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The heat from the Ember Well made Sune’s scars ache—the ones no one could see. She stared into the molten heart of her homeland, watching flames dance across volcanic stone, and tried not to think about the fire that lived beneath her own skin.

Behind her, chalk scraped against rock. Her mother was drawing runes again.

“There’s an elf coming,” Elyra said.

Sune’s hand drifted to her sword. “Then she’s a fool. Your people would sooner gut an elf than greet one.”

“Our people.” Elyra didn’t look up from her work, her sightless eyes tracking symbols only she could see. “And you’ll be greeting her, not gutting her.”

“Like hell I will.”

The chalk stopped. In the sudden silence, Sune could hear the distant rumble of the mountain’s belly, the whisper of ash settling on stone. When Elyra finally spoke, her voice carried the weight of prophecy.

“Her name is Dina. The gods have bound her fate to yours.”

Sune laughed, sharp and bitter. “The gods. Right. The same gods who cursed me? Who made me into—” She bit off the words before they could reveal too much. Even here, in the sacred depths, she couldn’t speak it aloud.

“Into what you are.” Elyra rose, dusting chalk from her ceremonial robes. Scars webbed across her face like lightning frozen in flesh—each one earned in service to the Sunfire. “A warrior. A survivor. A daughter who still has much to learn.”

“I’ve learned enough.” Sune turned away from the Well, jaw tight. “I’ve learned that elves are weak. That they worship trees while we forge steel in fire. That their kingdoms crumble while ours endure. Why in the gods’ names would I help one?”

“Because she suffers what you suffer.”

The words hit like a hammer to the chest. Sune spun back, hand flying to her sword hilt. “You told someone? You swore—”

“I told no one.” Elyra’s voice could have carved stone. “But the curse you carry is not yours alone, child. It never was. The elf knows this fire. She burns with it, just as you do.”

Impossible. The curse was her private hell, the thing that woke her screaming in the night, that made her people whisper when she passed. It couldn’t exist in some soft elf who probably wept at storms.

And yet.

And yet her mother had never lied to her. Not about the important things.

“Where?” The word came out rougher than she intended.

“Rarham. Three days north.” Elyra turned back to her runes, dismissing her daughter as she had when Sune was a child. “You leave at dawn.”

“And if I refuse?”

Now Elyra smiled, and it was not kind. “Then the gods will come for you themselves. Trust me, daughter—you want my way better than theirs.”

Sune stood there, heat washing over her from the Well, cold certainty settling in her gut. She thought of the nights she’d spent praying for death. The mornings she’d woken surprised to still be breathing. The curse that ate at her from the inside, patient and hungry.

If there was even a chance that this elf could help her understand it…

“If you’re wrong,” Sune said quietly, “if you’re sending me on some gods-damned vision quest while I could be hunting a real cure—”

“Then crush me.” Elyra’s chalk resumed its scratching. “I believe those were your words. Though you might want to wait until you’re stronger than I am.”

Despite everything, Sune almost smiled. Her mother was blind, ancient, and half her size. She was also the only warrior in Rahrem who’d ever beaten Sune in single combat.

“I’ll find this elf,” Sune said. “But when this is over, you owe me answers. Real ones.”

“When this is over,” Elyra replied, “you won’t need them.”

Sune left her mother to her runes and climbed back toward the light, ash falling like black snow around her. Three days to Rarham. Three days to decide whether to help an elf or cut her down.

Three days to prepare for another disappointment.

But as she emerged into the red twilight of Rahrem, as the wind carried the scent of sulfur and steel, Sune felt something she hadn’t felt in years.

Something almost like hope.

She crushed it immediately. Hope was for the weak.

Hope was for elves.
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Chapter 2: Flame and Shadow

Dina smelled the ash before she saw it.

It was wrong—all wrong. Ash didn’t belong in Elmswood, where the air tasted of moss and morning dew, where flowers bloomed year-round and the trees whispered secrets older than kingdoms. Yet there it was, drifting through the Summer Palace courtyard like snow from a fire she couldn’t see.

She caught a flake on her palm. It dissolved instantly, leaving behind a smear of gray and the faint scent of sulfur.

Something was burning. Something far away and getting closer.

The marketplace should have been alive with sound—merchants hawking their wares, children laughing, the endless chatter of her people going about their peaceful, eternal routines. Instead, an unnatural hush had fallen over the crowd. Conversations died mid-sentence. People stopped walking. All eyes turned toward the main gates.

Dina’s hand went to her sword before she realized she’d moved.

A commotion erupted at the entrance. The crowds parted like water before a stone, bodies pressing against market stalls and garden walls, creating a corridor of empty space. Through it came something Elmswood hadn’t seen in three generations.

A dwarf.

He rode a cart pulled by mountain goats—actual goats, their eyes wild and their hooves clattering on the pristine cobblestones. The dwarf himself was built like a boulder given limbs, his beard iron-gray and braided with copper rings that clinked with each bump of the cart. A warhammer the size of a man’s torso was strapped across his back, and his face bore the kind of scowl that suggested he’d been born angry and hadn’t found a reason to change his mind.

