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Prologue – The Burning Sky
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The sky burned the color of old blood, a horizon stretched wide with fire and ash, and the world seemed to exhale its last breath through the blackened teeth of shattered mountains. Wind whipped smoke across the ruins of the once-great city of Deymar, where spires that had reached toward heaven now stood twisted and broken, bent like the fingers of a giant’s corpse clawing at the heavens. In the heart of this devastation, where the streets glowed with embers and the screams of the dying had long since faded into silence, a lone figure staggered through the rubble, his robes tattered, his body bent with age and wounds that no healer could mend. Sorin Talvere, last Archmage of the Shattered Court, pressed a trembling hand to the gash across his ribs and felt hot blood seeping between his fingers, every step a rebellion against death’s impatient pull. His eyes, dulled with centuries of study yet sharpened by desperation, flicked upward to the blazing heavens and then downward to the burden he carried wrapped in scorched cloth.

The relic pulsed faintly, like the heartbeat of a slumbering beast, each throb echoing in the marrow of his bones. It was not large—no larger than a crown’s circlet, jagged where age and power had twisted its form—but in its silence and weight it carried the roar of empires. Sorin had watched kings bow to it, tyrants kill for it, armies rise and crumble in its shadow. He had sworn once, as a young mage, never to touch it, never to let its hunger seep into his own veins. Yet here he was, cradling the damnable thing like a child, knowing that if it fell into the hands of those who hunted him across the ruins, the world itself might crumble into dust.

He stumbled, knees striking stone, breath leaving him in a ragged cough. His vision blurred, and for a moment he thought he saw them again—the dead of Deymar, shadows of men and women with hollow eyes staring at him through smoke. He whispered their names under his breath, a broken litany of guilt, then pushed himself upright, leaning on a staff that had once crackled with runes but now sagged as if even its wood mourned. Ahead loomed the temple ruins, the last refuge of a faith already extinguished. Its once-white walls were scorched black, its golden icons plundered or melted, but beneath it ran catacombs untouched, forgotten by conquerors who had never thought to look for what was hidden in the dark. Sorin’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. Power was always lost in plain sight, while fools searched the gilded halls.

The relic pulsed again, more insistent, as though it too felt the pull of death closing in around him. Sorin clutched it tighter, muttering words older than any living tongue, a prayer and a curse entwined. “Not yet,” he rasped, voice raw. “You will not be theirs. Not while I breathe.” His words vanished into the crackle of fire overhead. Behind him, faint at first but growing, came the iron-clad march of soldiers, boots grinding stone, voices barking orders. The enemy had not forgotten him. They knew what he carried. Perhaps they even understood. He quickened his pace, forcing his failing body onward, slipping through the fractured archway into the yawning dark of the temple’s interior.

The air within was cool, damp, a relief after the furnace of the streets, though it carried the stink of mildew and char. He half-collapsed against a fallen pillar, teeth gritted against the pain that threatened to drive him into oblivion. The relic beat like a drum against his chest, faster now, syncing with his faltering heart as though mocking him. He thought of the Council who had fallen one by one, of the apprentices burned alive in towers they never should have fortified, of the people who had trusted him with their hope and received only ash. He had failed them all. But this—this one act—might yet deny the victors their prize.

He descended into the catacombs, dragging one leg behind the other, every stair down carved into him like a tally of sins. The walls were lined with dust-choked carvings of saints and demons, their eyes long since eroded into blankness. At the base of the descent lay the chamber, circular and silent, its floor etched with patterns no living priest could interpret. Sorin sank to his knees at the center, laying the relic on the cold stone. It gleamed faintly, as though eager to stretch its power into the world again. He drew a shaking circle of salt and ash around it, hands trembling, muttering words of warding that scratched against the edges of sanity. The wards would not last forever—nothing could—but they would hold until someone worthy, or desperate enough, came searching centuries later.

Above, the crash of boots echoed, closer, louder. His pursuers had entered the temple, voices harsh with triumph. Sorin’s time dwindled like sand in an hourglass already tipped. He bent over the relic, whispering the last of his strength into the air, weaving not prophecy but warning, not promise but truth. His voice was thin, but the words clung to the stone and smoke like iron chains. “Whoever claims this crown,” he breathed, “will inherit not glory, but ruin. To wield it is to mend what is broken, or to break what is left. Choose, and the world will choose with you.”

