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A NOTE ON THE WORLD
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The world of The Pyremark Sagas is called Ferrath — a continent shaped over ten thousand years by the great Kin-Wars between the Five Clans of the Kindled, the ancient sentient felines who once ruled every mountain pass, every river-delta, and every shadow between the stars.

The Five Clans of the Kindled:


Ashenclaw — Rulers of the Cinderpeak Mountains. Grey-furred, ember-eyed. Masters of Runefire.

Duskmantle — Dwellers of the Deepwood. Black-coated, silver-spotted. Wielders of shadow and illusion.

Goldenthroat — Lords of the coastal Sunplains. Amber-pelted. Benders of light and sound.

Ironwhisker — Builders beneath the earth. Steel-grey, blue-eyed. Engineers of living stone.

Tideborn — Navigators of the great seas. Striped seafoam green and white. Callers of storm and current.


Key Terms:


Ember Rite — The once-per-generation ceremony in which a young Kindled bonds with their Flamemark, unlocking their clan's power.

Flamemark — A living sigil etched into the fur at birth, dormant until the Rite.

The Hollowed — Kindled stripped of their Flamemark; considered cursed, stateless, dangerous.

Runefire — Ashenclaw's ancestral magic: the ability to ignite and shape fire inscribed with intent.

The Severance — A catastrophe one hundred years prior that shattered the alliance of all Five Clans.


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE 
The Taste of Smoke
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The first thing Kael Ashenclaw tasted on the morning of his Ember Rite was smoke — and it was not the good kind.

It did not carry the rich, resinous perfume of cedarwood offerings burned at the Dawn Altar. It was sharp. Chemical. Wrong. The kind of smoke that coiled through a dream like a warning and did not dissolve when you opened your eyes.

He lay on his back in the ceremonial preparation chamber deep inside Cinderpeak, listening to the mountain breathe around him. Stone walls thick as three grown Kindled pressed close on all sides, and through a high, narrow window carved in the shape of a rising flame, a thin blade of grey dawn cut across the floor.

His Flamemark burned.

Not the pleasant warmth he had felt for eighteen years — the comfortable heat of banked coals he had grown up treating as a second heartbeat. This was a sting, an insistence, a fist clenching at the base of his skull. He pressed a paw to the spot below his left shoulder where the Flamemark sat coiled in his fur: three concentric rings of sigil-script, dormant silver-grey since birth, vibrating now with something that was almost — not quite — light.

"You feel it," said a voice from the doorway.

Kael did not sit up immediately. He had learned, early, that reacting quickly was something Ashenclaw Clan did not respect in a future leader.

"I feel something," he said.

His aunt Serath stepped fully into the room. She was old — ancient, by some reckonings — her muzzle gone white as winter ash, her amber eyes undimmed. The Flamemark on her flank was the colour of living coals: deep orange, pulsing softly, marking her as a Runefire Adept of the Third Circle. She had been his instructor since he could walk. She had never, to his recollection, smiled at him with anything resembling warmth.

She did not smile now.

"The Rite begins at sunhigh," she said. "You have four hours. Bathe. Eat nothing heavier than broth. Think of nothing at all, if you can manage it, though I suspect you cannot."

"What was that smell?"

She paused. One ear rotated backward — a tell she had never managed to suppress, not in fifty years of careful composure. "What smell?"

"Smoke. Before dawn. I thought at first it was the altars."

"It was the altars."

He looked at her.

She looked back. The ear rotated forward again.

"Go bathe, Kael," she said, and left him to the narrow morning light.

* * *
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The bathing pools were cut directly from the mountain rock and fed by an underground hot spring that smelled of iron and sulfur — a smell Kael had loved his whole life, because it smelled like home. He submerged himself to the chin and tried to do as Serath had instructed: think of nothing.

He thought of everything.

He thought of the Ember Rite itself — seven steps, seven invocations, the Flamemark heated to ignition by the Elder's touch, the moment of bonding when the sigil-script would blaze to life and the power of his bloodline would flood into him. Runefire. The Ashenclaw gift. The thing that had let his ancestors hold the Cinderpeak for ten thousand years against everything Ferrath had thrown at them.

He thought of his mother, who had not survived her own Rite.

He thought of what Serath had not said.

