

  [image: Cover]




John S Firestone Jr.

A Vow of Rust and Starlight - Book 1





  
    First published by Inner Alchemy Publishing 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by John S Firestone Jr.


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    John S Firestone Jr. asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    John S Firestone Jr. has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks,      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  
    Cover design by John S Firestone Jr.


  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        I. THE BARGAIN
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 1: The Glyph
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2: The Summoning
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3: The Cage
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4: The Intrusion
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5: The Poisonous Bind
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6: The Sun-Scourge
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7: Property
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8: The Offer
        
      

    
      	
        II. PART TWO: THE FLIGHT
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9: The Silent Athenaeum
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10: The Escape
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11: Oclusion
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12: The Anchor
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13: Scouring
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14: The Sound
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15: Fever
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16: The Warmth
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17: The Cave
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18: The Other
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19: The Anchor Chain
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 20: The Library
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 21: The Flaw
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 22: Mastery
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 23: The Scouring Light
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 24: The Last Hope
        
      

    
      	
        III. PART THREE: THE RECKONING
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 25: The Road Home
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 26: The Choice
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 27: The Watcher
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 28: The Gambit
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 29: The Last Option
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 30: The Surrender
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 31: The Severing
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 32: The Abomination
        
      

    
      	
        A Note from the Author
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  


I

The Bargain







  
  
  Chapter 1: The Glyph

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




The white dust clung beneath my fingernails like tiny crescents — quiet proof of the hours I had poured into the pattern. My knees ached in a dull, distant way that barely registered as I knelt on the rough, splintered floorboards. All of my focus narrowed to the symbol I had just finished drawing.

The mending glyph.

It was a complex, beautiful construct. Its geometry — the arcs, the intersecting lines — was meant to embody wholeness itself, cellular repair rendered in chalk. A masterpiece of sigil craft, precise in every stroke. Seeing it complete stirred something fragile and hopeful in me.

And it was completely, utterly lifeless.

No spark. No resonance. Just chalk on wood — no more meaningful than a child’s doodle on the floor of a dying world.

My throat tightened, breath catching in the suffocating quiet. I squeezed my eyes shut, as if refusing to look at my failure could soften it. It didn’t. The failure sat beside me, heavy and real, as tangible as the dust drifting through the weak ray of sunlight slanting through the cobweb‑covered window.

The light was a tired, watery gold. Even the sun seemed to be giving up.

They called it the Ashen Blight — a harmless name for something that was anything but. It sounded like a farmer’s misfortune, something that ruined crops, not people. Not little sisters. Only the few scholars left in the world knew its true name: the Ashfall. A slow, relentless unmaking of reality itself. A cosmic principle of decay pressing its will onto the world, turning vibrant life — the blush on a cheek, the green of a leaf, the song of a bird — into a uniform, silent palette of grey.

My gaze drifted to the bed. To Elina.

She was so still. A fragile outline of the child she had been, curled beneath a blanket worn pale by years of use. She was only twelve. Last spring she had raced through these rooms with tangled brown hair and scraped knees, her laughter bright enough to fill every corner.

Now her hair lay across the pillow the color of ash. Her skin, once warm with life, had taken on a pale, matte stillness, like parchment left too long in the sun. Her breathing was barely there — a faint, fragile rise beneath the blanket — and I found myself matching my heartbeat to it, terrified that if I slipped out of sync, it might simply… stop.

A wave of dizziness washed over me. I lowered my forehead to the cool floorboards.

My fault. Every part of this was mine to bear.

I had been raised on symbols, shaped by them — told I was gifted, that I could read creation itself before I could write my own name. But my hands, curled into trembling fists against the wood, didn’t feel like the hands of a sigilist. They felt like the hands of someone who had failed the one life she could not afford to lose.

For all my knowledge, all my skill, I couldn’t hold together the one thing that mattered. Everything I’d learned collapsed into nothing as I knelt there — a young woman on the floor, watching her sister drift toward dust. The taste of failure was sharp and sour in my mouth.

Outside, the quiet frightened me most. Oakhaven had once been alive with sound, with people, with ordinary days. Now the silence felt like a creature in its own right — one that had swallowed the market’s laughter, the neighbors’ idle talk, even the wind through the old oaks. What it left behind was a stillness thick with sorrow.

My eyes drifted from the useless glyph across the cramped room and landed on it.

