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The Mourning Flame

Chapter 1

The Cry Beneath the Snow
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Winter had swallowed the world whole.

Snow draped the mountains surrounding Blackthorne Keep like funeral cloth, burying roads, forests, and forgotten graves beneath endless layers of white. The sky remained locked beneath thick gray clouds, allowing neither sunlight nor stars to pierce the gloom.

The ancient castle stood alone against the storm.

Its black stone towers rose from the mountainside like the bones of some colossal beast that refused to die.

Most nights, Francis found comfort in the silence of winter.

After centuries of war, betrayal, and loss, silence had become one of the few luxuries he truly valued.

Tonight, however, the silence felt wrong.

He stood alone upon the highest balcony of the keep, gazing across the frozen landscape.

The wind tugged at his dark coat.

Snowflakes drifted around him.

Yet something beneath the storm unsettled him.

Something ancient.

Something familiar.

A strange pressure lingered at the edge of his awareness.

For hours, he had tried to ignore it.

Now it had become impossible.

Francis closed his eyes.

The world around him faded.

His supernatural senses expanded outward through the mountains.

He felt sleeping animals beneath the snow.

Frozen rivers hidden beneath sheets of ice.

Ancient roots buried deep beneath the earth.

And then—

The sound came.

A cry.

Soft.

Distant.

Heartbreaking.

Francis's eyes snapped open.

The sound vanished instantly.

For a moment he remained perfectly still.

The cry had not come from the castle.

Nor from the surrounding forests.

It had risen from beneath the ground itself.

As though someone buried deep beneath the earth had called out in grief.

A chill unlike any winter cold crawled through his body.

Francis had heard that cry before.

Long ago.

Far longer ago than he wished to remember.

Footsteps echoed behind him.

"You're brooding again."

The familiar voice immediately eased some of the tension coiled inside him.

Francis turned.

Stevan stepped onto the balcony carrying two steaming mugs.

His dark hair was slightly disheveled from the wind.

A thick wool coat hung over his shoulders.

Despite sharing Francis's immortal existence for years now, he still retained certain human habits.

One of them was drinking tea at impossible hours.

Another was worrying about Francis whenever the vampire lord became unusually quiet.

Stevan handed him one of the mugs.

"You vanished after dinner."

Francis accepted it despite having no need for the warmth.

"Could not sleep."

Stevan leaned against the stone railing beside him.

"That usually means something is wrong."

Francis stared into the swirling steam.

"I heard something."

Stevan immediately grew serious.

"What kind of something?"

Francis hesitated.

Very few things frightened him anymore.

This did.

"A voice."

Stevan frowned.

"In the castle?"

"No."

Francis looked toward the mountains.

"Beneath the earth."

Silence followed.

Stevan knew him too well to dismiss such words.

When Francis sensed danger, centuries of experience usually justified the concern.

"What did it say?" Stevan asked quietly.

Francis's expression darkened.

"It didn't speak."

The wind howled around them.

"It cried."

A visible shiver passed through Stevan.

"Ghosts?"

"I do not know."

The answer disturbed Francis even more than the sound itself.

He was accustomed to certainty.

Knowledge.

Control.

The unknown had become increasingly rare.

Tonight, uncertainty felt like an old enemy returning from the dead.

Stevan studied him carefully.

"I've seen that look before."

Francis raised an eyebrow.

"What look?"

"The one you get when you're remembering something terrible."

For a brief moment neither spoke.

The storm intensified overhead.

Snow swept across the mountains in twisting white waves.

Finally Francis sighed.

"You are becoming entirely too good at reading me."

Stevan smiled faintly.

"Occupational hazard."

Despite himself, Francis felt the corners of his mouth lift.

Only Stevan could pull him from darkness so effortlessly.

Only Stevan could make an immortal monster feel human.

The moment passed quickly.

The unease remained.

Far below, a bell suddenly rang from within the castle.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Francis stiffened.

Stevan immediately noticed.

"What is it?"

"That bell."

"The western tower bell?"

Francis nodded.

"No one is stationed there tonight."

Both men exchanged a glance.

The bell rang again.

Then stopped.

Abruptly.

The silence that followed felt unnatural.

Francis set the untouched mug aside.

"Stay here."

Stevan snorted.

"Not happening."

Before Francis could argue, Stevan was already heading toward the tower entrance.

Francis followed.

The corridors of Blackthorne Keep stretched before them, illuminated by flickering lanterns.

Their footsteps echoed through ancient halls lined with portraits of forgotten nobles and vampire rulers.

The castle itself seemed to be holding its breath.