But that wasn’t what made Dina’s breath catch in her throat.

Behind him, standing in the cart with the perfect balance of someone who’d learned to move on unstable ground, was a woman.

She had fire in her hair.

Not red. Not auburn. Not any color that occurred naturally in any race Dina knew. This was flame made solid—copper and gold and crimson braided together, moving in a wind that didn’t exist, each strand seeming to generate its own light. The woman’s skin was bronze, marked with scars that caught the sunlight. She wore armor of dark metal that seemed to drink the light rather than reflect it, and twin swords were crossed at her back.

But it was her eyes that stopped Dina’s heart.

They glowed. Faintly, like embers buried in ash, but they glowed.

The woman swept her gaze across the crowd, and everywhere she looked, elves stepped back. Not because guards ordered them. Not because she threatened them. They moved because something primal in them recognized a predator, recognized fire, recognized death walking among them in beautiful and terrible form.

Her gaze found Dina.

For one suspended moment, their eyes locked. Dina felt heat—actual, physical heat—wash over her skin from thirty paces away. The sensation triggered something deep in her chest, something that had been sleeping for months, something she’d prayed would never wake again.

The curse stirred.

No. Not now. Not here.

Dina turned and ran.

Not away from the woman—toward her. She had to reach the King before—before what? Before the prophecy fulfilled itself? Before the curse took them both? Before this walking inferno decided that Elmswood’s hospitality wasn’t to her liking?

She caught a young girl by the shoulders, a child she recognized from the palace gardens. “The dwarf,” Dina said, her voice tight with urgency. “Did you hear his name?”

The girl’s eyes were huge with wonder and fear. “Grimi,” she breathed. “He said the King owed him a favor. He said the fire in the mountains is waking up and we need to listen this time.”

Grimi. The name hit Dina like a fist. Grimi Stonebreaker, the Forgemaster of Khaz-Thurim, the dwarf who’d helped King Theron win the Northern Wars forty years ago. If he was here, this wasn’t a social visit.

This was a declaration.

“The woman,” Dina said, fighting to keep her voice steady. “Did she speak?”

The girl shook her head. “She didn’t have to. Everyone just… knew. Like when a storm’s coming and the animals hide. Like that.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Her hair was glowing, Lady Dina. Really glowing. And the air around her was wrong. Wavy. Like heat on a summer road.”

She will walk with flame in her hair and the curse in her blood. Eldra’s prophecy, spoken six months ago when Dina had screamed herself awake for the third night in a row, when the burning had first begun. You will know her by the fire she carries and the pain you share. Together you will burn, or together you will be ash.

Dina released the girl and broke into a run.

The palace loomed before her, its white stone walls and flowing architecture designed to evoke growth and harmony. Right now, it looked fragile. Like something that would melt if you breathed on it too hard.

The guards at the main entrance stood rigid, their ceremonial spears held in white-knuckled grips. One of them—Calin, she’d known him since childhood—stepped forward as she approached.

“Lady Dina.” His voice cracked slightly. “The King has been asking for you. They’re already inside.”

“How long?”

“Minutes. They didn’t stop. The dwarf announced himself and walked right through like he owned the place, and she—” He stopped, swallowed hard. “The air around that woman ripples. Like heat off stone. One of the younger guards tried to ask her name and she just looked at him. He said later it felt like standing too close to a forge.”

Dina’s chest tightened. The curse recognized its twin. It was waking up, responding to proximity, to the presence of someone else who burned.

“If I don’t come out,” Dina said quietly, “evacuate the palace. Clear everyone from the building.”

Calin went pale. “My lady—”

“That’s an order.”

She didn’t wait for his response. She pushed through the massive oak doors into the entrance hall, and the temperature jumped ten degrees.

The Summer Palace was designed to stay cool, to channel breezes and maintain perfect comfort year-round. But now the air itself seemed to shimmer, and sweat immediately beaded on Dina’s forehead. The marble floors were warm beneath her boots.

Servants pressed themselves against walls as she passed, their faces tight with fear. Good. They had sense. Whatever was about to happen in the throne room, it would be better if there were fewer witnesses.

The doors to the Great Hall stood open. Through them, Dina could see her King—Theron Silverleaf, who’d ruled for two centuries with wisdom and compassion, who’d never raised his voice in anger, who’d made Elmswood the safest kingdom in the realm.

He looked small. Diminished. A willow tree facing a forest fire.

Before him stood the dwarf, gesturing emphatically, his voice a gravelly rumble that carried even from the doorway.

And beside the dwarf, arms crossed, radiating heat like a second sun—

The woman turned.

Their eyes met for the second time.

The curse inside Dina roared to life.

It hit her like a fist to the chest, like breathing in flames, like every nightmare she’d had for six months made manifest. Her vision went white at the edges. Her skin felt too tight. The sword at her hip grew hot enough to brand her through the scabbard.

And in that moment, she knew—absolutely knew—that the woman felt it too.

