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Chapter 1: Ash on the Standard
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The banners still burned long after the screaming stopped.

They fluttered in the heat above the village square, blackened cloth that had once been the green and gold of Albrath’s royal stag. Now they were ragged tongues of soot, licking at a sky jaundiced with smoke. Embers spiraled up, chased by a carrion wind. Somewhere timbers crashed inward with a hollow boom, and a flock of crows rose all at once from the fields, startled and giddy, as if the slaughter beneath them were only another harvest.

Sir Caelan Morren knelt amid it, armor streaked with ash and other people’s blood, his bare head bowed under a weight no steel had ever matched.

The stink was the worst. Burnt wool and thatch, pig fat, hair. Beneath it all, a sweeter, heavier rot that turned his stomach—the smell he had left behind on distant battlefields and sworn would never drift over these cottages, these lanes where he had learned to walk.

He could still name every house that now lay in cinders.

There, the low stone-walled hut with the crooked doorframe his father had mended three times. There, the Miller’s place, whitewashed each spring. The lean-to where Aunt Elira kept her goat. The space that had been his sister Maeva’s home was a black pit, collapsed. The tiny window where his nieces once waved wooden swords at him was a mouth rimed with charcoal, teeth of shattered glass.

He had ridden in yesterday under his order’s banner, scarlet and gold of the Radiant Flame snapping bright above polished helms. The children had run out to see, because knights were stories to them. Because Caelan was one of their own, the peasant boy raised on merit and ferocity to sit a destrier among nobles.

He had thought—fool—that this meant he could protect them.

“Sir.” A voice at his shoulder, wary. The clink of chain. The scrape of boots through damp ash. “We should move you.”

Caelan did not look up. His gauntleted hand shook as he reached for what lay in front of him.

She was not intact enough to be recognized at a glance, not like in the heroic paintings where the fallen sleep bloodless on unrumpled cloaks. Her dress was charred to her skin, flute-patterned blue replaced by cracked black. Her hand—small, familiar—was fused to the frame of the doorway where she had tried to shield whoever had been behind her. The gold ring in her burned fingers, the iron nail she had once bent with her teeth, these he knew.

“Maeva,” he croaked.

Someone shifted behind him, boots grinding bones he did not want to identify. “Sir Caelan, we have our orders. The justiciar—”

“Be quiet,” he said.

He pried her hand loose. It came away with a wet, tearing sound. He flinched as if struck, swallowed bile, and set her fingers, with their proud ring, gently on the cloak he’d spread. He had no shroud finer to give her than the Order’s scarlet.

You swore, he thought, not sure whether he accused himself, the king, the Flame, or the gleaming-faced commanders who had stood on that rise and watched this place drown in fire.

You swore this would not touch them.

He had argued. By every sainted ember, he had argued.

“The reports say rebel banners were seen in these parts,” Lord Commander Halvern had told him that morning, his tone crisp as drawn steel. Behind his gray beard, his mouth had been thin with impatience. “Your kin or not, the village harbors sedition. The king demands an example.”

“They are farmers,” Caelan said. “They pay their tithe. Search the place if you must, strip it to its barns, but give me an hour. Give me time to talk to them. To bring out whoever—”

“The peasants in borderlands play both sides.” Halvern’s eyes slid past Caelan toward the thatched roofs and the pale threads of smoke from cookfires. “We have witnesses, signed under oath before the Church. The Radiant Flame’s priests confirmed unrest.”

“Witnesses who want their neighbor’s field,” Caelan snapped before he could cage his tongue. “Or their daughter.” He reined himself in, lowered his voice. “My lord, I know these people. Let me go alone. No armor, no banner. They’ll listen. If there’s a rebel among them, I’ll bring him to you myself. If we burn this town, we light torches for the Emberbrand.”

Halvern’s brows knotted. “Mind your words.”

“The Concord holds, my lord,” Caelan pressed. “The elves watch us. We are not butchers.”

Halvern’s gaze flicked to the tree line in the distance where the Elven Woodland stood like a dark wall. “The elves do not rule us. The Sacred Flame guards our sovereignty as much as theirs. It is dimmed of late; we do ill to show weakness.”

“I’m asking for an hour.”

Halvern considered him too long. Men shifted, the horses snorted. The priests of the Radiant Flame in their white and gold cassocks stood a little apart, lips moving in tight prayers, hands on their staff-icons. Beyond them, the village carried on in summer ignorance; a woman stepped out to shake a rug, a child chased a chicken, someone laughed.

“Half an hour,” Halvern said finally, reluctantly. “You are popular with them, Morren. Use that. Bring out anyone spreading sedition. But if we see resistance, if so much as a pitchfork is raised—this place burns. Do you understand me? No second guessing.”

Caelan had understood. Or thought he did.

He dismounted, left sword and helm behind, walked down into the village alone. Children ran to him, calling his name. Maeva came out with her shawl half on, watering-jar in hand, eyes widening when she saw the armored ranks on the hill. He remembered the shadow crossing her face when he explained, halting, that there had been whispers—just whispers—that Emberbrand rebels had passed through.

“Whispers from who?” she demanded. “Some lordling wants our barley, that’s who. Cael, you cannot let them—”

“I won’t,” he said, and for a moment he believed it.

He went door to door, speaking to faces he’d known since boyhood. None confessed to harboring rebels. None had Emberbrand sigils. Resistance was there, yes, but it was the wordless resentment of people tired of tithes and hungry through bad winters; it was not enough, to him, to justify blood.

He found three strangers holed up in the old granary, casks stacked around them: two men and a woman with rough leather jerkins and travel-stained cloaks. They had no Emberbrand brands, but their swords were sharp, their eyes harder than any farmer’s.

“We’re only passing through,” one said. “No trouble meant.”

“You’re carrying more steel than grain,” Caelan replied. “You’ll come with me.”

They refused until he leveled his hand spear and gave them a choice between chains and death. They chose chains, glowering, and he marched them up the slope.

“These three,” he told Halvern. “Question them. They’re no villagers. Let the rest go about their lives.”

The Lord Commander studied the captives, displeased. “We were promised a nest, not three fieldmice.”

“Because someone lied,” Caelan said. “My lord, we have them. That’s your example. Burning the village now is cruelty.”

“The order stands.” Halvern did not meet his eyes. He turned to the bannerman. “Signal.”

It happened faster than Caelan could get another protest past his teeth. The horn blew. Torches were lowered to dry thatch. Archers lofted fire-arrows.

Caelan shouted, sprinted, seized a torch from a soldier’s hand. “Stand down! There are children—”

“Morren!” Halvern’s roar cut like a whip. “You will obey!”

He did not.

He flung the torch into the dirt, knocked another from a startled boy’s grip, turned and shoved the archer’s arm just as the man loosed so the arrow flew wide, hissing into empty sky. For a heartbeat he stood between his order and his home, breath ragged, aware of every gaze.

“I said no,” Caelan growled.

Silence. The priests stiffened. Behind him, the prisoners laughed bitterly.

Halvern’s face mottled. “You forget yourself.”

“You forget your vows,” Caelan shot back. “We are sworn to the king, but also to the Flame, and the Flame’s doctrine forbids slaughter of innocents. These are my kin. Let me—”

“They shelter enemies,” Halvern said coldly. “Their innocence is in doubt. Stand aside, or be counted among them.”

The world narrowed. Caelan felt it, like a noose. His gauntlet clenched at his side.

