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    To the Coven: those who know the truth is always found in the darkest corners of the library.
Step quietly beneath these Gothic spires and read the only history that matters—the one written in wicked hunger and deep, forbidden Lore. We are conspirators now.
P.S., Skip to Chapter Three if you need to know which secret breaks first.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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“Bet you can’t make it dance,” the drunk man slurred, his voice thick with ale and challenge, tossing a tarnished silver coin onto the cracked wooden stage.

The coin spun, catching the meager light of the tavern’s oil lamps—a paltry offering for the kind of blasphemy Zarah sold. She caught it midair without looking, her wrist flicking the coin into the closest lamp beside her. The flame pulsed, a starved gasp, before swallowing the silver with a hungry hiss. Around her, the patrons of the Iron Anvil Tavern gasped—a sound of fear, but mostly of cheap spectacle. Zarah didn’t smile. She never smiled for them.

The drumbeat started low, a relentless pulse from the back corner, thumping through the floorboards and rattling the glass beakers on the bar. Zarah rolled her shoulders, feeling the inherited heat gather in her palms before she even allowed herself to move. It was the heat of her lineage, a destructive blessing she had learned to cage and commodify.

When she snapped her fingers, the lamps lining the stage flared, their golden light twisting into ribbons of vermillion fire. The flames mirrored the slow, coiled sway of her hips, moving to the rhythm of a ritual dance she’d adapted for tips and pity. The room, usually smelling of stale beer and mold, was now saturated with the scent of burning juniper, sweat, and cheap wine spilled on hot iron. It was a poor imitation of a temple, but it was hers.

A man near the front—a fat merchant whose hands smelled of cured leather—reached out for her ankle, his grin predatory and bold. She didn’t break rhythm, didn’t stop dancing, just allowed a tendril of flame, thin as a viper’s tongue, to lick his fingertips. He yelped, shaking his hand as if shedding water, the singe visible even in the dim light. The crowd roared with coarse laughter, but Zarah’s breath hitched.

Something had answered her—not just the disciplined, theatrical fire she summoned, but something deeper, older, and far less merciful. The air in the tavern suddenly trembled, as if the ground beneath the floorboards had taken a slow, hungry inhale. It was the vastness of the outer dark pressing against the thin skin of her reality.

Her next spin sent sparks skittering across the grime-streaked ceiling beams, little stars of raw heat. One landed on a drunkard’s wool cloak, smoking silently before flaring unnaturally bright. Panicked shouts rose in the periphery, but before anyone could slap the spark out, the fire curled in on itself and died, vanishing without so much as a puff of smoke.

Zarah’s pulse hammered against her ribs, a frantic captive. That sudden, impossible obedience was not her doing. The drumbeat faltered; the musician’s calloused hands had stilled above the taut hide. But the ribbons of flame she had summoned kept moving, stretching towards her like conscious, seeking entities, like dark, crimson vines questing for the sun. The sight was a blasphemy against the laws of combustion.

Then she saw him.

He was at the back of the room, near the shadows that clung to the storage barrels. But where the shadows should have been thickest, the darkness rippled. A shape coalesced—tall, broader than any mortal man she’d ever known, but not quite solid. His edges shimmered, blurring like heat distortion over desert sand, a creature crafted from compressed night and silent combustion.

His eyes were twin coals, unwavering, the pupils molten gold that seemed to drink the tavern’s light. When he lifted one hand, utterly bare, the fire obeyed before Zarah could think to command it. The flames, previously twining around her hips, detached instantly from her control, leaping from the oil lamps to spiral around his fingers in a slow, possessive helix.

The crowd didn’t scream. They couldn’t. The air had turned thick, syrupy, laden with the weight of ancient power that stole all sound, leaving only a rushing tide of dizzying dread in its wake. Every soul in the Iron Anvil was caught, suspended in the amber of that intrusion, unable to look away from the beautiful ruin that had walked into their tavern.