Those ember-bright eyes widened fractionally. The woman’s hand moved to her sword, not drawing, but holding, steadying. Her jaw clenched hard enough that Dina could see the muscles jump.

They stood frozen, two forces recognizing each other across an impossible distance.

Then the woman smiled. It wasn’t friendly. It was the smile of someone who’d found what they were looking for and wasn’t sure if they were pleased or terrified by the discovery.

“Well,” she said, and her voice was smoke and steel. “You must be Dina.”

The way she said it—not a question, not quite a threat, but something in between—made Dina’s hand close on her sword hilt.

“And you,” Dina managed, her voice steadier than she felt, “must be the reason the trees are dying.”

The woman’s smile widened, showing teeth. “The trees were dying before I got here, elf. I’m just the first one to tell you why.”

King Theron raised a hand, a gesture meant to calm. “Lady Dina. I’m glad you’re here. This is Sune of Rahrem, and Grimi Stonebreaker of the Mountain Forges. They bring… concerning news.”

“Concerning?” Grimi barked a laugh. “That’s one word for it. The Emberwell is waking, and when it fully opens, your pretty little forest kingdom is going to burn whether you’re ready or not.”

Sune hadn’t looked away from Dina. “But that’s not why I’m here. Is it, elf?”

The temperature in the room climbed another five degrees. Dina’s curse responded, reaching out like a living thing, like recognizing like. She felt it in her bones, in her blood, in every nerve ending.

“No,” Dina said quietly. “It’s not.”

“Good.” Sune stepped forward, ignoring the King entirely, her attention fixed on Dina like a predator who’d spotted prey. “Because I’ve traveled for three days through hostile territory to meet the elf who supposedly shares my affliction. I’ve left my home, defied my better judgment, and followed a blind prophet’s ravings because she promised me answers.”

Another step closer. The heat intensified.

“So here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to tell me everything you know about the curse. Every symptom, every moment it manifests, every failed cure you’ve tried. And if I find out you’ve been wasting my time—if you’re just another broken thing looking for sympathy—then I’m going to be very disappointed.”

She stopped three paces away. Close enough that Dina could see the fine tremor in her hands, the way her chest moved too quickly with each breath, the sweat on her brow that had nothing to do with the heat she generated.

Close enough that Dina could see the fear behind the anger.

“And trust me, elf,” Sune said softly, dangerously. “You don’t want to disappoint me.”

Dina met her gaze and didn’t flinch. The curse burned between them, two flames feeding off each other, building toward something that would either forge them together or consume them both.

“The feeling,” Dina said, her voice carrying through the suddenly silent throne room, “is mutual.”

Lightning fast, Dina drew her sword.

Not to attack—to show. The blade gleamed in the light, and along its length, tiny runes glowed the same ember-orange as Sune’s eyes.

“These marks appeared three months ago,” Dina said. “The same night I dreamed of burning alive. The same night I woke up with scorch marks on my sheets and my hands glowing like coals. The same night I realized that whatever is happening to us isn’t going to stop until we’re ash.”

She flipped the sword, offering it hilt-first to Sune. A gesture of trust. Or challenge.

“So before you threaten me in my King’s hall, warrior of Rahrem, maybe you should ask yourself—am I wasting your time, or are you wasting mine?”

Sune stared at the offered sword. Then, slowly, she reached out.

The moment their fingers brushed the hilt together, the world exploded into flame.
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The explosion didn’t break windows.

It shattered reality.

A hemisphere of white fire erupted from where Sune and Dina stood, expanding with the sound of a thousand forges roaring to life. The shockwave hit like a physical wall—guards flew backward, their armor clanging as they crashed into pillars. Tapestries ignited. The marble floor beneath the two women cracked with a sound like thunder, spiderwebbing outward in geometric patterns that glowed molten orange.

Dina felt herself lifted, hurled backward by invisible hands. She tucked and rolled, her training taking over, coming up in a crouch with her sword still somehow in her grip. The blade was white-hot, steam rising from where her hands gripped the hilt, but she didn’t let go. Couldn’t let go.

Through the smoke and shimmer of superheated air, she saw Sune.

The warrior hadn’t moved.

She stood at the center of the blast zone, feet planted, arms spread, her entire body wreathed in flames that didn’t consume her. Her hair had lifted, each strand a ribbon of liquid fire floating in an impossible wind. Her eyes were no longer just glowing—they were burning, twin suns set in a face carved from determination and terror.

The fire around her pulsed like a heartbeat.

“STAND DOWN!”

The voice cut through the chaos—Captain Aldric, commander of the palace guard, his face ash-pale but his spear leveled with rock-steady hands. Behind him, twenty guards who’d managed to keep their feet formed a semicircle, weapons trained on Sune.

They were shaking. All of them.

“Twenty toothpicks,” Sune said, her voice distorted by heat, by power, by something inhuman trying to claw its way out. “Is that supposed to intimidate me?”

She took a step forward. The fire followed. Where her boots touched the cracked marble, stone melted.

“Sune!” Grimi’s voice boomed from somewhere behind an overturned table. “Get a hold of yourself, girl! You’re resonating!”