The relic pulsed once more, brighter, as if acknowledging his words. Then Sorin collapsed fully, cheek pressed to the cold stone, eyes staring at nothing. His chest heaved once, twice, and was still. Silence filled the chamber, broken only by the faint hiss of torches above. Moments later, soldiers spilled into the stairwell, their armor clattering, voices sharp with hunger. But when they reached the chamber, they found only the husk of a man and a dead circle of ash. The relic was gone, buried beneath wards and whispers, hidden in the earth like a seed awaiting a new season.

And above, through the cracked dome of the temple, the sky still burned, crimson bleeding into black, as though the heavens themselves bore witness to the end of an age and the beginning of another.

Far away, in villages untouched by the war’s flame, children dreamed uneasy dreams of crowns and fire, of shadows that reached across centuries. And in the heart of those dreams, the relic pulsed in silence, waiting for the hand that would awaken it, waiting for the choice that would either heal the world or tear it to pieces.
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Chapter 1 – The Forgotten Village
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The village had no name worth remembering, at least not to anyone beyond the cracked stone markers that ringed its muddy paths, half-swallowed by weeds and the indifference of travelers who never stayed long enough to learn it. Maps skipped over it entirely, drawing neat borders around nearby cities as if erasing this little cluster of homes and smoke-stained chimneys was doing the world a favor. And maybe it was. The people who lived here didn’t complain much about that erasure; they worked, they ate, they slept, they worried about the next harvest and whose goat had wandered into whose garden again. To them, obscurity was a kind of safety, a quiet tucked into the folds of hills and riverbanks, where the world’s troubles might thunder on but rarely bothered to roll through.

For Aric, obscurity was a curse and a blessing tangled so tightly together he couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. He was sixteen, too tall for his own clumsy frame, and too sharp with his tongue for a place where people measured worth by how well you kept your head down and your back bent. The older folk muttered that he would either grow into a fine man someday or get himself killed trying to prove he was smarter than the dirt they all scraped from their boots. Aric suspected they were only half-right; he had no ambitions of being a fine man, whatever that meant, but he wasn’t eager to end up in the dirt either.

That morning, he sat perched on the crooked fence outside his family’s cottage, kicking at the posts with boots patched so many times they were more stitching than leather. A thin mist clung to the fields, softening the lines of tilled earth and making the sheep look like ghosts grazing on fog. He should have been inside, helping his father repair the roof or fetching water before the well queue grew too long. Instead, he lingered, chin propped on his hand, staring at the horizon where the sun bled into gray clouds. He imagined cities beyond those hills, towers glittering like teeth, marketplaces spilling with more noise and color than he’d ever seen. Then he imagined himself in the middle of it, not as a farmer’s boy who couldn’t even swing a scythe without nicking his own leg, but as someone who mattered. Someone whose name wouldn’t be forgotten when the maps were drawn.

“Aric!” The voice cracked the morning stillness, sharp as a whip. He flinched, then sighed, because of course his mother had found him already. She had a way of knowing when he wasn’t where he was supposed to be, as if motherhood came with invisible threads tied to his ankles. He slid down from the fence and trudged toward the doorway, muttering under his breath about slave labor and the tragedy of wasted potential.

Inside, the kitchen smelled of porridge and smoke. His mother stood at the hearth, stirring with the determination of someone who had long since lost the ability to taste the difference between good food and burned oats. Her hair was tied back in a scarf, streaks of silver catching the firelight. She didn’t turn as he entered, but she didn’t need to. “The roof,” she said. “Before the rains come. Your father’s up there alone.”

Aric scratched at his mop of unruly hair, weighing the argument forming in his throat. He wanted to tell her that climbing onto a roof held together by prayers and rotting beams was a death sentence, that he had better things to do with his morning—like daydream about running away and not breaking his neck for free labor. But her shoulders were tight, her back stiff, and he recognized the line of tension that meant she had already been worrying since dawn. So instead, he nodded, grabbed the hammer leaning against the wall, and shuffled outside again.

