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Chapter 1: The Morning of the Sinless Blade
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"Every sword swing is a prayer. Every drop of sweat, a psalm. And when I smile, it is because the light has already won."  

— Rirnelfie, on the eve of her departure

––––––––
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THE SUN, WHAT LITTLE of it remained, crowned the sky with a ring of ghostly silver. Below, on the highest balcony of the Goldenburg, a demigod was laughing.

Rirnelfie of House Goldenburg finished her five hundredth one-armed push-up and sprang to her feet with the ease of a rising dawn. Sweat traced rivulets down her back, and her long golden ponytail swayed as she shook out her limbs. The balcony, carved from solid starlight-stone, bore the faint indentations of a decade's worth of such routines.

"Five hundred with the left, five hundred with the right," she announced to no one in particular, her voice bright as temple bells. "Now squats! Two thousand, with the boulder this time."

The "boulder" was a chunk of obsidian the size of a pony, which she hoisted above her head as though it were a wicker basket. Her squats were deep, measured, and accompanied by a cheerful recitation.

"To defend the weak. To honour the dawn. To shatter despair with a single clean blow. To..." she paused, scrunching her nose, "...to always, always do an extra set when you think you're done."

A soft, prismatic shimmer disturbed the air beside her. Anehta, Goddess of Light and Creation, materialized in her customary form—a fairy no larger than a chalice, her wings unfolding like cathedral windows. Her expression was, as ever, profoundly solemn. She watched Rirnelfie squat for a full minute before speaking.

"You are of age now, child."

Rirnelfie dropped the boulder, which cracked the balcony. "Oh! Forgive me, Mother Anehta. The stone— I'll repair it." She bowed deeply, one hand clasped to her chest where an emblem of the sun rested over her heart.

"The stone is irrelevant." Anehta's voice was the chime of a distant star. "The world is ending, and your morning exercises, however admirable, must now become a march."

Rirnelfie straightened. Her sapphire eyes, alight with perpetual hope, met the goddess' ancient gaze. She didn't need the details; she had been raised on them. The seven Vampire Lords, the shattered Round Table, the eternal twilight that choked the lands. Still, she listened, because Anehta's every word was a pearl.

"The Dread Lords stir," Anehta continued, "Mordrain of the Charnel Sea has sent a tide of black salt to swallow the coastal villages. The others watch. They know the prophecy. They know you have come of age." A tiny, sorrowful light pulsed in the fairy's palm. "The time to forge the Pale Grail has begun."

Rirnelfie's smile didn't waver. It deepened. It grew fierce and gentle all at once, the way a mother smiles at a frightened child. "I've been waiting," she said. "Tell me where to walk, and I will run."

Anehta extended her hand. From the air itself, two radiant shapes coalesced. The first was a longsword of captured sunlight, its blade humming with the memory of every dawn that had ever broken. The second was a kite shield of deep crystalline silence, its surface so perfectly still that looking into it felt like falling into a peaceful sleep. Rapture and Silence. They had hung in the Goldenburg's sanctum for two centuries, waiting for their wielder to be ready.

"They are yours," Anehta said. "You are sinless, Rirnelfie. That is not a boast; it is a foundation. You must carry that purity into the heart of every shadow. Mordrain's betrayal, Gwynefere's grieving possessiveness, even Arthur's despair—these cannot stain you. You are the blade that severs their crimson fates. Do you understand?"

Rirnelfie received the weapons. Rapture's hilt warmed her palm like a held hand. Silence strapped to her forearm with the finality of a vow. "I understand. I am not merely to defeat them. I am to free them. Their purified ichor will become the Grail's substance, and through me, existence will finally have its gentle heart."

The solemn fairy nodded. A single tear, prismatic and full of galaxies, slipped down her cheek. "You were my best creation," Anehta whispered. "Go now. Sister Viviane awaits at the threshold."