“I AM IN CONTROL!” Sune roared, and three more torches exploded, raining glass and burning oil.

“Like hell you are,” Dina said.

She stepped into the circle of spears, past the terrified guards, into the heat that should have killed her but instead felt like coming home. The curse in her chest surged in response, reaching out, recognizing its mirror.

The fire around Sune flickered.

“Stay back, elf.” Sune’s hands clenched into fists. “I don’t know what that was, but if you touch me again—”

“You’ll burn me? I’m already burning.” Dina held up her free hand. Runes identical to those on her sword glowed beneath her skin, tracing patterns up her forearm like veins of molten gold. “Have been for months. Just like you.”

Sune stared at the marks. At the proof that she wasn’t alone in this.

The flames around her guttered, dimmed.

“What,” Sune whispered, and for the first time her voice held something other than anger, “what is happening to us?”

“That,” a new voice said—cold, ancient, and utterly without mercy—“is the sound of a seal breaking.”

King Theron stepped down from his dais.

He didn’t look like the gentle king who’d ruled for two centuries, who’d negotiated peace treaties and hosted summer festivals and never raised his voice in anger. He looked like a man who’d fought in the wars before the current age, who’d seen kingdoms burn and gods walk the earth. His silver robes were singed, his circlet slightly askew, but his eyes—his eyes held the weight of terrible knowledge.

“Grimi.” Theron’s voice could have frozen fire. “You brought a fireborn into my wooden palace. You triggered a resonance cascade in my throne room. Are you trying to start a war, or just kill everyone I love?”

Grimi crawled out from behind the table, dusting ash from his beard. He looked entirely too satisfied with himself. “I brought you the solution, old friend. Not my fault she’s volatile.”

“VOLATILE?” Sune took a step toward the dwarf, and the temperature spiked again. “You said I was meeting someone who could help me understand the curse! You didn’t mention explosions!”

“You didn’t ask about explosions,” Grimi pointed out reasonably.

“GUARDS!” Aldric’s voice cracked. “On my mark, subdue the—”

“You will do nothing.” Theron’s words stopped the captain mid-order. The King walked forward, past the guards, past the blast zone, until he stood directly before Sune. Close enough that the heat made his skin flush. Close enough that one wrong move from her would kill him.

He looked at her. Really looked, with the kind of recognition that made Dina’s stomach turn to ice.

“I know those eyes,” Theron whispered. “I haven’t seen them since…” He stopped himself, physically biting back a name.

“Since when?” Sune demanded, her flames dimming to a low simmer.

Theron’s mask cracked for just a moment. Pain—old pain, the kind that never truly heals—flashed across his face. Then the king’s composure slammed back into place, and when he spoke, his voice was steady.

“Since the curse began. Since the Ashen Gates cracked open and the old fire leaked into the world. Since the Moonstone Well started boiling and the trees started dying and I realized—” He stopped, drew a breath. “You asked why you are here, Sune of Rahrem.”

He turned, gestured to the massive map table against the far wall. With a sweep of his arm, he sent everything on it—scrolls, markers, goblets—crashing to the floor. The map remained, ancient parchment marked with locations in faded ink and fresh charcoal.

“You are here because the balance is breaking.” Theron’s finger stabbed down on a location marked with a red circle. “The Ashen Gates in the Whisper Mountains. Opening wider every day.” Another point. “The Emberwell in your homeland. Beginning to overflow.” A third. “The Moonstone Well here in Elmswood. Boiling. Corrupting.” A fourth. “And the Stormspire in the far north. Silent when it should be singing.”

He looked up, and his eyes held something Dina had never seen there before: desperation.

“Four points. Four elements. Fire, Earth, Water, Air. For three thousand years they’ve been held in balance by the Elemental Stones—artifacts forged when the world was young, anchors that keep the raw forces of creation from tearing reality apart.” His voice dropped. “Those anchors are failing.”

“What does that have to do with us?” Dina asked, though dread was already pooling in her gut.

“Everything.” Theron turned to face them both. “The curse isn’t a disease. It’s a calling. When the balance breaks, when the stones fail, the elements choose champions. Avatars. People whose souls resonate with the raw power looking for a vessel.”

He pointed at Sune. “You carry fire.”

Then at Dina. “As does she.”

Sune laughed, short and bitter. “So we’re possessed? That’s your grand revelation?”

“You’re not possessed. You’re being prepared.” Theron’s hands clenched on the edge of the map table. “The stones are scattered. Lost to the wild places, the forgotten ruins, the places even kings fear to send soldiers. They need to be recovered. Brought together. Used to restore the seals before—”

“Before what?” Dina demanded.

“Before the Emberwell opens completely and the fire at the heart of the world comes boiling up to scorch everything clean.” Grimi spoke from behind them, his voice stripped of all humor. “Before the ancient things sleeping in the deep places wake up hungry. Before the balance tips so far that there’s no pulling it back.”

“You want us to go on a treasure hunt,” Sune said flatly. “While we’re burning from the inside out. While we barely survived touching each other. You want us to travel together, find magical rocks, and somehow save the world.”