The smoke, before dawn. Not the altars. He was nearly certain of that. The ceremonial cedar bundles were stored in sealed clay urns until sunhigh; they had not been lit. Something else had burned before dawn. Something close.

He climbed out of the pool, shook the water from his pelt, and went to find out what.

* * *
[image: ]


The answer was in the archive wing, three levels below the great hall — or rather, the answer was the absence of the archive wing.

Where the oldest record-room had stood, carved with the lineage-names of every Ashenclaw for six generations, there was now a black-edged hole in the corridor wall, smelling of accelerant and old parchment. The fire had been precise — unnaturally so. Nothing beyond the room itself had burned. The stones were scorched to shoulder height and then simply stopped, the damage ending in a clean curved line that no natural fire would have drawn.

Runefire. Shaped. Controlled.

Kael stared at the empty black room for a long time, the scent of char filling his nose.

"You were not meant to see this."

He turned. The speaker was young — younger than him, which was saying something — a pale, smoke-grey Kindled he did not recognise, standing at the far end of the corridor with perfect stillness. No Flamemark visible. Plain grey fur. Eyes the colour of deep water.

"Who are you?" Kael said.

"My name is Venn," the stranger said, "and I burned that room. And if you want to know why, you are going to have to make a decision about what you do next."

"What decision?"

"Whether you go back upstairs, drink your broth, and pretend this corridor is as empty as they are going to tell you it is —" Venn glanced at the scorched hole in the wall, expression unreadable — "or whether you ask me what was in those records that someone needed destroyed before your Flamemark lights."

The mountain breathed around them. The smoke smell was thick as cloth.

Kael said: "What was in the records?"

Venn's water-grey eyes did not change. "Your real lineage," they said, "and the reason your mother did not survive her Rite."
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CHAPTER TWO 
The Hollowed
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There was a law in Ashenclaw Clan that predated every other law, older than the Rite itself: a Kindled found in the ceremonial quarters on the day of another's Ember Rite, without sanction, was to be detained immediately and presented to the Elder Council within the hour.

Kael did not detain Venn.

He was not sure, later, whether this was wisdom or its opposite. In the moment, it had felt simple: the stranger was half his size, clearly unarmed, and the only creature on Ferrath who had told him something true before noon on the most important morning of his life. Detaining them felt like breaking something that had not finished speaking yet.

"Walk," he said, and led them deeper into the mountain.

There were passages in Cinderpeak that were not on the official maps — tunnels wormed by water over millennia, known only to Kindled who had grown up exploring when they should have been studying lineage-scripts. Kael had found most of them by age seven, catalogued them in a private journal, and told no one. Not even Serath. Perhaps especially not Serath.

He brought Venn to a chamber the size of a small room, lit by a fissure in the rock above that admitted a pale column of morning sky. The walls were bare. The floor was cold. There was nowhere comfortable to sit.

Venn sat on the floor with complete equanimity, folding their paws in their lap.

"Talk," Kael said.

"Your mother's name was Merin of Ashenclaw. She died during her Ember Rite twenty-three years ago — that is the official record, and it is half-true. She did not die from the bonding failing. She died because the bonding succeeded, and what it revealed terrified the Elder Council enough to stop her heart."

"Flamemark bonding does not kill."

"Normal Flamemarks do not." Venn tilted their head. "Yours is not normal, Kael. I do not think you have ever been told that, but you have felt it. You have known since you were small that the heat you carry is different from what your age-mates describe. More. Deeper. With edges."

The column of pale sky above them had brightened. He had perhaps three hours until sunhigh.

"How do you know what I have felt?" he asked.

"Because I carry the same thing," Venn said, and pulled aside the fur at their neck to show the hollow in their shoulder where a Flamemark should have been — and was not.

Not absent. Removed.

The scarring was old and clean: someone had taken a hot blade to the sigil-script and excised it with surgical precision. Kael had seen Hollowing performed once, at age twelve, as part of a history lesson — a Kindled convicted of betraying clan-secrets, stripped of their power and their name in front of the assembled Elder Council. He had nightmares about it for a year.

"You are Hollowed," he said.

"I was Hollowed," Venn said, with a steadiness that sounded nothing like resignation, "when I was three years old, before
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