––––––––
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THE FAREWELL AT THE gates of the Goldenburg was brief. Sister Viviane, a woman whose face was both youthful and impossibly old, pressed a small cloth-wrapped bundle into Rirnelfie's hands.

"The chalice-mold," Viviane said, her voice like water over stones. "It is empty, fragile, and utterly ordinary. Keep it safe. Only when the seven Ichor Seeds fill it will it become the Pale Grail. Until then, it is just a cup. Do not let its simplicity fool you into thinking the quest is small."

Rirnelfie tucked the bundle into the satchel at her hip. "I'll guard it with my life," she promised.

"I know," Viviane said. And because she was once the Lady of the Lake, she added, "I have seen the shore where your journey ends. It is a good shore. Now go, before I become too fond of your face."

Rirnelfie laughed, hugged the ancient nun fiercely enough to lift her off the ground, and then turned toward the misty road that descended into the lands of perpetual dusk. Her armour gleamed. Her shield hung quiet. Her sword was a line of promised sunrise.

Behind her, the Goldenburg's spires faded into sanctified cloud. Before her lay the world.
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FOR THREE DAYS, SHE walked. The road was broken, the sky a bruised canvas of plum and umber. Forests of silver-barked trees whispered ancient lamentations. Yet Rirnelfie's step never slowed, and her humming—a cheerful tune she'd made up about sword stances—brightened the gloom. Small flowers, starved for light, sometimes bloomed where her shadow passed.

On the morning of the fourth day, she heard a scream.

She ran.

In a clearing of blackened grass, a boy of perhaps twelve summers swung a stick at a nightmare. The creature was a wolf made of solid shadow, its eyes pits of red malice. Three more circled the tree the boy had scrambled up. The stick was a pitiful weapon, but the boy's face, tear-streaked and trembling, was set with a desperate, hopeless courage.

Rirnelfie arrived not with a battle cry but with a gentle, chiding sound. "Ah, poor things. You're so lost."

The wolves turned. Their red eyes fixed on her. One lunged.

Silence intercepted it. The shield made no sound as the beast's fangs met crystal, and the impact simply... ceased. The shadow wolf dissolved into wisps, undone by the absolute negation of its malice. Rapture, in her other hand, hummed a single note. The remaining wolves hesitated, whimpered, and then fled into the deeper dark, their master's corruption temporarily eclipsed by the Sinless Aura.

The boy stared down from the tree. His mouth opened and closed. "You— you're a knight," he managed. "A real knight."

Rirnelfie sheathed Rapture across her back—it had no scabbard, it simply adhered to a magnetic clasp of light—and raised her arms. "Jump down. I'll catch you."

He did, and she caught him as if he weighed no more than a feather. He was skinny, freckled, and wearing a tunic that had been mended twelve times too many.

"I'm Perceval," he said, before she could ask. "I was going to find a knight and become their squire. The village elders said I was mad. They said the knights are all dead or monsters." He swallowed. "But you're not a monster."

Rirnelfie set him down, ruffled his hair, and beamed. "I'm Rirnelfie. I'm a paladin. And I happen to need a squire. Do you know how to polish armour?"

Perceval's eyes became saucers. "Yes! I mean, no. But I can learn! I'm strong! I can carry things! I can—" He tripped over his own foot and fell face-first into the grass.

Rirnelfie laughed, a sound so warm the blackened grass began to blush with faint green. She helped him up. "Strength is better shared," she said, echoing a proverb of the Goldenburg. "But you must promise me one thing."

"Anything!"

"When the darkness seems absolute, and my shield is not enough, and my sword is far away, you must believe. In me, in the dawn, in whatever silly hope you can muster. Can you do that?"

Perceval balled his fists, tears still drying on his cheeks. "I've been believing in knights my whole life. I can believe in you."

"Then you are my squire." She drew Rapture just enough to let a beam of pure sunlight catch the blade, then touched it gently to each of his shoulders, mimicking the old rites. "Arise, Perceval the Page. Your first task: tell me where the nearest village is. I'm hungry, and I suspect you know the best place for bread."