If he drew his blade now, if he struck down his own commander, the king would call him traitor. The Order would become hunters. The Church would name him heretic. And this village would burn anyway, because no army turned aside at the resistance of one man.

He saw Maeva at the edge of the lane, staring up at the line of soldiers, at him. Her knuckles white around the handle of the watering-jar. Her daughters peeking from behind her skirts.

“Cael?” she called.

“Stand aside,” Halvern said again, low and dangerous.

Caelan swallowed. His throat felt scraped raw. “Give me time to move them out,” he begged. “Evacuate. Then, if you must make your damned example, burn empty houses. Please.”

“We have delayed enough,” Halvern said. “You have delayed enough. Knights!” His voice snapped like fire catching tinder. “Advance. If Sir Morren obstructs you, he is under censure.”

They moved. Caelan stepped in front of the nearest rank, hand up. A shaft thudded into the soil at his foot, a deliberate near-miss. The second was less deliberate. It clipped his pauldron hard enough to spin him.

He realized then that if he stayed, he would die under his brothers’ arrows and nothing would change.

So he did what he would regret for the rest of his life.

He stepped aside.

Not willingly. Not gladly. A half-stagger, half-yield, hand still raised, mouth still shaping protest. But he did not draw on them. He did not strike Halvern from his horse. He did not become the traitor he would be called anyway.

The first thatch took flame. Voices rose.

Now, kneeling in the ruins, those moments repeated, skewed, in his skull: a loop of what ifs. What if he’d refused harder? What if he’d run to his sister, thrown her children onto horses, carried them into the trees? What if he’d let them call him rebel and cut him down, if that might have slowed the killing?

You stepped aside, the crows in his head said, cawing. You left them.

“Sir,” the voice behind him urged again. Jestan, one of the younger knights, his tone not unkind. “The justiciar is convened at the chapel. The Lord Commander ordered you present.”

“Of course he did,” Caelan murmured.

He wrapped Maeva’s hand in the scarlet cloak, tied it gently, placed the bundle where the grave would be dug when anyone cared enough to dig. He touched his forehead with ashy fingers in a motion that might once have been a blessing.

When he stood, his knees popped. The weight of breastplate and mail, of char, of guilt. He was not old, barely thirty, but he felt ancient.

As he walked through the village’s corpse, survivors watched him.

They crouched in clusters on the fringes where the fire hadn’t fully taken, under the eyes of soldiers told to let them live so there would be witnesses to the king’s justice. Burned hands clutched scorched blankets. A boy with soot-smeared cheeks hugged a chicken to his chest, the bird’s feathers singed. An old man muttered curses. A woman whose hair had burnt away sobbed in hiccups.

One figure stepped into his path. A mother—gods, he knew her, Liria from the east end, whose baby had been born the spring before he’d last visited. The baby was nowhere.

Her eyes were red pits. Blisters ringed her throat. She planted herself in front of his steel boots like a sapling against a storm.

“Knight,” she rasped.

“Liria,” he said hoarsely. “I tried to stop—”

She spat. It landed dark and wet on his greave, sliding down through ash.

“You came with the fire,” she hissed. “We saw your banner. We heard you shouting up there. Then the arrows.” Her voice cracked. “My Ana was in her cradle.”

He swallowed glass. “I went to Halvern. I argued. I—”

“You did not burn,” she whispered. “My man is a black pile in that house. My Ana is—” Her breath hitched. She lifted a hand that shook and jabbed a finger at his chest, at the golden emblem of the Radiant Flame on crimson surcoat. “Your Flame took them. Your king’s knight stood and watched. Knight of cinders. Knight of ash.”

He flinched harder than any blade had ever made him.

Jestan, hovering, shifted awkwardly. “Woman, mind your tongue. Sir Caelan—”

“Leave it,” Caelan said. Liria’s finger was still pressed above his heart, her face inches from his. He smelled blood and smoke on her breath. “She has earned her words.”

“Earned more than words,” the old man muttered from the ground.

Caelan wanted to lay down his sword at her feet. He wanted to take off his surcoat, his armor, his skin. “If I could trade my life for theirs,” he said quietly, not sure if he was lying, “I would.”

Liria’s gaze flicked up and down him, unreadable. The next words came out as a cracked curse. “Too little. Too late.”

She stepped aside. Not as one who forgives. As one who has decided he is not worth spitting on again.

He walked past, feeling her verdict like brands on his shoulders.

The chapel squatted on the northern edge of the village, stone walls blackened by stray sparks that hadn’t caught. Its wooden doors were open, the interior dim and thick with incense hastily burned to mask the stench outside. The icon of the Radiant Flame above the altar glowed gold and red in the filtered light, painted fire licking up from a silver basin.

Three priests in their white-and-gold vestments lingered near the front, conferring in low tones with Lord Commander Halvern and a narrow-faced man in dark robes: the royal justiciar, with parchment and seal-case at his belt.

When Caelan stepped inside, heads turned. Conversations faltered. The space felt suddenly small.

“Sir Caelan Morren,” the justiciar intoned. “Kneel.”

Caelan’s jaw clenched. His shoulders were gritty with ash; dried blood cracked on his knuckles as he slowly went to one knee on the stone floor. He set his sword laid flat before him, hilt toward the altar, an old gesture of humility drilled into him when he first came up from the peasant levies.

Halvern watched from the side, arms folded. His expression gave nothing.

The senior priest, Father Merent, lifted his chin. He had been the one whose blessings sent Caelan south to fight raiders, whose hand had pressed oil on his brow when he took his oath. Now his gray eyes were veiled.

“In the eyes of the Radiant Flame,” Merent said, “in the presence of your commander and your king’s law, you must answer to the charges brought against you.”

“What charges,” Caelan asked, “are those.”

The justiciar unrolled a parchment. “Dereliction of duty. Open insubordination. Acts tending toward mutiny in the face of an operation ordered by crown writ. By your hesitation and obstruction, you nearly enabled rebel elements to escape rightful justice, endangered your brothers, and sowed confusion among the ranks.”

Caelan laughed. The sound was hollow. It bounced off stone and incense.

“I tried to prevent you from butchering farmers,” he said.

“You intervened in a lawful execution of royal command,” the justiciar replied, unruffled. “Witnesses attest you struck at the bow of a fellow knight, shouted defiance, and delayed the signal. You do not deny this?”

“I do not,” Caelan said. Heat flared, but it was a tired heat, banked coals. “I deny that what you ordered was lawful, or just. There were three actual suspects. You have them in chains. The rest—”

“The rest sheltered those who would shatter the king’s peace,” said one of the younger priests sharply. “The Emberbrand spreads. Their blasphemies against the Sacred Flame, their calls to abandon the Concord with the elves—”

Caelan’s head snapped up. “None of them cried Emberbrand slogans. None wore its mark.”

“They might have,” the man said. “We cannot tolerate seeds of rebellion on the border. The Flame’s light dims already.”

Father Merent laid a restraining hand on the younger priest’s sleeve. He regarded Caelan with something like pain. “My son, the world burns at its edges. The sacred Concord with the elves frays as their council grows distant. The Sacred Flame of Lyrinthar no longer gleams in our dawn skies as it did. You know this. The crown and the Church must show resolve, or both peoples drift toward war. We cannot afford... softness.”

“So to prove we are righteous,” Caelan said slowly, “we torch the innocent.”

“Mind your tone,” Halvern snapped. “You forget your place.”

Caelan rose from his kneel despite protocol. His voice sharpened. “My place? You dragged me from a pig cart and taught me to swing steel for a banner. You pinned your pretty sigil on me because I bled well. Now you torch my sister and call it necessity.”