“No,” Theron said. “I want you to save yourselves.”

Silence.

“The curse will kill you,” the King continued, each word precise and merciless. “Not today. Not tomorrow. But within the year, maybe two, the fire will consume you from within. You’ll burn until there’s nothing left but ash and regret.” He leaned forward. “Unless you find the stones. Unless you learn to master what’s trying to master you. Unless you complete the circuit.”

“Circuit?” Dina asked.

“Fire alone is destruction,” Theron said. “But fire tempered by earth, cooled by water, carried by air—that’s transformation. That’s life. You need the other stones. You need balance.” He straightened. “And the world needs you to bring those stones together before it’s too late.”

“And if we refuse?” Sune’s voice was cold.

“Then you burn.” Theron met her gaze without flinching. “And when the Emberwell opens, when the Ashen Gates can no longer hold, when the wild fire comes roaring out of the deep… everyone burns with you.”

Sune looked at Grimi. “You knew.”

“Aye.” The dwarf’s expression was somber. “That’s why I came to get you. That’s why I dragged my old bones out of retirement to fetch a fireborn girl who’d rather slit my throat than thank me.” He gestured to the map. “The first stone is in my homeland. The Earth Stone, deep in the Whisper Mountains where the old forges sleep.”

“The Whisper Mountains,” Sune repeated. “Where the air itself tries to kill you. Where avalanches fall without warning and ice dragons make their nests. Those Whisper Mountains.”

“The very same.” Grimi’s grin was all teeth. “You think you can handle it, fireborn?”

The map crackled, edges beginning to smolder where Sune’s attention had fixed on it. Her jaw worked, emotions warring across her face—anger, fear, resignation, and beneath it all, the faintest spark of hope.

She looked at Dina. “Can you fight?”

“Better than you, probably.”

Sune’s eyebrows rose. “Is that so?”

“Only one way to find out.”

For a long moment, they stared at each other. Two cursed souls, two burning women, two people who’d probably be dead within the year if they did nothing.

Sune turned back to Theron. Her flames had died down to a faint shimmer in her hair, a soft glow in her eyes. “Fine. We’ll get your stones. We’ll save your precious balance.” She leaned over the map, studying the marked locations with a warrior’s eye. “But when this is over, when we’ve dragged ourselves through frozen mountains and whatever other fresh hells you’re sending us into—you’re going to tell me everything. Every detail about the curse, about the champions, about what happened to the last people who carried this fire.”

“Agreed,” Theron said quietly.

“And if we die,” Sune continued, her finger tracing the route to the Whisper Mountains, “I’m haunting you personally.”

Despite everything—the destroyed throne room, the terrified guards, the weight of the world settling on their shoulders—Grimi laughed. It was a sound like boulders rolling downhill, surprised from him by sheer audacity.

“I like her,” he announced. “Haven’t liked anyone this much since that incident with the dragon and the stolen ale.”

“We’re not friends,” Sune said.

“Not yet.” Grimi hefted his warhammer, settling it across his shoulders with familiar ease. “But give it time. Three of us, heading into the frozen wastes to steal a magical rock from whatever nasty thing is guarding it? We’ll either bond or kill each other. Either way, should be entertaining.”

Dina looked at the map. At the route marked in charcoal. At the mountains that had killed better warriors than her.

At Sune, who burned with the same fire that was slowly consuming Dina from within.

“When do we leave?” she heard herself ask.

“Dawn,” Theron said. “I’ll have provisions prepared. Climbing gear. Cold-weather equipment.” He paused. “And weapons. Better ones than what you’re carrying.”

“My sword is fine,” Dina said.

“Your sword,” Theron replied, “is going to melt the first time you channel through it. You need something forged to handle elemental power.” He gestured to an attendant who’d been hiding behind a pillar. “Wake Master Lorendil. Tell him to open the Deep Vault. These two need proper equipment.”

The attendant fled, clearly relieved to have an excuse to leave.

Aldric cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, shouldn’t we… discuss this? A quest of this magnitude—”

“There’s nothing to discuss.” Theron’s voice held the weight of centuries. “The choice was made when the curse manifested. When fire chose its champions. All we can do now is give them the best chance of survival.”

He turned back to Sune and Dina. “Rest tonight. Eat well. Say your goodbyes if you have them.” His expression softened, just slightly. “Tomorrow, you walk into legend. Or into ash.”

“Inspiring speech,” Sune muttered.

“I’m told it’s one of my gifts.” Theron managed a thin smile. “Dismissed. All of you. We’ll reconvene at dawn.”

The guards began to file out, still casting nervous glances at Sune. Servants crept in to assess the damage, to begin the impossible task of repairing what had been destroyed.

Dina stood rooted to the spot, staring at the map. At the mountains. At her future, written in charcoal and ink.

“Elf.”

She turned. Sune stood a few paces away, flames completely extinguished now, looking almost human if not for the faint glow that never quite left her eyes.

“Your name,” Sune said. “You know mine. I should know yours.”