Neither spoke as they climbed the winding staircase toward the western tower.

The higher they ascended, the colder the air became.

Not natural cold.

Something else.

Something older.

By the time they reached the bell chamber, frost coated the stone walls.

Stevan frowned.

"That's not normal."

"No."

Francis pushed open the heavy wooden door.

The chamber beyond was empty.

The bell hung motionless overhead.

No servants.

No guards.

No intruders.

Nothing.

Yet frost covered every surface.

And across the stone floor stretched a thin layer of gray ash.

Stevan crouched beside it.

"Where did this come from?"

Francis knelt beside him.

The ash felt strangely warm.

His eyes narrowed.

Impossible.

Ash should not retain heat in such temperatures.

Unless—

A sudden movement caught his attention.

At the far side of the room.

Near a narrow window overlooking the castle cemetery.

Francis crossed the chamber.

Outside, snow blanketed hundreds of ancient graves.

Most belonged to nobles and warriors who had served Blackthorne throughout the centuries.

The cemetery appeared perfectly still.

Then a pale light flickered among the tombstones.

Stevan moved beside him.

"What is that?"

The light appeared again.

Silver.

Ghostly.

Burning without consuming anything.

Francis froze.

His expression drained of all color.

"No."

Stevan looked at him.

"What?"

The light multiplied.

One flame became three.

Three became ten.

Soon dozens of pale fires danced among the graves.

Silent.

Beautiful.

Terrifying.

Stevan stared in disbelief.

"What are they?"

Francis felt memories he had buried centuries ago clawing toward the surface.

Ancient battlefields.

Cities consumed by sorrow.

Mountains of the dead.

A valley drowned in grief.

And silver fire burning beneath a black sky.

His chest tightened.

"No..."

The word escaped him as little more than a whisper.

Stevan grabbed his arm.

"Francis."

The vampire lord did not answer.

His gaze remained fixed upon the cemetery.

Upon the impossible flames.

He had not seen them in over a thousand years.

Most believed they no longer existed.

Many believed they never had.

But Francis knew better.

Because he had witnessed their birth.

And survived their consequences.

Far below, another cry echoed through the mountains.

This time Stevan heard it too.

The sound rose from beneath the frozen earth.

A sound of unbearable sorrow.

A sound that seemed capable of breaking hearts.

The silver flames instantly brightened.

Every fire in the cemetery flared toward the sky.

Stevan's face paled.

"What in God's name was that?"

Francis felt dread settle deep within him.

The kind of dread only ancient beings understood.

The dread of recognizing a nightmare thought long buried.

His voice emerged barely above a whisper.

"It cannot be."

Stevan looked at him.

"Cannot be what?"

Francis slowly turned from the window.

For the first time in many years, genuine fear burned within his crimson eyes.

"The Mourning Flame."

Outside, the silver fires continued dancing among the graves.

And somewhere far beneath the snow-covered mountains, something ancient had awakened.

Something that should have remained buried forever.
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Chapter 2

Ashes of Forgotten Names
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The silver flames burned until dawn.

They danced among the graves of Blackthorne Keep without consuming stone, grass, or snow. They simply existed—silent, ghostly, and impossibly bright against the winter darkness.

Neither Francis nor Stevan slept.

By sunrise, the flames had vanished.

The cemetery looked exactly as it always had.

Ancient headstones stood beneath untouched snow.

Frozen trees swayed gently in the morning wind.

Nothing remained except the memory of what they had witnessed.

And the growing fear neither wished to voice aloud.

The great library of Blackthorne Keep was unusually quiet.

Rows upon rows of books stretched toward the vaulted ceiling.

Some volumes were so old that no living scholar could decipher their languages.

Others contained histories that had been deliberately erased from human memory.

Francis stood before a massive fireplace.

Its flames cast shifting shadows across his pale face.

Stevan sat nearby, watching him.

For nearly an hour, Francis had searched through ancient records.

He had barely spoken.

The silence itself felt ominous.

Finally, Stevan closed the book resting on his lap.

"You're avoiding the conversation."

Francis did not look up.

"I am researching."

"You are avoiding the conversation while researching."

That earned a faint smile.

Only Stevan could challenge him so easily.

Still, the smile faded quickly.

Francis pulled a leather-bound manuscript from a shelf.

The cover was cracked with age.

Its pages had yellowed centuries ago.

Stevan noticed the title.

Or rather, what remained of it.

Most of the letters had faded beyond recognition.

"What is that?"

Francis carried the book to a nearby table.

"The oldest surviving account."

"Of the Mourning Flame?"

Francis nodded.