The chest.

Under my bed, a dark, rectangular box lurked in the shadows. Acacia wood bound in black iron. Not part of the Archives’ sanctioned collection. It came from the Librorum Prohibitus — the forbidden wing, a place of heresy and shadow. A place I had broken into three nights ago, gambling my apprenticeship, my home, and my future on a single desperate hope.

It represented a different path. One that did not follow the neat, ordered rules of mending and making. A path of older, darker, far more dangerous words.

The path of desperation.

My throat tightened again. The dizziness returned, stronger. I was a scholar. A student of logic and light. What I was contemplating was madness. An abyss.

Then I heard it — the whisper‑faint catch in Elina’s breath before it resumed its fragile rhythm.

My heart stuttered.

The abyss didn’t seem frightening anymore. It was just another choice. And all my other choices had led here — to a lifeless glyph on the floor.

With a final, aching glance at my sister’s pale, sleeping face — a glance that felt like both a betrayal and a vow — I pushed myself upright. My knees screamed, but I ignored them. I crawled across the room, the rough wood scraping my skin.

I knelt before the rusted chest.

The iron was cold beneath my trembling fingers. I rested my hand on the heavy latch. The decision wasn’t a thought anymore. It was a physical thing — a final, silent click in the core of my being, as definitive as cold iron.

The decision was made.
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Night in Oakhaven wasn’t simply darkness; it was a presence that pressed in from all sides. It crept over the streets and rooftops, muting sound, draining color. This was the in‑between time — the fading of one day, the dread of the next.

My book bag, heavy with its hidden cargo, thumped against my hip with each step. I moved like a shadow through the hollowed‑out remains of the town I once called home, my worn boots crushing the dried, brittle weeds that obscured the cobblestones. The Ashfall always seemed braver in the dark. I passed the baker’s shop, its windows empty, and the memory of warm bread struck me with a quiet ache — a scent from a world that felt impossibly far away. Now the air held only damp earth and the brittle scent of decay, like memories drying at the edges.

My destination was a place of endings, fitting for the desperate, unthinkable act I was about to commit. The Old Mausoleum — a domed structure from before the time of the Sun‑Scourge, from an age when people still built monuments for their dead instead of watching them turn to dust. It sat on a lonely hill at the edge of town, a dark silhouette against a star‑pricked sky.

I pushed open the heavy stone door. Inside, the air was cold and heavy with forgotten centuries. A single, impossibly thin sliver of moonlight lanced down from a crack in the domed ceiling, illuminating a circular stone platform at the center of the room.

Perfect. A stage for a god.

My hands trembled as I shrugged the bag from my shoulder. The tremor wasn’t from cold, but from a terrifying, exhilarating surge of adrenaline. There was no turning back now.

I reached into the bag and pulled out the small, rust‑covered chest, snapping open its iron latch. Inside lay an ancient vellum scroll — not a prayer, not supplication. Design. Sigilist work. A trap in the shape of a spell. A cage waiting to be built.

First, I poured a thick, unbroken circle of salt around the dais. Consecrated earth. A boundary the unholy could not cross. The first bar of the cage.

Inside the circle, I took the pouch of grave dirt I had collected earlier this week from the tomb of Oakhaven’s last recognized hero — Bri Ceann, dead for over a century in a war no one remembered. I ground the dirt between my fingers and dusted it across the dais in four measured points: north, south, east, west. Not for the entity. For me. An anchor. A reminder of mortality. A declaration that the honored dead would be the ones he answered to.

With the grave dirt settled, my work shifted to the part that demanded absolute precision. I unrolled the vellum beside me, its inked glyphs stark in the thin moonlight. Chalk in hand, I copied each line stroke for stroke, refusing to trust memory for even a heartbeat.

At the four cardinal points, just outside the salt line, the glyphs emerged under my careful movements. The glyph of Binding — a knot of infinite loops. The glyph of Stasis — a perfect, unmoving square. The glyph of Silence — a spiral folding inward. And finally, the glyph of Command — a sharp vertical line crossed by three horizontal bars.

As each form took shape, a hum of raw, conceptual power climbed up my arm, growing stronger with every completed mark. Terrifying. Intoxicating.

At last, the offering. The bait. The scroll had been painfully clear: a life given freely. Not all of mine — only the promise of it. A small, blood‑bound vow the entity would answer to.

