. People will live.”

“People will live if you stop,” he said. “We could count bodies together if that helps you believe it.”

Something flickered in her gaze. Then steel slid out of her voice. “This isn’t a debate.”

“You tried a debate with someone once,” he said. “It cost you.”

“Everything costs,” she said, and lifted the blade.

He moved first. He cut low, not at her, at the cobble under her front foot. The black heat softened a circle. Her boot slid. She corrected fast and good. He didn’t try the same trick twice. He faked left and ran right into the stall rows.

She followed.

A shadow sliced across the alley mouth—a cloak again, this time above him. The man dropped from a roof, caught a post, swung, and landed between Elias and the winged woman. He turned his head as if he meant to tip his face and then didn’t.

“Gateward,” he said to the woman. “Stand down.”

“Who are you to order me,” she said, but her blade dipped a fraction. She knew his rank or his voice.

“Someone you don’t want to fight while you’re tired,” he said. “Your line is wide. Your left shoulder drags.”

“You presume too much,” she said.

“You want the Candle,” he said. “I want the street cleared. Take the east side. Leave the west.”

“You negotiate with a target now?” she asked.

“I negotiate with a soldier who loves rules,” he said. “You crossed four thresholds last hour. You don’t have room for a fifth.”

“Say your name,” she said, sudden.

The man didn’t move. “No.”

Elias felt pressure lift from the edges of the street, a small easing, like a hand leaving a wound alone. The woman’s jaw flexed. She lowered the blade. “The order stands,” she said. “We will not stop. We will take him.”

“Then take him tomorrow,” the man said. “You can claim you forced him to run. That’s a kind of victory.”

She made a sound that might have been a laugh in another life. She stepped back. Her wings tilted. “Tell your Candle to stop pretending he protects,” she said. “He feeds the thing that eats us.”

“Go,” the man said.

She went, not in shame, not in triumph. She went like water finds a second path around a rock. The light over the street thinned. Elias exhaled a breath he hadn’t known he’d trapped.

“You can’t keep doing that,” he said to the man. “Buying time with arrogance.”

“It works,” the man said. He faced Elias now. The hood shadowed much of his face, but the mouth was wrong in a way that tugged at bone memory. “You’re bleeding.”

Elias looked. His palm leaked where the brand cracked. He pressed his forearm to his stomach to keep from dripping on the stones. “I’ll live.”

“Not if you spend yourself the way you did by the school,” the man said. “You try to stop a river with your hands. You drown.”

“You talk like him,” Elias said.

“Who?”

“You know who,” Elias said. “Or you fake him well.”

The man didn’t answer. He tugged the cloak around Elias’s shoulders and tied it with fast fingers. He stepped close to knot the cord. His breath ran warm across Elias’s throat. Elias didn’t move. He didn’t trust what might happen if he did.

“Why help me,” he asked.

“Because if you die, they win early,” the man said. “And because you’re the only one with a candle, and I know what it can do when you stop being afraid of it.”

“I’m not afraid,” Elias said.

“You are,” the man said. “You’re right to be.” He brushed ash from Elias’s cheek with the back of his knuckles, quick, efficient, rude in a way that made the skin there heat. “Keep moving. Get your people underground before dark.”

“And you?”

“I have doors to shut and a choir to mislead,” the man said. He stepped back. His mouth crooked like a man who used to smile without permission and had relearned it as a weapon. “You’ll find me if you keep your head.”

“Give me a name,” Elias said, angry at himself for needing it.

“Names cost,” the man said, and turned.

“Don’t walk away,” Elias said.

“Then follow,” the man said over his shoulder. He didn’t slow, and Elias didn’t follow. He couldn’t leave the Garden. He watched the cloak vanish up a stairwell and over a roof line.

Heloise limped up and slapped his arm. “Boys kept their heads,” she said. “Girls too. I told you I couldn’t swim. You owe me a lesson.”

“Tomorrow,” he said. He scanned the canal. The families had crowded under the arches and watched him with the tense focus of people who want orders they can obey. He lifted both hands.

“Listen,” he called. “We go to the old cellars. If you have an altar, don’t carry it. If you have a mirror, break it or face it down. Do not speak any name when a stranger asks you for it. We’ll move in twos. We’ll take the lower lanes. When you see white, you back up. When you see black, you hold.”

A murmur answered: Yes. Now. Here. Heloise squeezed his shoulder hard enough to bruise. “You heard her,” she said, jerking her chin at where the unhelmeted angel had stood. “They’ll be back.”

“They always are,” Elias said. His hands shook. He clenched them until the shake went out through his elbows and into stone.

He turned to go and stopped. The cloak still hung on his shoulders. It smelled like rain that had never touched the ground. It smelled like iron heated once and then forgiven. It smelled like a person he had buried and then called anyway.

He closed his eyes.

The alley held only ordinary noise—boot on cobble, a child hiccuping after tears, a warden rattling a gate. The light kept its wrong color. The bell took a breath and then tried for a note it couldn’t reach.

He set his palm on the knot at his throat and spoke under the street’s hiss. “If you’re a trick,” he said, “it’s a cruel one.”

Heat shifted at his back, barely there, like hands hovering over a body they used to know. A voice reached him from above and behind, not loud, not soft, threaded with smoke and discipline.

“Do you smell me, even in heaven’s fire?”
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