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The Day the Cradle Burned

The first thing Riven Ash ever burned was his own cradle.

He had been only seven days old, wrapped in a blue wool blanket that smelled of milk, smoke, and the mountain rain of Ashmere. His mother, Mira, had placed him beside the kitchen hearth while she kneaded bread. His father, Orlan, had been outside repairing the sheep gate, whistling a tune so old no one in the village remembered its words.

The cottage was small, but it was warm. Herbs hung from the rafters. Copper pans glowed above the stove. Snow pressed its pale face to the window glass, watching the baby sleep.

Then the cradle began to steam.

At first, Mira thought she had imagined it. The room had been full of hearth heat, after all. Flour dust floated in the air. The kettle hissed. The fire spat softly in its bricks. But then the blue blanket curled at the edges, blackening. A ribbon of smoke rose from the cradle’s woven side.

Mira dropped the bread dough.

“Riven?”

The baby opened his eyes.

They were not the color of fire. That would have been simple. That would have made sense in a world where simple things were often untrue.

His eyes were gray, like cooled ash after a storm.

The cradle burst into flame.

Mira screamed, but she did not run. She plunged her bare hands through fire and lifted her son from the burning basket, pressing him to her chest. The flames climbed her sleeves, hungry and bright. Still, she held him.

Orlan crashed through the door a heartbeat later and smothered the fire with his coat.

Riven did not cry.

That, the village later decided, was the worst part.

Not the cradle.

Not the burns on Mira’s hands.

Not the strange black mark that appeared on the cottage floor, a perfect circle with three jagged lines through it.

The worst part was that the baby watched the flames with a solemn, almost thoughtful expression, as if he had called them by accident and was trying to understand why they had answered.

For twelve years afterward, the people of Ashmere told the story quietly.

They told it at wells and winter markets. They told it over card games when the wind rattled the shutters. They told it to children who wandered too close to the Ash cottage.

That boy is touched by ruin.

That boy has fire under his skin.

That boy will do something terrible.

Mira heard the whispers and pretended not to. Orlan heard them and mended more fences than any man needed mending. Riven heard them and learned to walk with his hands tucked deep inside his coat pockets, as though fingers alone could be guilty.

By the time he was twelve, he had burned thirteen things without meaning to.

A curtain.

A spelling book.

A wooden spoon.

A patch of grass.

A bully’s sleeve.

His own birthday cake.

Never a person. Never on purpose.

But in Edrion, accidents were not always allowed to remain accidents.

Not when a child turned twelve.

Not when the Prophecy Bell rang.

Not when the future came to put a name on you.

PART ONE: THE NAME OF A FUTURE

​
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The Testing Hall

On the morning of his twelfth testing, Riven Ash woke to the smell of burnt toast.

He lay still beneath his patched quilt, staring at the slanted ceiling of his attic room. A thin line of dawn cut through the curtains. Dust drifted in it like tiny spirits too tired to haunt properly.

Downstairs, his mother swore softly.

Riven closed his eyes.

“Not me,” he whispered.

It had become a habit. Not me. Not my fault. Not this time.

He waited for the familiar shout; Riven! but it did not come. Instead, he heard Mira scrape the toast into the ash bucket and laugh, a little too brightly.

“Breakfast is only mostly ruined,” she called.

Riven sat up.

His school shirt hung from the chair beside his bed. It had been washed three times until the collar frayed. His mother had sewn his initials inside it with blue thread. R.A. She had done it for every shirt he owned, as though the world might forget he belonged to himself.

He dressed slowly. His fingers trembled when he buttoned the cuffs.

Today every twelve-year-old in Ashmere would go to the village hall. Today the traveling Oracles would arrive in their silver carriage, carrying the brass instruments and black mirrors used to read children’s futures. Today the bell would name what each child was likely to become.

Most children would receive ordinary futures.

Miller.

Midwife.

Scholar.

Carpenter.

Soldier.

Some would receive noble futures, and their parents would cry with pride.

