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For the ones who tend the fire.



PROLOGUE

——❖——

THE FIRST FIRE

Before the world learned to forget, there was a fire that burned without wood.

It lived in the hollow of a great stone mountain at the edge of the Ashfeld Plains, and the people who came to worship it called it by a hundred names — the Undying Tongue, the Pale Hearth, the Hunger Below. They built their villages close enough to feel its warmth and far enough away to pretend they were not afraid. They left offerings at the base of the mountain: braided grasses, dried marrow from the season’s first hunt, the shed milk-teeth of their children. They believed the fire was a god, as people often believe of things they cannot explain and cannot destroy.

For three hundred years, the fire burned.

Then, on a night when the moon refused to rise, the fire went out.

Not slowly, not in the guttering way of ordinary flames that gasp and flicker before releasing their last thread of smoke. This fire went out all at once, like a mouth snapping shut. And in the silence that followed — a silence so complete that those who survived it would later say they heard their own heartbeats as thunder — something crawled out of the mountain’s hollow.

It was not a god.

The people ran. The villages emptied. And the Ashfeld Plains, once green and golden, turned gray within a season, as if the land itself had been drained of color, as if the world was grieving something it had no name for yet.

That was three hundred years ago.

No one remembers the fire now.

But the thing that crawled out of the mountain is still here.

And it is hungry.

 



CHAPTER ONE

——❖——

THE GIRL WHO DIGS

The dead don’t always stay buried. In Vethara, this was not superstition. It was practical knowledge, the kind passed down alongside instructions for salting meat and mending roof thatch. You buried your dead deep, you weighed the earth above them with river stones, and you did not — under any circumstances — return to the grave before the seventh dawn.

Mara Ashvane had broken that rule sixteen times.

She was not careless. She was not foolish. She simply had a gift, and gifts, in her experience, were less like blessings and more like debts you’d already spent before you knew you owed them.

She crouched at the edge of a fresh mound on the western rise of Vethara’s burial ground, the pre-dawn dark pressing around her like a held breath, her fingers working the soil with the practiced ease of someone who had done this many times before. The grave belonged to a man named Orren Falk — a tanner, dead of the wasting sickness, survived by a wife and three daughters and a debt to the moneylender that the wife could not pay. Mara had been hired, quietly and with great reluctance on both sides, to retrieve something Orren had taken to his grave.

A key.

Not a metaphorical key, not a symbol of anything, just an iron key of unusual design that unlocked a strongbox beneath the floorboards of Orren’s workshop, and in that strongbox was enough silver to clear the debt and leave the family fed through winter.

Orren, for reasons his wife either could not or would not explain, had been buried with it.

Mara’s fingers found the edge of the burial shroud. She paused, pressing her palm flat against the cloth, and waited.

This was the part of her gift she’d never learned to explain. She could feel the dead the way other people felt weather — not the approach of something but the presence of something already here, already watching. Most graves felt quiet. Settled. She thought of it as the difference between a room where someone had been and a room where someone still was, even if you couldn’t see them.

This grave was not quiet.

She felt it the moment she touched the shroud: a tension in the earth around her fingers, like the skin of a drum pulled too tight. Orren Falk had not gone peacefully into the dark between worlds. He was still here, not in the clinging, purposeful way of the restless dead, but in the frantic, confused way of someone who had not yet understood that they were dead. These were the most unpredictable. The settled dead could be navigated. The purposeful dead could be bargained with. The confused dead reacted on instinct, which meant they reacted violently.

Mara withdrew her hand.

She sat back on her heels and looked at the mound. The river stones she’d noted when she arrived — placed by Orren’s eldest daughter with
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