“Dina.” It came out steadier than she expected. “Dina Windwhisper, daughter of House Silverleaf, sworn sword of the King.”

“Well, Dina Windwhisper.” Sune’s mouth twisted into something that might have been a smile or might have been a grimace. “Try not to slow me down.”

She walked past, her boots leaving faint scorch marks on the ruined marble.

Dina watched her go, feeling the curse pulse in time with her heartbeat.

Tomorrow, the Whisper Mountains.

Tomorrow, answers or death.

Tonight, she needed to pack.








  
  4

  
  
  The deep vault

  
  





Chapter 4: The Deep Vault

The heat in the lower levels of the palace wasn’t magical.

It was industrial—the kind that made your lungs work harder, that turned sweat into a second skin, that reminded you that civilization was built on fire and iron and the backs of people who knew how to use both.

Dina followed Grimi and Sune down a spiral staircase that seemed to descend into the earth’s belly. The air grew thicker with each step, heavy with coal smoke and the metallic tang of worked metal. The elegant architecture of the palace above gave way to rough-hewn stone and practical torches that burned with a steady, workmanlike flame.

The rhythmic clang-clang-clang of hammer on anvil echoed up from below, a heartbeat that never stopped.

“Don’t touch anything,” Grimi warned as they reached a massive iron door bound with dwarven steel bands and etched with protective runes. “Master Lorendil is… particular about his work.”

“He’s a blacksmith,” Sune said, adjusting the strap of her damaged chest plate. The explosion in the throne room had warped the metal, leaving scorch marks that looked like reaching fingers. “How bad can one smith be?”

Grimi’s hand paused on the door handle. He looked at Sune with something approaching pity. “He’s an Elven blacksmith who spent two centuries learning dwarven techniques. He thinks metal has feelings. He names his hammers. He once made a visiting duke wait three hours because the iron ‘wasn’t in the mood to be shaped that day.’”

“Sounds insane,” Sune said.

“He’s the best weaponsmith in three kingdoms.” Grimi pushed the door open. “You’ve been warned.”

The forge hit them like a physical force.

It was vast—easily the size of the throne room above, but where that space had been designed for beauty and politics, this was built for function and fury. Massive bellows pumped air into three separate furnaces, each burning at different temperatures marked by different colored flames. Racks of weapons lined every wall—not ceremonial pieces, but working tools of war. Spears of white wood bound with silver. Shields that looked like frozen waterfalls. Swords that seemed to shift color depending on the angle of the light.

And everywhere, the smell of creation: hot metal, quenching oil, the sharp ozone scent of magic being hammered into steel.

An elf stood at the central anvil, his back to them, examining a dagger with the intensity of a jeweler studying a diamond. His hair was silver-white, tied back in a severe braid bound with leather strips. His arms—visible beneath rolled sleeves—were corded with muscle and covered in burn scars that formed their own kind of artwork.

He didn’t look up.

“You’re late,” Master Lorendil said, his voice precise and utterly without warmth. “I was told to expect you twenty minutes ago. And someone brought a heat source that is throwing off my furnace’s calibration by four degrees.”

He set down the dagger with the kind of care usually reserved for newborns, then turned.

His eyes—the silver-gray of old steel—swept over the group and locked onto Sune like crosshairs finding a target.

“You,” he said, pointing one slender, scarred finger. “Do not breathe on the silver-steel. It tarnishes when exposed to sarcasm or excessive temperature.” He paused. “And you reek of both.”

Sune’s jaw dropped. “I—”

“Also, your armor is garbage. Whoever forged that chest plate should be beaten with their own hammer. The temper is inconsistent, the joints are poorly articulated, and the decorative scrollwork is both aesthetically offensive and structurally pointless.”

“That armor,” Sune said through gritted teeth, “was made by the master smiths of Rahrem.”

“Then they’re master idiots.” Lorendil walked toward her, circling like a predator. “Look at this seam—” he tapped her shoulder plate and it promptly fell off, “—held together with hope and inadequate rivets. And these straps? Leather that’ll rot in the first rainstorm. You’re one good hit away from fighting naked.”

“I can work with naked,” Grimi muttered.

Everyone ignored him.

“I need a weapon,” Sune said, her voice tight with the effort of not setting something on fire. “Something that won’t melt when I use it.”

“Everything melts if you mistreat it, girl.” Lorendil moved to a weapons rack and selected a perfectly ordinary steel longsword. He tossed it to her without warning. “Hold this.”

Sune caught it reflexively.

Immediately, the curse surged.

She felt it rise up from her core like a beast waking from sleep—hot, hungry, eager. Her grip tightened on the sword. Her pulse accelerated. Heat flooded through her veins and into the metal, and she watched with horrified fascination as the steel began to glow.

First a dull red.

Then cherry.

Then orange.

The blade started to droop like warm wax, bending under its own weight. The leather wrapping on the hilt began to smoke.

Sune dropped it.

The sword clattered to the stone floor, bent at a ninety-degree angle, hissing and spitting as it cooled too fast. A scorch mark spread across the flagstones where it landed.