Healer of Fever Houses.

Captain of the East Watch.

Magister of Rivers.

But once in a while, the Oracle spoke a darker word.

Traitor.

Tyrant.

Murderer.

Destroyer.

Those children were taken away before sunset.

Blackthorn Academy, people said, was where they went. A school hidden somewhere beyond the northern moors. A place with iron gates and teachers who could see lies before they were spoken. A place that taught dangerous children to be safe.

No child from Ashmere had been sent there in twenty-seven years.

Riven knew this because the adults said it as if hoping repetition could keep fate polite.

Downstairs, his father was sitting at the kitchen table with both hands wrapped around a mug of tea. Orlan Ash was a broad man with kind eyes and a beard that grew unevenly because a sheep had once bitten his chin. He looked up when Riven entered.

“There he is,” Orlan said. “The condemned man arrives.”

Mira shot him a look.

Orlan blinked. “I meant condemned to eat your mother’s toast.”

Mira threw a dishcloth at him.

Riven tried to smile, but his mouth felt borrowed.

His mother placed a plate before him: eggs, potatoes, and two black triangles of toast scraped nearly clean.

“Eat,” she said.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eat anyway.”

“Mother—”

“Riven.”

He ate.

Outside, Ashmere was waking. Doors opened. Chickens complained. Carts rolled over frozen mud. Somewhere, a younger child was crying because he wanted to be tested too. Somewhere else, a mother was crying because her daughter was.

The Prophecy Bell stood in the center of the village square, taller than any house. It was made of dark metal that never rusted and never warmed in sunlight. The first king of Edrion had ordered one placed in every town, village, school, garrison, and city ward. The bells were said to ring only when a future was ready to be spoken.

Riven had hated that bell since he was old enough to hate things.

At breakfast, his parents talked about weather.

Orlan said the snow might return by afternoon.

Mira said the goats had been restless.

Riven said nothing.

When he finally pushed his plate away, his father reached across the table and took his hand.

“Listen to me,” Orlan said. “Whatever happens today, you are our son before you are anything else.”

Riven swallowed. “What if the Oracle says something bad?”

Mira turned from the sink. Her burned hands, old scars silvering the knuckles, gripped the edge of the counter.

“Then the Oracle will be wrong,” she said.

In Edrion, saying that was almost treason.

Riven loved her for saying it anyway.



The village hall had never looked so large.

All twelve-year-olds sat in rows beneath the painted beams while parents crowded the walls. The mayor stood near the stage in his ceremonial sash, sweating despite the cold. Three Oracles arranged their instruments beneath the Prophecy Bell’s hanging rope.

They did not look magical.

That disappointed Riven.

The eldest Oracle was a narrow woman with white hair braided to her waist. The second was a man with spectacles that kept sliding down his nose. The third looked barely older than twenty and had ink stains on her fingers.

On a table before them lay the tools of testing: a bowl of still water, a candle that burned blue, seven glass needles, a book bound in black leather, and a mirror no larger than a dinner plate.

Riven sat between Jory Pike, who smelled of onions, and Marn Bellweather, who kept whispering prayers into her sleeve.

“I hope I’m a ship captain,” Jory said.

“Ashmere is six days from the sea,” Riven said.

“That’s why it would be exciting.”

Marn leaned forward. “I want healer. Or singer. Or royal pastry chef.”

“That’s not a prophecy,” Jory said. “That’s lunch.”

Riven almost laughed.

Then the bell rang once.

The hall fell silent.

The eldest Oracle opened the black book.

“By law of the Seven Kingdoms,” she said, “by witness of crown, council, and bell, all children aged twelve shall be tested for probable life-path, social risk, magical inclination, and moral fracture.”

Moral fracture.

Riven had heard the phrase before. Adults used it the way they used plague or wolves.

The Oracle continued. “A prophecy is not punishment. A prophecy is prevention. To name a dangerous future is to protect the child from it and the world from them.”

The young Oracle with ink-stained fingers looked down as those words were
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