The cottage roof was a battlefield of its own, shingles scattered like casualties across the yard, rain having chewed through the wood until it sagged in places. His father crouched near the peak, broad-shouldered, his hands moving with the steady patience of someone who had never known another kind of work. He didn’t look up when Aric scrambled onto the ladder, only muttered, “About time,” as if he had expected his son’s reluctance and was already tired of it.

They worked in silence for a while, the rhythmic thud of hammer on wood filling the space where words might have gone. Aric’s mind wandered, as it always did when his hands were busy with tasks that felt endless. He thought about the stories told at the tavern, of kingdoms beyond the riverlands, of wars brewing between lords whose names he barely knew. He thought about the relics the traders whispered of, powerful artifacts buried in ruins older than memory, relics that could change the world if someone bold—or foolish—enough found them. He thought about whether he might ever see such things with his own eyes, or if he was doomed to die hammering shingles into roofs that leaked again the next season.

His father grunted suddenly, pulling him back. “Mind your aim,” the man said, as Aric’s hammer landed crooked, splitting a shingle. Aric bit back a retort, swallowing it like bitter medicine. He told himself it wasn’t worth the argument, though the words still simmered in his chest, sharp and ready. His father was a good man, people said, steady, hardworking, dependable. Aric believed it, but he also knew that being steady and hardworking and dependable chained you to a village no one remembered, until your back bent and your name faded with the stones on your grave.

By midday, the mist had burned off, leaving the fields stretching in tired browns and greens under a weak sun. Aric wiped sweat from his forehead, climbed down the ladder, and let himself collapse into the grass. He stared at the sky, watching a hawk wheel overhead, and imagined what it would be like to fly that high, to see beyond the hills, to know the shape of the world instead of the narrow slice he had been given.

“Dreaming again?” The voice was familiar, teasing. He rolled onto his elbow and squinted at the figure leaning against the fence. Kira, his closest—maybe only—friend in the village, grinned at him with all the subtlety of a fox who had just stolen a chicken. She was a year younger, quick with her words and quicker with her feet, which made her both entertaining and exhausting to be around. Her dark hair was tied back messily, her clothes patched nearly as often as his, though she wore them with a kind of reckless pride that turned rags into armor.

“Not dreaming,” Aric said, “planning. There’s a difference.”

“Oh?” She hopped the fence and plopped down beside him. “Planning what, exactly? How to hammer shingles without destroying them? Because I’d say that needs work.”

He groaned and covered his face with one arm. “Planning my escape,” he said, muffled through his sleeve. “One day I’m going to walk out of here and never look back.”

Kira snorted. “You’ve been saying that since we were ten. Still here. Still hammering roofs. Still dreaming about cities you’ve never seen.”

“Someone has to,” he muttered, lowering his arm to glare at her. “Not everyone’s content to live and die in a place the world’s already forgotten.”

She tilted her head, studying him. For a moment, the grin slipped, replaced by something softer, almost thoughtful. “Maybe being forgotten isn’t the worst fate,” she said quietly. “The world out there...it’s not kind. People fight for scraps, for power, for relics they don’t understand. Here, at least, you know what tomorrow looks like.”

Aric sat up, frowning. “Yeah. More roofs. More mud. More goats.”

Kira laughed, the sound bright, cutting through the heaviness of his words. “Fair point,” she admitted. “But if you ever do leave, you’ll need someone to keep you alive. That’ll be me, obviously.”

“Obviously,” he said, though a reluctant smile tugged at his lips.

The afternoon wore on. Chores blurred together: hauling water, gathering firewood, listening to his mother list tasks with the precision of a general. By evening, the sky blazed with streaks of orange and purple, and the village settled into its familiar rhythms—smoke curling from chimneys, children chasing each other through dusty lanes, elders smoking pipes and watching the world shrink to the edges of their fences. Aric sat again on the crooked post outside his home, chin resting in his hands. The air smelled of stew and earth, the kind of scent that said nothing ever truly changed here.