Perceval laughed, a shaky, joyful thing. "The village is half a day's walk that way. But... but it's near the Charnel Sea. The black water's been rising. People are scared."

Rirnelfie's smile softened. She looked toward the horizon, where the sky grew darker still, and the air tasted of salt and sorrow. Somewhere out there, Lord Mordrain, once a knight of glorious Camelot, now a giant of black coral and twisted honour, waited. His Crimson Fate coiled around the sea like a serpent of endless night.

"Then we'll go there," she said, "and we'll give them something else to feel."

She took his hand, and they walked. A demigod paladin on a quest to slay the unslayable and forge the throne of existence. And a mortal boy with a stitched tunic and a heart full of newly lit fire.

Behind them, invisible, Anehta watched. And for the first time in centuries, the solemn fairy almost—almost—smiled.
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Chapter 2: The Black Salt Tide
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The village of Caer Saltmere had once been a jewel of the coast, its harbour brimming with white-sailed fishing boats, its streets fragrant with sea rosemary and fresh bread. Now, as Rirnelfie and Perceval crested the final ridge, the view that greeted them was a wound.

The black salt had come.

It crept up the shoreline in crusted, venomous layers, killing the water's edge into a brittle crust that crunched like bones. The boats lay overturned, hulls splintered, sails stiffened into ash-grey shrouds. The village itself still stood, but barely. Barricades of driftwood and broken furniture lined the main road, and the faint glow of candlelight flickered behind shuttered windows. The air tasted of iron and abandonment.

Perceval stopped walking. His freckled face, so bright with newfound purpose moments ago, crumpled. "It's... it's gotten worse since I left. The tide was only at the docks then."

Rirnelfie placed a gauntleted hand on his shoulder, her touch impossibly gentle for someone who could crush stone. "Then we've arrived just in time. Come. Let's find the people who need us."

They descended into the village. As they passed the first barricade, a voice, cracked and terrified, called out from a boarded window.

"Turn back, strangers! The sea takes all now. Lord Mordrain's tide rises with the moon, and when it peaks, it will swallow every soul here. Save yourselves."

Rirnelfie halted. She drew Rapture and held it high, not as a threat, but as a beacon. The blade ignited with soft, golden luminescence, pushing back the oppressive dusk. "I am Rirnelfie of House Goldenburg, paladin of Anehta. I've come to break the tide. Please, tell me where your elders gather. I would speak with them."

A long silence. Then, the scrape of a bar being lifted. The door creaked open to reveal an old woman, bent and weary, with eyes that had seen too many dawns fail. She wore a shawl patterned with faded fish-scale embroidery—the mark of a fisherman's wife.

"A paladin," she breathed, staring at Rapture's glow. "I thought your kind were all dead. Or... changed." She glanced nervously toward the sea.

"The changed ones are exactly why I'm here," Rirnelfie said, sheathing her sword and offering a bow, hand over heart. "May we enter? My squire and I have walked far, and we'd be grateful for news—and a chance to help."

The woman's name was Mera. She led them to the village's central longhouse, a sturdy stone building now serving as a refuge for the sick and elderly. Along the way, Rirnelfie's presence began to work its subtle magic. The Sinless Aura did not force cheer; it simply reminded those nearby that hope was not yet extinct. Children peeked from behind their mothers' skirts. A young man, clutching a fishing spear like a talisman, straightened his spine as she passed.

Inside the longhouse, a council of exhausted villagers gathered around a flickering hearth. They spoke of the tide, of Lord Mordrain, and of the monster that served as his herald—a colossal crustacean of black salt and spite called the Tide-Wraith, which emerged each night to drag the unwary into the deep.