“Your kin’s involvement is regrettable,” the justiciar said, “but irrelevant to the point. Your refusal to obey—”

“I refused to murder,” Caelan said.

“Enough,” Halvern said; there was a strain in it now. “You did not refuse. You hesitated and then yielded. You undermined command and still failed to prevent what you claim to oppose. That is the truth, Morren. Hard as it is.”

Truth. The word hit harder than any condemnation.

Because it was true. He had not held the line. He had faltered between duty and conscience and, in that faltering, left both bloodied.

The justiciar seized on it. “By your own admission, you disobeyed. Under the king’s law, such crimes, especially on campaign, warrant death.” He paused, letting that loom like the chapel’s shadow. “However.”

The priests looked at each other. Merent’s fingers tensed around the icon he held.

“However,” the justiciar went on, “in consideration of your prior exemplary service, of your origins among the commons you betrayed today, and of the need to show both mercy and resolve in these uncertain times, His Majesty has decreed a lesser sentence.”

Lesser. The word tasted sour.

“Sir Caelan Morren,” the justiciar declared, voice carrying in the stone nave, “you are stripped of your rank and honors. You are released from the Order of the Radiant Flame. You are forbidden to bear arms in the king’s name or to wear its sigils. You are to depart the royal host at once. You will not approach within fifty miles of the capital or of any royal fortress without leave. In short: you are exiled.”

The word hung.

Exiled.

He had half-expected the blade. Some bitter, reckless shard of him had almost welcomed it. Death would have been simple, poetic, a neat circle: peasant boy rises, peasant knight falls for defiance, ballads sung over his grave.

Exile was messier. Exile meant he had to live with himself.

Halvern’s eyes met his for a moment. Something like apology flickered there and went out. “It is done,” he said. “Your surcoat.”

Caelan’s hands moved of their own accord. He unclasped the scarlet and gold, pulled it over his head. Ash flurried. Beneath it, his gambeson was sweat-stained and gray with soot. Without the banner’s colors, his breastplate suddenly looked wrong, like stolen metal.

He folded the surcoat—his standard, his pride—and laid it on the altar steps, a strip of red among incense ash. Black smears from his fingers marred its gold embroidery: ash on the standard.

Father Merent reached as if to bless him, then let his hand fall. “May the Flame guide you,” he began, but the words faltered on the smoke between them.

Caelan laughed again, softly. “Its guidance brought me here, Father.”

He turned and walked down the aisle, past staring younger knights, past priests, past the justiciar’s watchful gaze. No one touched his shoulder. No one called him back.

Outside, the sky glowered. The village smoldered. The banners over the camp snapped bright still, untouched by soot.

Men looked up as he passed, some with pity, some with contempt. A few avoided his eyes, as if exile were contagious. Jestan half-lifted a hand; Caelan nodded once in answer, a soldier’s farewell, then kept going.

He did not go to his tent. There was no tent, not anymore. While he had been in the chapel, they had dismantled it, his meager possessions stacked in a miserable bundle by the latrines: a second gambeson, some letters Maeva had written, a knife, a worn book of Flame-lit psalms, a carved wooden stag one of his nieces had given him when he was first knighted. The stag’s antlers were broken.

He slung the pack over his shoulder. His sword he picked up last. Slowly, deliberately, he undid the belt and left it coiled on the post as if it burned. The weight gone from his hip felt like a limb severed.

A few drops of rain began to fall, hissing when they struck hot stone. The sky’s yellow threatened to bruise into green. Thunder muttered over the distant line of trees.

He walked.

No one stopped him as he passed out of the camp, through the shattered cottages, beyond the last field where black stalks of barley stuck like teeth from the soil. He walked until the voices dimmed and the smoke thinned, until the only sound was the crunch of his boots and the growl of thunder.

The Elven Woodland watched him from the horizon, a dark, unbroken wall.

He had grown up with its shadow. As a boy, he’d been told stories of its beauty and its danger: silver-leaved trees whose roots wound around secrets, foxfire glades where music hung like mist. Since the Concord two centuries past, its border had been inviolate. Humans did not cross without leave; elves did not stray beyond without sanction. The Sacred Flame of Lyrinthar burned at its heart, they said, a fire kindled by both peoples that drank their oaths and blazed as covenant.

On clear mornings from the watchtower at Gray Spire, you could see its reflection, a flicker of gold over the treetops at dawn—a reassurance that the pact held.

Of late, men on watch whispered that the light came later. Fainter. A few days now, it had not come at all.

We do ill to show weakness, Halvern had said.

Ash flaked from Caelan’s hair into his eyes. He stopped when the ground sloped down toward a small hill crowned with a wayside chapel—stone, humble, dedicated not to the Radiant Flame’s grandeur but to its older, simpler aspect as hearthfire, guardian of home.

The door stood open. No smoke from its chimney; the priest here must have fled when the banners came.

Caelan stepped inside. Cool air wrapped him. Beeswax and old wood. The little altar bore a carving of a flame in a copper bowl, darkened by years of candle soot.

He sank onto the front bench. His legs trembled.

Without his surcoat, without colors, he looked like any soldiers’ son in misfitting armor, road-burned and grim. He unlaced his gauntlets, dropped them on the floor, dragged his hands down his face.

He waited for anger sharp enough to ignite. For some blazing determination to ride back, to cut down Halvern, to free the prisoners, to take the heads of priests who whitewashed murder.

Instead, there was only a hollow ache and the muffled echo of Liria’s voice.

Knight of cinders.

The word exile unspooled. He had nowhere to go. The village that might have taken him was a corpse. The Order had been his family. The roads ahead led to cities where his disgrace would travel faster than he could, whispered in barracks and taverns: the knight who balked, the scapegoat, useful to prove the system self-correcting.

Outside thunder cracked. Rain struck the roof in growing sheets, drumming like a dirge.

He stared up at the wooden carving of the Flame. “Was this you?” he asked the empty air.

Incense did not answer. The candle stub on the altar had gone out.

He thought of the Sacred Flame of Lyrinthar far to the east. Two hundred years ago, elven seers and human mystics had stood together at the Heartforge, the old stories said, binding a wild, world-eating fire into a guardian of the pact. It had watched over them since, flaring at coronations, dimming at betrayals, its light omen and leash both.

Lately, watchers on the borders said, its mornings were pale. Its gleam did not strike the spires as it once had.

Maybe, Caelan thought bitterly, it’s tired of us.

Bootsteps squelched outside, slow and measured through the thickening rain.

He tensed. He did not reach for a weapon; there was none at his hip. Old habit catalogued possibilities—Halvern come to revise the sentence, a man sent to escort him farther away, an opportunistic villager with a knife.

The figure that filled the doorway was cloaked and hooded, rainwater dripping in a curtain from the wool’s edge. Too slender for a knight in plate. The hand visible at the cloak’s hem was pale, long-fingered, bearing no calluses of sword or plow.

“Sir Caelan Morren,” the stranger said. The voice was low, lightly accented, vowels extended like a harp string.

Every soldier on the border had heard that cadence at some point. Few had heard it this close.

“Elven,” Caelan said.

The figure pushed back the hood.

The face revealed could have been carved from young birch. Fine-boned, high cheeks, a mouth set in a mild line. The eyes were what marked him most: green like deep leaves, with a second ring of pale gold around the pupil, catching what little light the chapel had. His hair was silver-blond, braided with thin bands of dark leather. Points of ears showed through, elegant and unmistakable.