And yet, as the first stars blinked awake overhead, a strange unease stirred in his chest. He couldn’t name it, couldn’t chase it down, but it lingered like a whisper in the back of his mind. The kind of whisper that spoke of storms on the horizon, of maps that might yet redraw themselves, of relics hidden in ashes waiting for someone foolish enough to find them. He shivered, though the night was not cold, and told himself it was nothing. Just another dream, another plan, another thought too big for a village too small.

But somewhere deep in the dark, beyond the hills, beyond the reach of forgotten villages and their crooked fences, the world was shifting. And whether Aric liked it or not, it would shift him with it.
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Chapter 2 – Market Day Trouble
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Morning came with the clamor of bells and the shuffle of boots in the dirt, a noise that meant market day had arrived whether anyone liked it or not. The village, usually sleepy to the point of coma, twitched itself awake like an old hound smelling food. Stalls that spent most of the week looking abandoned were suddenly draped with patched cloth, crooked tables were dragged into the square, and people who normally had no patience for one another smiled thin, sharp smiles and haggled like their lives depended on whether a turnip was worth one copper or two. For Aric, market day was less about trade and more about distraction, the one time he could almost pretend the village belonged to something larger than itself. Almost.

He walked beside his mother, burdened with a basket twice as wide as his torso, the straps cutting into his shoulders as he tried not to trip over the cobblestones. She had filled it with eggs, dried herbs, and a stack of wool that smelled faintly of the sheep that had donated it. His mother moved with the brisk authority of someone who considered market negotiations a kind of battlefield, her sharp eyes scanning every stall for advantage. Aric, meanwhile, trailed with the enthusiasm of a prisoner being marched to the gallows.

The square was already crowded. Farmers shouted over one another about the superiority of their carrots, hunters waved skinned rabbits like flags of conquest, and children darted underfoot carrying sticky buns they hadn’t paid for. The air smelled of smoke, sweat, and fried bread, all blending into the kind of atmosphere that made Aric’s stomach growl even as he wrinkled his nose. Kira appeared out of nowhere, as she often did, snatching an apple from a nearby crate and tossing it in the air with a grin that dared someone to stop her.

“Planning to pay for that?” Aric asked, though his voice lacked any real expectation.

“Planning to run fast,” Kira shot back, biting into the apple with a crunch that earned her a glare from the vendor. She didn’t care, of course. She never did.

His mother swatted Aric’s shoulder. “Don’t just stand there gawking. Go fetch the salt from Darrin’s stall before he sells out again.”

Aric muttered something about slave labor but obeyed, grateful at least for the excuse to escape the endless comparisons of barley prices. He threaded through the crowd, keeping his head low, listening to the swirl of conversations that seemed louder than usual today. Whispers of soldiers on the road, of border skirmishes between lords whose names carried weight far beyond this village. Aric frowned, trying to catch more, but the words dissolved into the marketplace din before he could gather sense.

Darrin’s stall stood near the well, its table stacked with bags of coarse salt, jars of pickled vegetables, and the occasional trinket scavenged from travelers who passed through. Darrin himself, a rotund man with cheeks like bread dough, greeted Aric with his usual cheerless grunt. “Here for your mother?” he asked, as though Aric had ever come for any other reason.

“Salt,” Aric said, trying to mimic his mother’s no-nonsense tone. He handed over the coin she had given him, already bracing for Darrin’s muttering about short change or rising costs. But before the man could launch into his speech, a hush rippled through the market, spreading faster than gossip.

Aric turned. At the edge of the square, soldiers had arrived.

They wore armor dulled by travel, but their insignia gleamed sharp enough to slice through the air: the crest of the High Crown, a symbol that looked oddly menacing here among cabbage and carrots. There were a dozen of them, maybe more, moving in practiced formation that made the villagers instinctively step back, clearing a path without being asked. The captain rode at their head, a man with a jaw like carved stone and eyes that scanned the crowd as though weighing every soul on scales only he could see.

Aric felt his chest tighten. Soldiers rarely came this deep into the forgotten riverlands; when they did, it meant trouble. Taxes unpaid, conscripts demanded, rumors of rebellion to be stomped out. Whatever it was this time, it would not be good.

The captain dismounted, his boots striking the earth with finality. He unrolled a parchment and began to read, his voice carrying across the square without effort. “By order of the
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