Zarah’s knees locked from the sheer, fated gravity of his presence. Every instinct forged in her perilous life screamed for flight, but the heat in her blood pulsed in perfect time with his, a treacherous, resonant echo. He stepped forwards, and the worn wooden floorboards beneath his bare feet charred black in perfect circles, yet refused to ignite.

The drums started again—no, not drums. The sound was internal, resonating from inside her own skull: a slow, relentless, heavy thud, like the strike of a forge hammer. His voice, when it came, wasn’t sound measured in air vibrations, but a scrape of searing embers down her spine, a profound shattering of silence.

“Mine.”

The flames around his fingers elongated, stretching towards her like a lover’s calculated caress, moving with the intent of a creature that has hunted something for millennia. The tavern’s patrons remained suspended, their faces slack with breathless awe, unable to process the intrusion of raw, mythological power. One man’s beard, previously touched by a stray spark, was smoldering silently, the fire now refusing to spread, waiting for its true master’s permission.

The elemental’s lips curled—not a smile of mirth, but the slow, dangerous baring of teeth before a feast that has been anticipated for epochs. Zarah’s breath hitched, a thin, rattling thing in her throat, as the heat low between her legs flared in an answering, unbidden flush. She hated him for the immediate, absolute control. She hated herself more for the flicker of craving his presence ignited.

He continued his deliberate advance, the silence of the room punctuated only by the booming cadence in her skull. When he was close enough that she could see the swirling vortex of molten gold within his pupils—eyes that held the symmetry of a dying sun—he reached out. Not to touch her skin yet, but to hover a hand, radiating furnace-heat, over her sternum.

Her skin blistered beneath the invisible radiation, a sudden, sharp, exquisite agony. She should scream. She should summon every ounce of her hidden power and incinerate the monster before her. Instead, she arched towards the unbearable intensity, drawn to the magnificent power of the creature, a sapling seeking the sun, offering the very heat he craved. The crowd didn’t matter. The stink of their fear, the spilled ale, the way the air itself thickened with impending storm—none of it existed. There was only the magnificent sear of his gaze and the way her pulse hammered in her throat, begging for release.

His fingers finally, deliberately, grazed her collarbone. The pain was immediate, a brand applied by an indifferent god. She gasped, the sound a ragged edge of pure sensation as her simple cloth blouse ignited, the fabric curling away to ash instantly, never once touching her skin.

The marks he left behind weren’t burns. They were intricate, glowing runes—the Cinder Marks of the Pyre-Touched—that pulsed like a secondary, traitorous heartbeat. They were the key to her ancient, cursed lineage, the price of her uncontrolled gifts. The tavern dissolved around them, the wooden walls warping, not into fire, but into pillars of living, undulating flame that held no heat. Somewhere, a woman sobbed a soundless, high-pitched note of despair. Zarah barely heard it over the roar of blood in her ears.

The elemental’s mouth descended towards hers. She knew this kiss would ruin her. Knew, too, with a sudden clarity, that she was already ruined, and she’d let it happen. The knowledge was sweet poison on her tongue.

But the moment before contact—the instant before their ruinous bond was sealed by a kiss—the world fractured. It didn’t fragment into darkness, but into unbearable, crystalline brilliance. Zarah’s vision whited out, her body seizing as raw, untamed power flooded her veins, the energy of a thousand forgotten sacrifices. The runes on her skin flared crimson, then gold, then a blue so deep it was the color of a star collapsing. Somewhere in the inferno, the elemental laughed, the sound like magma cracking through rock, full of triumph and dark delight.

When her sight returned, the tavern, the crowd, and the musician were gone. They stood in a vast dark hall, its floor polished like black mirror, its ceiling lost far above in smoke and shadow. This was not a physical location; it was a consequence. This was the Anvil of the Cinder King, the nexus where the material and elemental planes met, reserved only for those who held the forbidden fire—the Pyre-Touched.

Pools of liquid fire dotted the floor, their surfaces shifting with the half-formed faces that moaned and dissolved as they perpetually melted. These were not demons
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