The stranger inclined his head with a formality that felt older than Caelan’s kingdom. “Envoy Theron of Elenweth,” he said. “I come seeking the disgraced knight who refused slaughter.”

Caelan stared.

His disgrace was barely an hour old.

“News flies fast,” he said, wary.

“We have other ways of knowing than gossip,” Theron replied calmly. He stepped fully inside, water beading on his cloak, and the rain’s roar muffled behind him as if the doorway itself were listening. “Your deeds burned bright on the border of oaths. Fire notices fire.”

“If you’re here to demand my head for what we did outside,” Caelan said, voice rough, “you’re late. They’ve already taken everything else.”

Theron’s expression did not change. If he felt anger, he did not show it. His gaze traveled over Caelan: the ash-streaked hair, the bare chest where the surcoat had been, the hands that would not stop flexing.

“And yet,” Theron said, “you live. Your command exiled you instead of executing you. That is... not as I expected.”

“They need a story,” Caelan said. “The nobles demand a blame-worthy knight; the peasants demand proof their lords punish cruelty. The Church demands someone to point at and say, ‘See, we are just.’ So I serve one last time.” He spread his hands. “Here stands the example.”

“A scapegoat,” Theron said.

“Is that the elven word for it too?” Caelan tried for humor and failed.

“In our tongue, we say, ‘the branch that breaks the fall of others.’” Theron approached, his steps light. The chapel seemed smaller with him in it, not from his size—he was only a little taller than Caelan—but from a sense of otherness, of stories made flesh. “You stood against their fire, even for a heartbeat. That matters.”

“Not enough,” Caelan said. “My sister is ash.”

There, the first crack. His voice wavered.

Theron’s eyes softened, just a fraction. “Grief is heavy,” he said. “Guilt heavier. And the world is heavier still, I fear.”

Caelan barked a laugh too sharp to be amused. “You walked in from the cursed woods to offer condolences?”

“I walked out of Lyrinthar,” Theron said quietly, “because the Sacred Flame is failing.”

The candle on the altar spit despite being unlit. Caelan’s skin prickled.

“You’re certain,” he said.

“We are its closest watchers,” Theron replied. “For two centuries, the Sacred Flame has burned at the Heartforge, nourished by the oaths of both our peoples. It does not dim without cause.” He touched the copper carving with reverent fingertips. Even that rough symbol seemed to almost flare under his skin, as if echo recognized origin. “Our seers have dreamt smoke where there was once light. The morning fire that human eyes once saw from Gray Spire has grown thin, then absent. The binding that holds back older, hungrier darkness strains.”

“The Unmaking,” Caelan said. He’d heard the word in sermons, mumbled more like myth than menace: a formless hunger that had gnawed at the first ages until the Flame was tamed to keep it at bay.

Theron inclined his head. “You remember your lessons.”

“I remember stories,” Caelan said. “Stories said the Flame guaranteed that no war would rise between human and elf again. That if one side broke the pact, the fire would judge them.”

“And yet,” Theron said, glancing toward the door where the stink of the razed village seeped in, “here we stand upon the bones of your kin.”

Caelan swallowed. Shame and anger warred. He wanted to say, I tried. He feared it would sound like whimpering.

“Get to your point,” he said instead, more harsh than he intended. “If the Flame fails, we all die screaming. I’ve heard that sermon too.”

“There is more than sermon,” Theron said. “There is prophecy.”

Caelan almost rolled his eyes. “Of course there is.” He pushed to his feet; his joints protested. “If you came to tell me your seers saw my face in their bowl of water, I—”

“They saw your banner,” Theron said. “Wet with ash.”

The words checked him.

Theron watched him, measuring. “There is an old verse in Elenweth,” he said. “Kept in the Scrolls of the First Accord. ‘When ash stains the knight’s standard and the mother’s curse brands his brow, when dawn breaks unlit over Lyrinthar’s crown—the one of mingled blood and broken oath shall walk the Cursed Green, to where Flame was first bound. There, with the unwilling crown of light, he may rekindle or ruin all.’”

Caelan blinked. “That’s very convenient,” he said, before he could stop himself. “And dramatic.”

“The poets were involved,” Theron conceded dryly. “But the core remains. Our scholars debated its meaning for generations. Most assumed it allegory. Some feared it foretold a human champion who would lead the Emberbrand to burn our woodland. Yet now...”

He gestured to Caelan’s bare chest, to the faint red mark where Liria’s jab had broken skin above his heart. “Ash on your standard. The curse of a grieving mother. Dawn without fire on the human side of the border. You refusing slaughter even as you failed to prevent it. You are not noble-born; your blood is of the peasants these flames consumed, of the commons who have always been the sinew between our peoples more than kings’ proclamations. And you are cast out by your own order.” His eyes narrowed, like a man seeing puzzle pieces fall. “Mingled blood and broken oath.”

“I never broke an oath,” Caelan snapped.

“You swore to obey,” Theron said.

“I swore to protect,” Caelan shot back. “Their words twisted that.”

“A broken oath,” Theron repeated softly, “in the name of a higher one. Prophecies are not simple, Sir Caelan. Or should I say, Caelan Morren, no more a knight.”

Caelan’s hands fisted. “So what do you want? Take me, hang me from your trees as symbol? Announce to your court that the humans are eating themselves?”

Theron’s lips twitched, almost a smile, though his eyes stayed grave. “We are not so theatrical. No. I came to offer you a choice.”

“There’s always a choice,” Caelan muttered. “Until there isn’t.”

“Our High Council has read the signs,” Theron went on, as if he had not spoken. “We believe the Sacred Flame’s tether is fraying in the Cursed Green, that the forest’s protections twist. Already, travelers vanish. Shadows move where they should not. If the Flame gutters out, the Unmaking will seep in—first in our woodland, then across your fertile plains and stone cities. The Concord will shatter. War will not be choice, but survival. Some among us whisper this would be... clarifying.” His mouth tightened with distaste. “Most remember what stands outside that fire’s restraint. We seek instead to restore it. To mend or transform its binding before it fails.”

Caelan exhaled. Rain hammered faster. “What has that to do with me?”

“The prophecy names a human,” Theron said calmly. “Marked by ash and shame, by peasant blood and soldier’s steel. One who refused to slaughter. One cast out, thus free of kings’ chains. Such a one must walk into the forest with an elven guide—the ‘unwilling crown of light,’ another so-named in the verse—to reach the Heartforge. There, between them, something must be given to feed or change the Flame.”

“And if I say no?” Caelan asked.

“Then you wander in disgrace until some tavern brawl ends you,” Theron said, not cruelly, only factual. “Or until your own people hang you to balance a ledger. The Flame continues to fade. The Unmaking comes. Eventually, all your small refusals and ours drown in larger fires.”

“Fine choices,” Caelan said.

“They are the choices we have,” Theron said. He moved closer. The chapel’s dimness seemed to bend around his presence. “Listen to me, Caelan Morren. You stood, even briefly, against an order that would have made you a butcher. You bear guilt that is not wholly yours and yet will not shrug it off. That is... unusual in your kind’s champions.”

“I’m honored,” Caelan said dryly.

“You should be angry,” Theron observed.

“I am,” Caelan said. “It’s just buried under... everything else.”

Theron inclined his head. “The Council selected others we might have called.” His eyes flicked down, acknowledging politics. “Noble-born heroes, priests without stain. Yet the verse called ash, not spotless gold. We sent word along the border to watch. When word came of a knight who tried to stay his comrades’ hand and was cast out for it, by the bones of the old trees, our seers shivered. So I crossed to see if you would come.”

