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Smoke curled into the twilight like a crown of ash.

Kaelin Vireya stood at the edge of the cliff, the hem of her cloak whipping around her ankles as she stared down at the ruins of Eldareth—once the heart of her family’s kingdom, now a broken skeleton of stone and silence. Ten years had passed since she’d last seen it. Ten years since fire devoured the palace and her mother’s scream vanished into the night.

She should’ve kept walking. Let the past rot.

But her brother was dying.

Behind her, the wind howled through the jagged pines. The old path to the city was still overgrown, guarded by brambles and memories she had no wish to unearth. Her fingers clenched around the obsidian pendant at her neck—one of the few things she’d taken when she ran. It pulsed faintly now, warm against her skin.

“Not yet,” she whispered.

The pendant was tied to her bloodline, a tether to her family’s magic. It had remained dormant for years, just another relic. But three nights ago, it had begun to burn. The same night she’d received the letter from Lord Halric:

Your brother is cursed. No healer can touch him. Only blood magic can save him. Yours.

The parchment had smelled like smoke.

Kaelin descended the cliff path like a ghost returning to its grave. Every step she took felt heavier, as if the land itself recognized her and recoiled. The trees whispered her name—Kaelin, Kaelin—as if they remembered the girl who’d vanished in the night, leaving behind a trail of blood and betrayal.

She reached the outer wall by moonrise.

The gates of Eldareth hung crooked on their hinges, blackened from old fire. The city within was worse—stones crumbled beneath moss and ash, and silence reigned in the streets. Once, laughter had echoed through these alleys. Kaelin remembered racing her brother through the market, stealing sugared figs from the baker's stall. Now, only rats and ghosts roamed here.

She crossed the ruins toward the tower where the royals had once lived. The upper floors were collapsed, but the base still stood, looming like a grave marker. Her boots crunched over bone and debris. No guards. No priests. Just shadows.

The room was colder than outside. And darker.

Then she saw him.

Her brother, Prince Taren, lay motionless on a stone slab, his skin a shade paler than death. A circle of ancient runes surrounded him, glowing faintly. His chest rose and fell—but barely. Kaelin rushed forward, knees hitting the floor.

“Taren,” she choked. “It’s me. I’m here.”

No response. His eyes remained shut. His hands were iced over, veins darkened like roots. This wasn’t sickness. This was sorcery.

“I wouldn’t touch him,” came a voice behind her.

Kaelin spun around, hand going to her dagger. A man leaned against the cracked doorway, half-shadowed, his arms crossed. Long black coat. Scar curling down his jaw. His eyes gleamed like wildfire—gold and strange.

“Who the hell are you?”

He stepped forward, the room seeming to shiver with his presence.

“I’m the one who can save your brother,” he said. “But we’ll have to make a deal.”

“I’m the one who can save your brother,” he said. “But we’ll have to make a deal.”

Kaelin didn’t lower her blade. “Strange way to introduce yourself.”

The man smiled, slow and crooked. “Would you have preferred I bring flowers and a crown?”

“Start with a name.”

“Daxen Thorne. Warlock. Exiled. Dangerous, depending on who you ask.” His gaze flicked to the glowing runes beneath Taren. “And the only one left in this kingdom who understands this curse.”

Kaelin narrowed her eyes. “You did this?”

“No. But I recognize the signature. This is old magic. Ancient. Fae-born.” He stepped into the room, unbothered by her blade. “It was meant to kill him slowly, feeding on his lifeforce until it devours his heart. Once it reaches the bone—he’s gone.”

She turned back to Taren. His lips were tinged blue.

“I’ll break it,” Daxen continued. “But I don’t work for free.”

“Of course not.” Her voice was hollow. “What do you want?”

“You.”

The word hung in the air like a dagger.

Kaelin’s fingers tightened around the dagger hilt. “Be more specific. Or lose your tongue.”

Daxen chuckled, unphased. “Not in that way, Princess. I want your alliance. A favor bound in magic. When the time comes, you’ll owe me one command—no matter what it is.”

Her stomach turned. “That sounds like a death wish.”

“Only if you cross me,” he said smoothly. “Think of it as... insurance. I heal your brother, and in return, you give me your word. One favor. One day.”

“Why me?” she asked. “There are nobles with gold, priests with power—why chase after a forgotten heir with nothing left to offer?”

Daxen’s eyes darkened. “Because you’re not just a forgotten heir. You’re the daughter of fire. The last living bloodline of the Vireya flame. And whether you know it or not—your magic isn’t dead.”

Kaelin flinched.

No one had spoken of her bloodline’s magic in years. After the fall of Eldareth, the Vireya flame was declared cursed—outlawed. The moment her mother died, it was as though that part of her had gone dark. She’d buried it. Smothered it.

But the pendant had burned.

She looked down at Taren again. His chest barely rose.

“Do it,” she said finally. “Save him.”