“Garbage,” Sune said.

Lorendil stared at the ruined sword. Then at Sune. For a long moment, he was completely silent, and Dina tensed, expecting an explosion of elven rage.

Instead, a terrifying gleam entered the smith’s eyes—the look of an artist who’d just discovered a new medium.

“Fascinating,” he whispered, crouching to examine the warped metal. “You don’t just run hot. You’re a walking blast furnace. Your base temperature must be—” He looked up at her. “Do you sweat?”

“What?”

“Perspiration. Do you produce it?”

“Of course I sweat, you—”

“Hmm. So your body is trying to cool itself but failing. Which means the heat is coming from within, not without. Endothermic magical process, probably tied to emotional state…” He stood abruptly. “How angry are you right now?”

“Getting angrier by the second,” Sune growled.

“Excellent. Stay that way.” Lorendil spun toward Grimi. “You said she needs something that feeds on it?”

“Aye,” the dwarf confirmed. “Something that uses the heat instead of fighting it. Channel the volcano instead of capping it.”

Lorendil was already moving toward the back of the forge, toward a vault door that looked like it could withstand a siege. “I have something. I forged it ninety-three years ago during the Starfall, when the sky bled metal and magic ran thick as honey. But no one’s had the temperament to wield it. Too volatile. Too hungry.”

He worked the lock—a complex mechanism of gears and runes that clicked through a sequence only he knew. The vault door swung open with a groan like a giant waking.

He disappeared inside.

Sune looked at Dina. “If he brings out a cursed artifact that tries to eat my soul, I’m blaming you.”

“Why me?”

“You’re the one who lives here. This is your people’s insanity.”

“Fair point.”

Lorendil emerged carrying a bundle wrapped in what looked like drake-hide leather—thick, dark, and covered in fire-resistant scales. He carried it like it weighed nothing, or like he was afraid to jostle it, and set it reverently on the central anvil.

He unwrapped it slowly, ceremonially.

It wasn’t a sword.

It was an axe. A war-axe, single-bladed, built for someone who believed in solving problems with overwhelming force.

But this wasn’t some crude chopping tool. This was art forged in fury.

The haft was black ironwood from the deep forests, etched with cooling runes that pulsed with a soft blue light—the only thing keeping the weapon from igniting everything around it. The wood itself seemed to drink in the light, making it look like a piece of midnight given form.

The blade was something else entirely.

It looked like obsidian at first glance—that same volcanic glass, that same dark beauty. But when the light hit it right, it glowed from within, showing veins of deep crimson that pulsed like a heartbeat. The edge was razor-sharp and seemed to shimmer between solid and molten, as if it couldn’t quite decide which state it preferred.

“Star-metal,” Lorendil said, his voice hushed with something approaching reverence. “Fell from the sky during the meteor shower ninety-three years ago. Took me five years just to figure out how to heat it enough to work it. Another three to shape it. Another two to cool it properly.”

He traced one finger along the blade, not quite touching. “I quenched it in dragon’s blood. Real dragon, not drake or wyrm. Cost me three favors and a master-work sword just to get a bucket of the stuff.” He looked at Sune. “It doesn’t just resist heat, girl. It channels it. The hotter you burn, the sharper it cuts. The angrier you get, the more it feeds. Try to break it, and it’ll just get stronger.”

Sune reached out slowly, almost afraid to touch it.

The moment her fingers closed around the haft, the world exploded with light.

The cooling runes flared brilliant blue, hissing like water on hot iron as they fought to manage the heat surging into the weapon. The blade ignited—actual flames wreathing the cutting edge, turning the star-metal from crimson to white-gold. Heat washed out in a wave that made Dina step back and Grimi shield his eyes.

But Sune didn’t flinch.

She lifted the axe, testing the weight. It was perfectly balanced, light enough to use with one hand but with enough heft to cleave through steel. The ironwood haft was cool against her skin where the runes touched, hot everywhere else. The blade sang—actually sang, a high keening note that sounded like metal being born.

It felt like holding a piece of herself. Like finding something that had been missing her entire life.

She gave it a test swing.

The air didn’t just whistle—it shrieked. Fire trailed behind the blade like a comet’s tail. Where the axe passed, the temperature spiked hot enough to make the nearby forge flames bow away, like they were bowing to a superior fire.

Sune grinned. It wasn’t a nice expression. It was the grin of someone who’d just been handed the keys to acceptable violence.

“It has a name,” Lorendil said. “Cinder-Heart.”

“Perfect,” Sune said. The flames along the blade pulsed in time with her heartbeat. “I’ll take it.”

“You can’t afford it.”

Sune’s grin vanished. “What?”

“That weapon represents ten years of my life and materials worth a kingdom’s ransom. You can’t possibly—”

“She can have it,” a voice said from the doorway.

Everyone turned. King Theron stood at the entrance, still wearing his singed robes, looking exhausted and ancient. “Add it to the kingdom’s debt. If she succeeds, the cost is meaningless. If she fails, money won’t matter anyway.”

Lorendil bowed stiffly. “As you command, Your Majesty.”