Caelan looked at the wooden Flame on the altar, at his folded surcoat stained with soot, at his bare, filthy hands. Then at the open door, where the rain had thinned to a gray veil, beyond which the black line of trees waited.

“I have tried prophecy before,” he said finally. “It went poorly.”

Theron regarded him. “This is not a coronation, Morren of Ash. It is a road into a forest that eats maps. You could die a dozen times before reaching the Heartforge. You could go mad. You could fail, and be forgotten. I offer no praise songs or guarantees.”

“Wonderful salesman, you elves,” Caelan muttered.

Theron’s lips quirked again. “We prefer clarity to comfort.”

Caelan hesitated. The idea of walking into the Elven Woodland was lunacy. Humans told their children if they strayed too close, vines would strangle them; that was before the word cursed crept into campfire talk. Even the merchants who worked the legal border-crossings did so only under strict charter, on paths tended by elven wardens.

And yet.

He saw Liria’s hollow eyes. He saw Maeva’s hand fused to the doorway. He saw Halvern’s tight jaw as he traded lives for the illusion of control. He saw his own hands, empty now.

If he said no, he would drift. Maybe he would find work as a sellsword far inland, where his name carried less weight. Maybe he would drink himself to death. The village would still be gone. The Order would go on. The Flame would dim.

Exile had stolen the shape of his future. Theron’s offer dropped a new shape into his lap, jagged and terrible.

“Your Council,” Caelan said slowly. “They want the Flame preserved.”

“They want it preserved in some form,” Theron agreed. “Some would shackle it tighter. Some would let it slip to see if our people can stand without it. Some, a smaller number, wonder if it can be... changed.” He met Caelan’s gaze steadily. “I am of that last few.”

“So this isn’t just my people cleaning their conscience,” Caelan said. “It’s your people too.”

Theron’s eyes darkened. “We have centuries of stain, knight. Do not think we come as saviors. The Flame that binds us both has teeth. It has taken what it was never meant to demand. Some of us are... weary.”

“You’re asking me to help save something you’re not sure deserves saving,” Caelan said.

“I am asking you to come and see with your own eyes what it is, and then stand where few have stood, and choose,” Theron said. “Your choice will weigh more heavily than most. That is all prophecy ever means.”

“Don’t dress it in pretty riddles,” Caelan snapped. “You wouldn’t have crossed the border if you didn’t believe I was necessary.”

Theron inclined his head. “We believe someone like you is necessary. You, specifically, fit too many signs to ignore.”

Caelan dragged a hand through his hair. Bitter amusement bubbled. “Ash on the standard,” he murmured. “Knight of cinders. Marked by shame and peasant blood. Very flattering.”

“Prophecies rarely flatter,” Theron said. “But sometimes they bend to those who answer them with stubbornness instead of awe.”

A gust of wind rattled the shutters. For a moment, Caelan imagined he heard whispers through the rain—not words, just the susurrus of leaves shifting in some far-off canopy.

He thought of Maeva finding out, years ago, that he’d sworn to the Order. “Just remember,” she’d told him, hands on her hips, flour on her cheek, “when nobles and priests argue about borders, we’re the ones under their boot. Use that sword for more than polishing their boots, aye?”

He had tried.

He had failed.

Here was one more chance, though it bore the reek of another set of powerful people rearranging his life.

“What would you have me do,” he asked.

“Come to the Woodland,” Theron said simply. “I will escort you under truce. There you will meet the one we have chosen as counterpart to your role. Together you will enter the Cursed Green, toward Lyrinthar. Our scholars have rituals; our seers have warnings. You will face what waits. At the Heartforge, you will stand before the Sacred Flame.” His voice softened, weighted. “It will ask something of you. Perhaps of both of you. You may refuse. But to refuse without looking is... cowardice.”

Caelan bristled. “Careful.”

“I do not say you are,” Theron replied. “I say only what it would be, for any of us.” He held up his hands, palms open. No weapon. Only long, deft fingers. “If you would rather walk west and vanish, I will not drag you. I will tell my Council the prophecy rang hollow. Many among them would be glad to hear it. They prefer their certainties untroubled.”

“What happens if your Flame dies,” Caelan asked. “Truly. Not in sermons.”

Theron’s gaze went distant, as if through the chapel stones to old roots. “The bindings it holds on the Unmaking unravel. The old dark—call it void, hunger, entropy—seeps in. Not instant apocalypse. Holes. Villages swallowed by forgetting. Rivers that run dry in a night. People who become shadows of themselves. War would follow because fear always does. There is an elegance to the concord now: we have a reason beyond greed to keep blades sheathed. Remove it, and...” He shook his head once. “Your Emberbrand fanatics think it would free them. It would feed them to a wider mouth.”

Caelan paced three steps up the aisle, three back. His boots scuffed incense dust. He had been taught his whole life that the Sacred Flame was holy, that its priests spoke for it. Today those priests had blessed a massacre.

“Say I come,” he said. “Say your prophecy is right, and I am the ash-stained fool it wants. Say I stand there, and it asks me to sacrifice, to feed it. Why should I trust a thing that let this happen?”

“Because it may not be the Flame you know,” Theron said. “Because it may be bound, as we are bound, by oaths it did not choose. Because someone must go and ask it.”

Caelan paused. “You think it’s chained too.”

Theron’s mouth gave that fleeting almost-smile. “You are quicker than some nobles.”

Heat flushed Caelan’s face, part shame, part stubborn stirring. The thought that the Flame was not a simple tyrant but another prisoner in this lattice of vows slid into him like a seed.

“I go,” he said suddenly, surprising himself.

He heard Maeva’s ghost say, Of course you do, you idiot. You always did run toward burning things.

Theron blinked. “That was swift.”

“You said you valued stubbornness.” Caelan squared his shoulders. “If there’s the slightest chance that walking into your forest might let me drag some meaning out of today, I’ll take it. If all I can do is stand before your Flame and spit in its eye before I burn, good. If there’s more...” He shrugged one shoulder. “You said I could refuse at the end.”

“I did,” Theron said.

“Then I’ll go far enough to decide with my own eyes,” Caelan said. “Not yours. Not Halvern’s. Not the priests’. If I am to be your ash-marked fool, I’ll be one on my own terms.”

Theron studied him, then bowed, formally this time, palms pressed to temple and heart. “Then, Caelan Morren, you are under my protection from this moment, as long as your feet tread the path to Lyrinthar. By ancient custom, no human blade under Concord may hinder an elven envoy’s charge.”

“Halvern didn’t seem much impressed by Concord this morning,” Caelan muttered.

“He will be impressed by elven arrows if he interferes,” Theron said mildly. “I brought wardens. We enter under secrecy as much as we can. Our enemies would twist this if they knew.”

“Our enemies?” Caelan said.

“Those who feed on division,” Theron said. “Human. Elf. And other.”

Caelan picked up his pack. The carved stag tumbled out, clattered on the bench, one antler snapped clean. He hesitated, then tucked it carefully into his belt. A token of what had been. Of the village he could not bury.

“You said ‘unwilling crown of light,’” he said as they walked toward the door.

Theron nodded. “The other named in the verse. An elven scholar chosen for a fate she does not want, but bound to the Flame’s lore. She will be your guide in the deep wood.”

“She knows I’m coming?” Caelan asked.