Daxen’s smile vanished. He reached into his coat and pulled out a blade—a thin dagger with a curved black edge and a hilt of bone. He drew a shallow line across his own palm, letting the blood drip onto the runes. They hissed and flared red.

“Step back,” he warned.

Kaelin did.

Daxen raised both hands and began to chant in a tongue she didn’t recognize—sharp and old. The runes flared brighter, swirling into a vortex of light and shadow. The air grew heavy. Cold. Her breath came out in puffs.

Taren’s body jerked once—then twice.

With a final word, Daxen slammed both palms onto the stone floor. The light vanished.

Silence.

Kaelin rushed forward, heart pounding.

Taren coughed.

A dry, rattling sound—but a sound nonetheless. His eyes fluttered open, glassy but alive.

“Kaelin...?” he rasped.

Tears sprang to her eyes. “I’m here. I’m here, Taren.”

Daxen leaned back against the wall, breathing hard. The scar on his face glowed faintly, like something beneath the skin had awakened.

“It’s done,” he said. “For now.”

Kaelin turned to him. “What do you mean, for now?”

“I slowed it. Unbound it from his soul. But it will return unless we find its source.” He wiped the blade clean and tucked it away. “Someone cast this curse knowing you’d come back. This wasn’t just an attempt to kill the prince. It was bait.”

Kaelin swallowed. “To draw me out.”

“Exactly.”

She helped Taren sit up, though he leaned heavily against her. “Who would want me back in Eldareth?”

Daxen’s voice was a whisper. “Someone who remembers what you are. And what you’re destined to become.”

Kaelin stared at him, the weight of ten years crashing back in a single moment.

“You knew I’d come.”

“I suspected. The fire always returns to the ashes.”

She stood, brushing dust from her cloak. “Then listen closely, warlock. I accept your deal. I’ll give you your favor. But if you betray me, I’ll gut you with your own cursed blade.”

Daxen gave a mock bow. “Deal accepted.”

And with that, the last heir of Eldareth stepped back into the shadows of her broken kingdom—unaware that the crown of ash still waited... and the moon above had already begun to crack.
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Chapter 2 – A Blade Between Us
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Kaelin hadn’t trusted anyone in years.

Not since her mother’s screams echoed through fire. Not since the blood of loyal guards painted the palace floors. And yet, here she was—riding through the crumbled outskirts of Eldareth at dawn, side by side with a warlock whose eyes looked like they’d seen the end of the world and survived it.

Daxen hadn’t spoken since they left the ruined tower. Taren was safe, hidden beneath the care of a secret healer Daxen claimed “owed him a favor.” Kaelin didn’t ask what kind of favor. She suspected it was the kind paid in blood or silence.

She rode in a stolen cloak, hood up, face half-shadowed. The streets were no longer safe—not for a Vireya, not for anyone who remembered the old blood.

“Where are we going?” she asked, finally breaking the quiet.

Daxen didn’t look at her. “To the Garden of Whispers.”

She frowned. “That place is a myth.”

“So were you, princess.”

He nudged his horse forward.

Kaelin’s grip tightened around the reins. The Garden of Whispers was a legend—a hidden ruin deep within the forest, where the fae once walked and magic still breathed. It was said voices could be heard among the vines. Voices of the past. Of truth. Of power.

“If you’re wrong—”

“I’m not.”

She glared at him. “You’re awfully confident for someone I could stab in his sleep.”

He smirked. “You wouldn’t. Not until I’ve kept your brother alive long enough for you to decide if you actually like him.”

Kaelin bit her tongue. The worst part was—he was right.

They rode in silence for another hour. The forest thickened. The sun, once golden above the trees, dimmed behind gray clouds that moved too fast. Birds grew quiet. Even the wind whispered strange things.

Kaelin’s pulse quickened.

Daxen dismounted without a word and gestured for her to follow. She slid down, boots hitting the mossy earth. The air smelled damp, ancient, like old spells had been buried here.

They walked in single file, vines brushing their shoulders. The forest here was wrong—twisted, beautiful, and wrong. Trees bent in impossible curves. Flowers bloomed in the color of moonlight. And somewhere beneath it all, Kaelin swore she heard whispers.

“This place is cursed,” she muttered.

“No,” Daxen said softly. “It’s sacred.”

They reached a clearing.

At its center stood a crumbling stone arch covered in ivy. Carvings lined its edges—symbols Kaelin hadn’t seen in a decade, not since her mother used to trace them into the air before casting spells in the nursery. The language of the Vireya line. Of fire-born queens and flame-bound prophecy.

Kaelin stepped forward, hand trembling.

“What is this?” she whispered.

Daxen looked at her. “Your birthright.”

And then he stabbed her.

The blade went clean between her ribs.

Kaelin gasped, stumbling backward as white-hot pain lanced through her chest. She hit the ground
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