For a moment, neither spoke.

Outside, snow drifted against stained-glass windows.

The castle seemed wrapped in silence.

Finally, Stevan asked the question that had lingered between them all night.

"What exactly is the Mourning Flame?"

Francis stared at the ancient manuscript.

When he spoke, his voice sounded distant.

As though part of him had returned to another century.

"A mistake."

Stevan frowned.

"A magical mistake?"

"A cosmic one."

The answer did little to ease his concern.

Francis opened the book carefully.

The pages crackled softly.

Drawings filled the margins.

Most depicted silver fire.

Others showed grieving figures kneeling before ghostly flames.

"There are places in this world," Francis said quietly, "where powerful emotions leave scars."

Stevan listened closely.

"Battlefields soaked with hatred."

Francis turned a page.

"Temples filled with devotion."

Another page.

"Places where joy, fear, love, or grief become so concentrated that reality itself begins to bend."

Stevan nodded slowly.

"Like enchanted ground."

"Exactly."

Francis stopped at an illustration showing a vast valley surrounded by mountains.

At its center burned a pillar of silver fire.

"The Valley of Sorrows was one such place."

Stevan studied the image.

The drawing seemed unnaturally detailed despite its age.

"Why was it called that?"

Francis's expression darkened.

"Because thousands died there."

The room fell silent.

"The valley once served as a refuge during an ancient war. Entire cities fled there seeking protection."

He turned another page.

"The war followed them."

Stevan felt a chill.

Francis continued.

"The valley became a graveyard."

Thousands perished.

Families were destroyed.

Lovers separated.

Children orphaned.

Entire bloodlines vanished within a single generation."

The fire crackled softly.

Francis stared into its flames.

"The grief left behind was unlike anything the world had ever witnessed."

Stevan remained silent.

He knew Francis had seen countless tragedies throughout his immortal life.

For him to describe one as extraordinary carried enormous weight.

"What happened?" Stevan asked.

Francis exhaled slowly.

"No one knows exactly."

"The stories differ."

"Some claim the gods intervened."

"Others blame ancient sorcery."

"Still others believe grief itself became sentient."

Stevan raised an eyebrow.

"Grief became alive?"

Francis shrugged.

"Stranger things have happened."

That was unfortunately true.

"The result was the same."

His finger rested upon the illustration of silver fire.

"The Mourning Flame appeared."

Stevan studied the image.

The silver fire looked almost beautiful.

"What did it do?"

Francis's gaze hardened.

"It granted miracles."

Stevan immediately disliked the sound of that.

"Miracles rarely end well."

"No."

Francis's voice grew softer.

"They do not."

He turned another page.

This illustration showed a woman embracing a translucent figure.

A ghost.

"The Flame allowed the living to reunite with the dead."

Stevan stared.

For a moment, he wondered if he had misheard.

"Reunite?"

Francis nodded.

"One final meeting."

"A final conversation."

"A final farewell."

The words lingered heavily in the room.

Stevan thought of everyone he had lost before meeting Francis.

His parents.

Friends.

Faces long gone.

The temptation struck him immediately.

One final conversation.

One final embrace.

One final chance to say everything left unsaid.

He understood instantly why such power would attract desperate people.

Francis seemed to read his thoughts.

"That is exactly how it begins."

Stevan looked up.

"The temptation."

Francis nodded.

"The Flame feeds upon it."

A knot formed in Stevan's stomach.

"What was the cost?"

The vampire lord closed the book.

The sound echoed through the library.

"A life."

Stevan froze.

"A life?"

Francis nodded once.

"Every reunion required balance."

"The dead could return briefly."

"But something living had to be surrendered."

Silence filled the room.

Stevan stared at him.

"You mean sacrifice."

"Yes."

The answer was mercilessly simple.

Stevan felt cold despite the fire.

"So every miracle killed someone?"

Francis looked away.

"Not always intentionally."

Stevan frowned.

"What does that mean?"

Francis's expression became grim.

"The Flame chooses."

A terrible realization dawned.

"No..."

Francis nodded.

"Someone, somewhere, would die."

The room seemed darker.

Stevan slowly sat back in his chair.

Now he understood why Francis looked so disturbed.

This was not merely dangerous magic.

It was grief transformed into hunger.

A force that fed upon loss itself.

"And people still used it?"

Francis laughed bitterly.

"Of course they did."

The answer carried centuries of disappointment.

"Grief makes fools of us all."

Stevan couldn't argue.

How many people would willingly pay any price to see a loved one again?

The answer frightened him.

Millions.

Perhaps billions.

His gaze
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