Theron’s smile thinned. “By the time you stand before her, she will.”

That did not sound promising.

Caelan hesitated on the threshold.

Outside, the rain had eased to a fine mist, painting the ruins in dull sheen. Smoke smeared the horizon. The royal banners snapped over the camp: the stag and the Radiant Flame, bright, untouched, lying.

He could, he realized, still turn away. Walk south, vanish. Let elves and kings and prophetic fires solve their own calamities. He owed them nothing.

He looked instead at the ruins of his sister’s home. At the black scorched mark where Liria’s hut had stood. At the distant line of the Elven Woodland, its trees massed like a watching congregation.

“If I do this,” he said, low, “it’s not for your Council. Or your Flame. Or the king. Understand that.”

“Good,” Theron said softly. “Do not ever walk for thrones.”

“For them,” Caelan said, tipping his chin toward the ruin. “Or no one.”

Theron inclined his head. “That is all that has any hope.”

Caelan stepped out into the damp air.

They went north and east, skirting the edge of the royal encampment. A few sentries saw them, frowned at the elf, hesitated. Theron lifted his hand once, making a small sign in the air that seemed to ripple. The men blinked, their suspicion fuzzing over. Elven glamour, Caelan realized; it made his skin crawl and his relief spike.

They left the churned mud of the camp behind, cutting through fallow fields where crows picked at burnt stubble. The further they walked, the quieter it became. The smoke’s stench thinned, replaced by wet earth and the sharp resin of distant pines.

The line of the Elven Woodland grew, no longer a mere smudge but individual trunks: tall, straight, dark-barked, their crowns lost in a canopy that seemed almost to knit the clouds.

Night gathered in the branches even while the sky still held a smudge of late-afternoon light. Thunder muttered one final time and rolled away. A wind, cooler, breathed out from between the trees, carrying a smell like moss and something older, a tang that made Caelan’s spine prickle.

“Once we cross the ward line,” Theron said, “we are under elven law. Though your human courts have renounced you, their writ does not follow. My word does.”

“Your law have anything to say about men like me?” Caelan asked. “Ash-marked and inconvenient?”

Theron’s mouth curved. “Plenty. Most of it contradictory.”

“Sounds familiar,” Caelan said.

At the last low hill before the woodland’s rise, Theron lifted his hand. Shadows detached from the bole of an oak: two elven archers in leaf-dyed leathers, bows already half-drawn. Their hair was darker than Theron’s, their faces grave. They studied Caelan with the cool reserve of those seeing a dangerous animal in another’s leash.

Theron spoke to them in lilting elvish. Caelan caught only fragments; he’d learned a smattering as a squire, enough to fumble through border courtesies, not enough to follow. He heard his own name, and a word that might have been the verse’s ash.

One of the archers snorted softly. The other tilted his head, eyes narrowing. Then, as one, they lowered their bows and stepped aside.

“Not all approve,” Theron murmured to Caelan. “But the Council’s seal binds their tongues for now.”

“For now,” Caelan echoed.

They crested the hill.

The trees loomed before them, trunks thick as towers, bark ridged and slick with age. Ivy coiled in black ropes. The undergrowth tangled dense, but a path wound inward: narrow, packed earth, edged with stones etched with sigils that glimmered faintly green in the gloom.

Caelan stopped at the very edge where grass gave way to leaf-mold. The air there felt like the skin of water before a plunge: cooler, denser. The breeze at his back seemed to push; the exhalation from the forest seemed to draw.

He looked over his shoulder once.

The royal camp’s banners were distant motes of color now. The razed village was a smear of darker gray against the fields. The chapel’s little steeple poked up, its Flame carved in wood too small to glow from here.

“Ash on the standard,” he whispered.

Beside him, Theron tilted his head. “If you step forward, there is no simple way back,” he said. “The wood is sick. Paths twist. We can guide, but not guarantee. This is your last moment to choose nothing.”

Nothing.

The word was a hollow the size of his life.

Caelan smiled without humor. “I’m tired of nothing.”

He took a breath deep enough to hurt, tasting rain and smoke and that green-tinged promise.

Then he stepped under the first branches.

The light dimmed at once, silver leaking to green. Leaves whispered overhead like a thousand voices exchanging a single word he could not understand. Behind him, the world of men with its banners and easy lies shrank.

The Elven Woodland closed around him, its breath cool and wild, as if saying: Remember.

Theron walked at his side, silent.

The path ahead bent deeper into shadow where rumors said curses waited. Somewhere far at the Woodland’s heart, a fire faltered, drawing them both.

Caelan did not look back again.
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Chapter 2: The Unwilling Heir of Lyrinthar
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The light in the Library of Aevorin was the color of melted frost.

It spilled down from latticed crystal windows that had been coaxed, not carved, from living quartz, their facets bending dawn into pale ribbons across tiered galleries and floating bridges. Dust did not dare linger here; each drifting mote that strayed into the atrium shimmered briefly with a soft bioluminescent green and vanished, consumed by the subtle magics that preserved Elenweth’s knowledge from plague, mold, and mortal decay.

At a lone table beneath a suspended helix of glass globes—each holding a fragment of scripted flame—Lysandril Naerith sat forward on her elbows and ignored the Library’s insistence on timelessness.

Ink had smudged along her left thumb and the side of her hand where she’d propped her jaw. Her quill lay abandoned in a blot of dark green beside a bowl of dried willowfruit she’d forgotten to eat. Before her, scrolls were unfurled and stacked in precarious layers: bronzed vellum, thin bark sheets, a brittle human parchment that reeked faintly of tallow and smoke. The air was clean and cool; what she tasted, stubbornly, was ash.

She read the same line again.

“—when ash stains the knight’s standard and the scholar’s crown is shackled in light, they must walk the Cursed Green to feed the Undying Ember, or all pacts shall sunder.”

Lysa snorted under her breath and pushed a lock of pale hair out of her eyes. “Dire, derivative, and unhelpfully vague,” she muttered. “As usual.”

The scroll crackled when she tapped it, as if offended. She leaned closer toward the tiny script. It was early Concord-era Elveth, stiff and ceremonial, translated into clumsy human glyphs in a parallel column. Someone, centuries ago, had underlined “must walk” in rust-brown ink. Next to it, in an elven hand more fluid and impatient than the original scribe’s, a marginal note curled up like a vine: Or our elders will force them to.

Lysa’s mouth tightened.

She set her fingertip below the main line, tracing the words slowly, forcing herself not to leap ahead, not to assume, not to let fear finish their meaning for her.

Ash stains the knight’s standard.

A human, then. Or at least, a knight. Human discourse loved its rigid titles. Knight of what banner, what province, what creed? The later commentators squabbled: some insisted it meant a traitor stained in defeat, others a hero marked with the remnant of sacred flame. One obscure treatise from the Fifth Cycle had suggested “ash” was metaphorical for humility. Lysa had responded in the margin, “Ash is ash. You cannot burn metaphors.”

The scholar’s crown is shackled in light.

That was the part they had stopped productively arguing about a hundred and thirty years ago, because everyone agreed what it implied. A scholar, one who should be free to question, bound instead by radiance: a Voice of the Flame, the Ascendant bound to the Sacred Fire of Lyrinthar. A prison disguised as apotheosis.

They must walk the Cursed Green.

That, too, had become depressingly literal in recent years. The inner Woodland, the old paths to the Heartforge, were no longer hospitable. Even the most devout of the Greenwardens did not go deep now without wards and escort. Whispers said the paths moved. That the woods were remembering blood.