Theron’s attention shifted to Dina. “And for you, Lady Windwhisper. You’ll need something to balance the fire.”

“I need speed,” Dina said immediately. She’d been thinking about it since the explosion, since watching Sune move like controlled violence. “Sune brings the hammer. I need to be the wind that guides it. Something fast. Something that flows.”

Lorendil studied her with new interest. “Ah. A dancer. Not a brawler.”

“I leave the brawling to people with anger issues,” Dina said, glancing at Sune.

“I don’t have anger issues,” Sune protested. “I have anger solutions.”

Lorendil ignored them both, walking to a display case in the far corner that was shrouded in midnight-blue velvet. He pulled the covering away to reveal a pair of scimitars mounted in a crossed pattern.

They were beautiful. Almost painfully so.

The blades were curved like crescent moons, forged from a metal so pale it looked like frozen starlight. The edges caught the light and threw it back in rainbow patterns. The hilts were wrapped in silver wire that seemed to hum—not with sound, but with barely contained potential.

“Forged in the moon-pools of the High Forest,” Lorendil said, lifting them from their mounts with careful hands. “During the lunar eclipse two centuries ago, when the moon’s power pooled on the earth. They are called Whisper and Silence.”

He held them out.

Dina took them.

They were impossibly light—lighter than wooden practice swords, lighter than air itself. She gave them an experimental spin, a complicated figure-eight pattern she’d practiced ten thousand times. The blades didn’t whoosh through the air like normal steel. They cut it silently, like knives through water.

“The left blade,” Lorendil pointed to the one that glowed with a soft white aura, “is Whisper. It hardens on impact—strike it against something and it becomes momentarily unbreakable. Parry a giant’s club and the giant will regret it.”

“And the right blade,” he indicated the one that misted with cold, trailing frost in the warm air, “is Silence. Frost-forged. It doesn’t just cut—it freezes. The blood in a wound will turn to ice. The flesh will go numb. Your enemies will die quietly.”

Dina spun again, faster this time, the blades blurring into circles of pale light and frozen mist. She stopped instantly, the frost-blade hovering an inch from a training dummy’s neck.

Perfect control. Perfect balance.

“Fancy toothpicks,” Sune observed, Cinder-Heart resting on her shoulder, still smoking slightly.

Dina turned to look at her, Silence still at the dummy’s neck. “They’re not for chopping wood, Sune. They’re for surgical removal of problems.”

She sheathed them at her hips—Whisper on the left, Silence on the right, in a crossed pattern that let her draw both simultaneously.

“I like them,” Dina said.

“Good,” Grimi said, hefting his massive warhammer—a weapon he’d carried so long it might as well be an extension of his arm. The head was inscribed with runes of earth and stone, and the entire thing radiated solidity. “The walking volcano has her axe, the blender has her knives, and I have my hammer. Now can we please—”

“Wait.” Lorendil held up a hand. He was staring at Sune’s chest plate again, the one that was barely holding together. “I can’t let you go into the mountains with that garbage on. You’ll be dead before you reach the first summit.”

“I don’t have time for new armor—”

“Not new. Modified.” Lorendil moved toward her, gesturing impatiently. “Take it off. All of it.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your armor, girl. Off. Now. Or go to your death in that scrap metal. Your choice.”

Sune glared at him, but started unbuckling straps. Piece by piece, the damaged armor came off until she stood in just her padded underclothes, looking significantly less terrifying and more human.

Lorendil examined each piece, making disgusted noises. “Worthless. Worthless. This might be salvageable if I…” He looked up at Grimi. “How long do I have?”

“We leave at dawn,” the dwarf said.

“Dawn? DAWN?” Lorendil laughed, slightly unhinged. “You want me to reforge armor in—” he glanced at the window showing deep night, “—seven hours?”

“Can you do it?” Theron asked.

Lorendil looked at the King. At Sune. At the weapons they now carried. At the weight of the world settling on their shoulders.

“Yes,” he said finally. “But you’ll owe me. Significantly.”

“Add it to the debt,” Theron said tiredly.

“The kingdom will be broke before this is over,” Grimi observed.

“The kingdom will be ash if this fails,” Theron countered. “Get to work, Master Lorendil.”

The smith was already moving, already mentally disassembling and redesigning, muttering calculations under his breath. “You two,” he pointed at Sune and Dina, “get out of my forge. Come back at dawn. Don’t be late. Don’t die in the night. Don’t do anything that will make this a waste of my time.”

“Inspiring,” Sune said, gathering her damaged armor.

“I’m a smith, not a bard.” Lorendil was already at the furnace, adjusting the bellows. “Now GET OUT before I throw hammers!”

They fled.

Outside the forge, in the cooler air of the stairwell, Dina found herself laughing. Actually laughing, the tension of the day finally cracking.

“He’s insane,” Sune said, but she was grinning too, Cinder-Heart strapped across her back, still radiating comfortable warmth.

“He’s brilliant,” Grimi corrected. “There’s a difference. You’re lucky he likes you.”

“That
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