"He doesn't just want to drown us," Mera said, wringing her hands. "He wants us to despair. Every night, the Tide-Wraith crawls ashore and screams with the voices of our lost loved ones. My own husband's voice... I heard it last night, begging me to join him in the sea."

Perceval shuddered, but Rirnelfie's expression remained calm, sorrowful, and fiercely determined. "Lord Mordrain was once Sir Mordrain of the Round Table, a knight who valued loyalty above all else. His fall twisted that virtue into a hatred of all bonds. He seeks to sever every connection—between loved ones, between life and hope. The voices are a lie, Mera. Your husband's true voice is beyond his reach, waiting in the light. I will silence the lie."

"And how," a burly fisherman demanded, "do you plan to fight a tide, girl? Even a paladin can't cut the sea."

Rirnelfie smiled, and the hearth-fire seemed to leap in response. "I don't need to cut the sea. I need to cut the sorrow that feeds it. The black tide is not water; it's Mordrain's Crimson Fate made manifest. Sever the source, and the tide will recede." She turned to Perceval. "Squire, what is the first duty of a knight facing a foe they cannot simply out-bash?"

Perceval blinked, then straightened, reciting words she'd taught him on the road. "To... to understand the foe's nature, and find the chink in their armour!"

"Exactly. So tonight, we don't fight the tide. We fight the Tide-Wraith. We show the village that Mordrain's horrors can bleed. Then, come morning, I'll walk into the Charnel Sea itself and face the lord."

The council murmured. It was reckless. It was insane. But Rirnelfie's eyes held the certainty of a rising sun, and against all reason, they believed.
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NIGHT FELL, AND WITH it came the tide. A low, hissing roar grew from the shoreline, and the black salt began to advance like a living thing, cracking the earth, oozing over cobblestones. The villagers huddled in the longhouse. Rirnelfie stood alone at the village's edge, Silence raised, Rapture humming in her grip. Perceval, despite her orders to stay back, crouched behind a barrel with a sling and a pouch of blessed pebbles Anehta had tucked into his satchel.

The sea bulged. From the ink-black waves, a shape heaved itself onto the shore. The Tide-Wraith was a nightmare of crustacean architecture: a twisted lobster-thing the size of a cottage, its shell formed from compacted black salt and barnacles of frozen screams. Its eyes were twin whirlpools of crimson light. As it emerged, a keening wail split the air—a chorus of stolen voices, layered with longing and despair.

"Rirnelfie..." the voices cooed, shaping her name with hideous tenderness. "Join us... even the sinless can rest... lay down your blade..."

Rirnelfie did not flinch. She raised Silence, and the shield's absolute quiet drank the sound, leaving only the creature's physical bulk. "I will rest when every soul in this village can rest unafraid," she declared. "By Silence, I will not be moved from this spot. By Rapture, I will sever your lies."

The Tide-Wraith lunged. A claw like a ship's anchor crashed down, and Rirnelfie met it with Silence. The impact should have sent shockwaves; instead, it was swallowed. The claw simply stopped, as if time had frozen at the shield's face. And then Rapture flashed.

She moved in a blur of Solar Stance—First Form: Dawn's First Gleam—a rising diagonal slash that carved a line of golden fire through the claw, severing it at the joint. The severed limb dissolved into foul steam, and the Tide-Wraith screamed in its true voice, a gurgling roar of salt and fury.

Perceval, seeing his chance, slung a blessed pebble into the creature's swirling eye. It burst with a pop of holy light, staggering the beast. "I believed I could hit it, and I did!" he shouted, nearly dropping his sling in shock.

Rirnelfie laughed, even as she sidestepped a thrashing tail. "Good shot, Perceval! Keep believing!" She pressed her advantage, leaping onto the creature's back, Rapture blazing. "Second Form: Noonday Judgement!" A vertical plunge, straight down into the core of the Tide-Wraith's shell. The blade sank deep, and the creature convulsed as light erupted from within, cracking the black salt from the inside out. The chorus of stolen voices
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