To feed the Undying Ember, or all pacts shall sunder.

Feed. Ember. Pacts. All of it language of oaths and bindings, of bargains made so long ago that no one living had been there to confirm the edges. And yet they ruled by it.

Lysa exhaled, long and slow.

“‘Unhelpfully vague’?” a mild voice said above her.

She jumped. The quill skidded, leaving a green diagonal comet across human parchment.

“Stars above, Master Thalion,” she hissed. “Do you train your feet to make no sound simply so that you can watch me ruin irreplaceable documents?”

Her mentor smiled, the corners of his slate-gray eyes crinkling. Thalion was already deep into the measured agelessness that came to elves in their second century. His hair, once dark, had faded to silver at the temples; today it was braided back in a loose tail, a cluster of tiny copper leaves woven through. His robes bore the mark of the Anamnesis Circle: three concentric rings stitched in blue, scholars of memory and covenant.

“If I trained my feet at all,” he said, “it was to avoid the homicidal attentions of the Laurel Wardens when I was younger than you. I assure you, disturbing your ink was not my intention.” He tilted his head, looking down at the prophecy. “‘Ash stains the knight’s standard,’” he read aloud. “You are at it again.”

“At it,” Lysa echoed, picking up her quill and working quickly to blot the damage. “That is an alarmingly vague phrase for the High Archivist of the Anamnesis Circle to use.”

“Obsessing,” Thalion said gently. “You have read that stanza in twenty-seven variant copies. You have translated it into three dialects and one mathematical notation system. You have cross-referenced every verifiable military banner in human and elven history that has ever caught fire.”

“Yes,” she said. “And?”

“And the Council has decreed your Ascension in twelve days’ time.” The kindness in his voice did not soften the words.

A muscle flickered high in her cheek. She set the quill down very carefully. The inkpool on the parchment trembled.

“Eleven,” she said. “They brought it forward this morning.”

Thalion’s brows drew together. “I see.”

“Do you?” The question came out sharper than she meant. Lysa pulled in another breath, trying to unsnarl it. “Forgive me. I know you have said all you can against it. But they do not want to hear. They do not want to listen when I say the Flame is not... responding as it should.”

Thalion stepped around the table and folded down onto the chair opposite hers with the unhurried grace of an elf who had done absolutely everything in his lifetime except hurry. When he spoke, he lowered his voice, though no one appeared to be within earshot; even so, the Library listened.

“Tell me,” he said, “what it is doing now.”

Lysa tapped one scroll with the back of her fingernails. It was newer than the rest, the parchment still supple, the ink dark. Her own handwriting filled the margins: tight, angular, impatient.

“It is... fatigued,” she said. “That is the only word that fits all the observations. The witnesses at the Shrine of First Ember report increasingly unpredictable surges and troughs. On some nights the Flame surges so high that the canopy scorches." She closed her eyes briefly, recalling the descriptions. "On others, the core dims so thin you can see stones through it. His Radiance the High Witness claims this is proof the Flame amplifies its burning in response to our devotion and retracts when we are lax. He would, of course.”

“And you disagree,” Thalion said.

“I disagree,” she said, “that correlation proves causation. And I disagree more strongly that the proper response to such volatility is to strap a living mind into its heart and hope that solves what no amount of ritual has addressed. They say my affinity makes me a gift. I say it makes me expendable in a very specific way.”

“You say these things,” Thalion murmured, “less loudly in Council than at our table, I hope.”

“In Council,” Lysa said dryly, “I say, ‘Honored Archons, the Flame’s behavior deviates from all documented patterns. We should consider that we may be misinterpreting its needs.’ And Velithar says, ‘We will give it you.’”

The name fell between them like a brittle twig.

Thalion’s jaw tightened; it was a small gesture, but in him it was nearly a shout.

Archon Velithar of the Inner Circle: triumvir of the Council, Keeper of the Rite of Ascension, longstanding voice of tradition, and the man who had stood in the last selection and placed his hand on Lysa’s head with ceremonial pride. “She is willing,” he had declared for all to hear. “She understands the necessity.”

Lysa remembered the feel of his ring—the one set with a flake of living ember—against her hair as he’d said it.

“I did not say I was willing.” Her voice now was level, but heat simmered under it. “I said I understood that the Flame must not go out. Understanding is not consent.”

Thalion rubbed two fingers over his eyelids, as though to press back a headache. “They hear what they wish to record in the minutes.”

“They hear what feeds their certainty,” Lysa said. “And certainty is the most dangerous kind of hunger.”

“Careful,” Thalion said, but his tone held more pride than rebuke.

She looked down again at the prophecy.

Scholar’s crown shackled in light.

It was childish, she knew, to imagine that some archaic verse could unravel the Council’s determination. Yet every time she closed her eyes lately, she saw that phrase and felt phantom weight on her brow: a circlet of fire tightening until thought ran like wax.

She had spent her life among scrolls and memory-threads, mapping the precise language of covenants. She had studied the first Concord charters, traced the oaths that bound flame and forest, human and elf. She knew better than most that words, once sworn in the kind of rituals her ancestors had loved, had teeth. They bit back through centuries.

There was something in that stanza that had wormed itself beneath the High Council’s rhetoric. A scholar’s crown shackled in light. Not chosen. Shackled.

What if, she had thought at sixteen, the prophecy was not a glorious prediction but a warning? What if the scholar was never meant to bow?

“Lysandril,” Thalion said softly.

She looked up again. His expression was not the bland patience he wore for other pupils; it was the look he’d had when he first found her at twelve, sitting on the floor of this same library among books she wasn’t authorized to touch, flawlessly reciting two conflicting accounts of the Second Shimmer War and asking which one the Flame believed.

She had been a problem from the start. Or a promise. Depending, as always, on who was looking.

“They moved the Ascension because they are afraid,” Thalion said. “The omens trouble them. The Flame is... as you say, volatile. There is talk at the outer watchposts that the human beacon-towers do not see its morning reflection as they once did.”

“I know,” Lysa said. “The watchlight at Vaelor’s Spine has been faint three consecutive dawns. The humans sent inquiry. Velithar called it ‘fog.’ The western ridge has not seen fog in forty seasons.”

“They will not admit weakness,” Thalion said. “And so they look for a show of strength. You are that show. And perhaps,” he added, voice quieter, “they hope that if they bind a brilliant mind to the Flame, it will tell them what to do.”

She flinched. “Is that meant to comfort me?”

“No,” he said. “It is meant to tell you this: their plan is not as pious as they claim, and not as sure as they believe. Which means it may be resisted.”

He reached into his robe and drew out a thin, folded scrap of bark parchment. It was old, the edges nibbled by some insect before the Library had gained its protections. Lysa recognized the pattern of sigils on it even before he set it carefully atop the prophecy scroll.

Forbidden.

“Thalion,” she whispered.

“The penalty for unsealing texts in the Black Stack without Council consent,” Thalion said mildly, “is censure. Possibly removal from my seat if Velithar is feeling theatrical. I accepted that when I broke the seal last night, for your sake. For all our sakes.”

She didn’t touch the fragment at first. What lay in the Black Stack were things the Council had decided should not shape current understanding: flawed rituals, aborted covenants, truths that, in Velithar’s words, “would confuse the people’s faith.” Most academics never wondered what lived there. Lysa had wondered incessantly.

“And you thought,” she said, pulse ticking in her throat, “that the night before they tightened my chains was a fine time to go grave-robbing in our institutional conscience.”