I drew the small silver knife from my boot, its edge catching the moonlight like a whispered warning. My hands shook harder now, a tremor I could no longer master. This was the brink — the moment the world narrowed to a single choice. The point of no return.

I thought of Elina’s face, her small grey‑tinged hand resting motionless on the blanket. I thought of the fragile thread of breath she still clung to.

The trembling fell away.

A quiet, crystalline resolve took its place — sharp as the moonlit edge in my hand. I guided the blade across my palm.

The pain was a clean shock. Blood — shockingly vibrant, impossibly red in this world of grey — welled up at once. I curled my fingers into a fist, ignoring the sting, and extended my hand over the center of the dais. I let the droplets fall.

One. Two. Three.

Each drop sizzled as it hit the stone — not with heat, but with an unnatural cold, as if my life’s warmth was being devoured.

I took a deep, steadying breath — the kind you take before stepping into frozen water. I raised my blood‑marked palm and began the incantation. The ancient words scraped across my tongue, their meaning sharp and undeniable. Not a request. A demand. A debt a thousand years old, called due.

“Qui in umbra ambulat, audi me,” I whispered, my voice gathering strength with every forbidden syllable. “Per sanguinem vitae, voco te.” “Per legem aequilibrii, alligo te.”

As the final word left my lips, the temperature plummeted. A cold so profound it felt capable of shattering stone. The sliver of moonlight vanished — not blocked, but swallowed by a sudden, depthless darkness.

Then the silence hit.

Not an absence of sound — a crushing, all‑consuming stillness that smothered every whisper of the world. Beneath it, a low, resonant ringing rose — felt more than heard — thrumming through my bones as if the air itself had become a tuning fork struck by something vast and unseen.

And the salt circle ignited, erupting in a cold, ghostly silver that carved a blazing boundary through the dark.

The trap was set. The cage waited.
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The silver light of the salt circle hummed — a low, vibrating note I felt in my teeth, in the bones of my skull. The air thickened around me, dense and crushing, as if I had sunk to the bottom of a deep, frozen sea. My lungs refused to draw breath. My heart, which had been hammering against my ribs, locked in place, suspended in my chest.

And then the shadows began to move.

It wasn’t a natural shifting. It was a gathering. The ancient gloom in the corners of the Mausoleum, the darkness clinging to the high, domed ceiling — all of it peeled away from the stone, detaching like ink dissolving into water. The shadows flowed, silent and fluid, toward the center of the dais. They converged, swirling into a column of absolute blackness, a vortex of night that drank the light from the glowing cage.

I should have been terrified. The rational part of me — the scholar who understood the laws I was breaking — screamed that this was wrong, that I had torn open something that should never be touched. But the deeper part of me, the part that had watched my sister fade day by day, was transfixed. I couldn’t look away.

The column of shadow began to coalesce, shaping itself. Not into the monstrous thing I had half‑expected, but into something far more unnerving. It wove itself, with impossible, silent grace, into the outline of a man.

He was tall — impossibly so — his shoulders broad beneath a long coat that seemed formed from the void itself. The darkness solidified, defining the sharp line of a jaw, the elegant length of his limbs, the fall of hair as black as a starless midnight. He was a statue carved from shadow and starlight, a masterpiece of cold, perfect angles. When the last of the darkness settled, he stood motionless at the center of my circle, a being of such breathtaking, terrifying beauty that the air left my lungs.

Then he opened his eyes.

And the universe ended.

They were not the eyes of anything human. They were cracked obsidian, and deep within their fathomless depths flickered the pinprick light of dying stars. Ancient. Empty. Holding the cold, unfeeling knowledge of a billion endings.

He was here. The Unraveler. The Sovereign of the Penumbra. The forgotten god the old texts named Nyx.

And he was my prisoner.

My heart lurched painfully, restarting its frantic rhythm. I straightened, forcing my trembling legs to hold. I raised my bloody palm — a fragile, mortal banner against his cosmic indifference. I had to be in control. I had to be.

“You are Nyx,” I said. My voice was thin in the oppressive silence, but it did not shake. “And you are bound.”

His head tilted — a slow, deliberate movement, mesmerizing in its precision. The faintest hint of a smile touched his lips, a subtle, cutting curve that did nothing to warm the chilling perfection of his face. His obsidian eyes swept
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