“I thought,” Thalion said, “that we had run out of time to be patient.”

She unfolded the bark with careful fingers. The script inside was older even than the prophecy’s: thin, spidery ink sunk deep into the grain. It was a commentary on the earliest binding of the Sacred Flame at Lyrinthar, glossing the public ritual with a private notation.

She read silently, lips moving.

“... the Flame bound to the twin peoples by oath, that it should preserve their peace so long as it is fed by the willing surrender of love that bridges their divide. Not lust, nor blood alone, nor obedience, but that which is freely given and freely relinquished—their sweetest fuel.”

Words blurred. She blinked, furious at the burn in her eyes.

“The willing surrender,” she said. “They all quote that line in sermons. Willing. Freely given. A noble thing, to imagine that some future pair—some humans and elves whose hearts have dared cross—would offer themselves to ensure our unity. They make it sound... poetic.”

Thalion said nothing. His silence invited the rest.

Lysa tapped the commentary with her nail. “But here,” she said, “it notes that this surrender would not simply be symbolic. That the Flame would consume passion itself. ‘Drink the bond dry and burn bright upon its ash,’” she translated, voice flattening. “That is the part they omit.”

Thalion’s hands curled around each other. “Yes.”

“And still they call it willing,” Lysa said. “They have taken a clause about consent and twisted it into a long-term threat. ‘One day, sweet child, the Flame may ask you to die for us. And if you are good enough, you will say yes.’”

She rose abruptly, the chair legs scraping crystal. The sound drew a disapproving glance from a passing archivist on an upper bridge, but no one approached them. The air around their table felt suddenly thinner, like a high pass.

“All this time,” she said, too low for anyone else, “I have been fighting the idea of Ascension because I will not be a conduit they can aim like a weapon. And now you show me that the Flame itself was bound to hunger for something worse. For love. For the kind of thing it has no right to demand.”

Thalion’s gaze did not waver from her. “Better,” he said softly, “to know the shape of what grips your throat.”

“It is not gripping my throat,” Lysa snapped. “Not yet. Not if I—”

She cut herself off. In the distance, the chiming crystals of the eastern spire tolled the half-morning hour. The sound traveled down through the library’s open core like falling water.

Thalion followed her glance, then looked back. He reached out, but did not touch her; even here, even now, he adhered to elven courtesy with his students’ autonomy. “Lysandril,” he said. “The Council has resolved on a course. But that does not mean the story cannot be edited.”

“Have you met Velithar?” she said bitterly.

“Yes,” Thalion said. “I have also met you.”

Before she could form a reply, light shifted.

The great central oculus that opened from the library up toward the canopy dimmed, as though a cloud had passed over the sun. But the sky she glimpsed through that circle was clear. The adjustment came instead from the inner lights: the helix of globes above their table pulsed once, then steadied. A rustle moved through the upper galleries.

Lysa felt the hairs rise at the back of her neck.

Heavy steps, booted and metallic, rang on the spiral stair beyond the west alcove. An unusual sound in this place of soft slippers and leaf-silent feet. Lysa turned toward it at once. Thalion rose more slowly, his face smoothing into the neutral courtesy he wore for politics.

Three figures emerged onto their tier: two in the silver-green armor of Elenweth’s high sentries, and between them, in a plain traveling cloak banded at the shoulder with a twist of living gold, the envoy.

Lysa recognized her: Elenwe Tirien, Velithar’s chosen emissary to human lands. Tall even for an elf, her skin a dusk-gold, her hair braided with hammered copper. Her cloak hem was stained with road dust; her boots had real mud on them. She had come directly from the western borders, then, without pausing to change. That alone knotted Lysa’s stomach.

“Master Thalion, Scholar Naerith,” Elenwe said, inclining her head. Her tone was courteous but brisk; she had the clipped vowels of the Council chambers, honed by long practice in saying only what was safe. “I am sent from the Inner Circle with urgent news.”

Lysa folded her arms and did not bow. “Hard to imagine what could be more urgent than moving my execution date forward.”

The nearest sentry stiffened. Elenwe’s gaze flicked to Lysa and away, as if refusing bait. “Your Ascension,” she said, emphasizing the term, “will have context. The omens are aligning. The Council wishes you informed.”

“Oh,” Lysa said. “The omens. How kind of them to remember I can read.”

Thalion cleared his throat softly. “Envoy. You’ve returned faster than expected. Were there difficulties at the border?”

Elenwe’s eyes, a sharp hazel, shifted to him. There was a fragment of something there—fatigue, something like unease—that made Lysa momentarily sharpen her own attention.

“I traveled through the night,” Elenwe said. “The Chapel at Vaelor’s Spine reports disturbances. Human grievances smolder. Their watch-knights misread the dimming of the Flame. They fear we withdraw our favor. Fortunately,” she added, and Lysa heard a brittle irony under the word, “we have now fulfilled the first mark of the prophecy.”

Lysa’s arms tightened against her ribs. “What do you mean?”

“A knight, disgraced and ash-stained, has been named and summoned,” Elenwe said simply. “And he has agreed to enter the Woodland.”

The Library seemed to lean in. Even the preserving magics hummed differently, as if they, too, remembered old words.

Thalion’s composure faltered. “You are certain?” he asked.

“I brought him to the forest’s edge myself,” Elenwe replied. “Sir Caelan Morren of the Order of the Radiant Sun. Stripped of rank after refusing an order to slaughter his own peasant kin.” Her mouth pressed into a brief line that might have been approval. “The humans thought to cast him out as a scapegoat. Our prophecy thought otherwise.”

The name meant little to Lysa beyond echoing the harsh consonants of human speech. It was the shape of his story that caught her like a hook.

Refused an order to slaughter. Exiled for disobedience. Ash-stained.

Prophecy lines snapped together in her head like teeth.

“When ash stains the knight’s standard,” she whispered. “And you went looking for ash.”

“The signs were there,” Elenwe said. “Velithar interpreted; the Circle concurred. We have long debated that phrase. We watched for a human whose honor was marked by fire and disgrace. This one knelt in the cinders of his own village. He watched our borders with their watchtower that no longer sees our Flame. When I spoke of our need, he listened.”

“He is another weapon,” Lysa said. “Like me.”

“And like you,” Elenwe said, something cool in her tone, “he is also an opportunity. Hear all before you sharpen your tongue.”

Thalion shot Lysa a fleeting warning look. She tilted her head, realigning her fury into words.

“Go on,” she said.

Elenwe gestured to the empty chair; when Thalion nodded, she took it, cloak whispering.

“The Flame fades,” she said without ornament. “The Inner Circle’s formal announcement will soften the phrasing, but I have walked beneath its light. It is... thinning.”

Lysa swallowed. She had studied the sketches that visiting Witnesses brought back, the careful charts of height and color and rhythm. She had extrapolated trends. But she had never herself gone as close as the Shrine; that was reserved for the Witnesses and the Ascendant.

“Velithar believes,” Elenwe continued, “that an Ascension will strengthen it. He clings, as always, to what our grandparents did. But there is another reading of the prophecy, and another path we might walk before we throw you into the fire.”

“If there is another path,” Lysa said, “it would be pleasant to hear it before they light a pyre.”

Elenwe’s mouth twitched; it might have been the ghost of a sympathetic smile.

“The scholar’s crown shackled in light,” she said. “We have assumed that refers to the Ascendant. You. But the verse does not say the shackling happens. It says when that crown is shackled. It might also be read as a warning: that if we attempt to bind another
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