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​Chapter one:The Question unexpected 

​
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The night air bites through my cloak, sharp and bracing against my skin, carrying the grit and scent of the city’s restless breath—a potent blend of damp stone, smoke, and something faintly metallic, like blood. I crouch low on the jagged edge of the parapet, fingers curling around cold granite slick with dew. The wind hisses past me, whispering secrets only the darkness understands.
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BELOW, THE COURTYARD is a shadowed stage, flickering torchlight dancing on weathered stones, alive with murmurs and the restless stir of the city’s pulse. Every distant clink of armor, every faint footfall, sharpens the tension coiling inside me like a spring wound too tight.
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THEN HE APPEARS.
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EIRAN SYLVANE STEPS into the torchlight like a radiant blade cutting through the night’s oppressive velvet. His armor gleams—silver polished to a mirror shine—catching the fire’s glow and fracturing it into shards of light. Each movement he makes is precise, deliberate, a silent hymn to the order he worships. His presence fills the air, commanding and relentless.
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I TASTE THE BITTER tang of hatred, copper sharp on my tongue. He is everything I’ve fought against—light to my shadow, order to my chaos. And yet, beneath that familiar loathing, a strange coil tightens in my chest. Curiosity. Something dangerous.
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THE SCENT OF CEDAR and steel trails him, clean and sharp, invading my senses. It unsettles me, a dissonant note in the symphony of my rage.
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OUR EYES MEET—HIS CLEAR, unwavering, burning with that righteous fire, and mine dark, fierce, guarded. The world narrows until all that exists is the space between us, a battlefield of truths unspoken and desires denied.
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BELOW, THE CITY HOLDS its breath.
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“I’VE COME TO END THIS, Caelen,” Eiran’s voice cuts through the silence, steady and cold. “Your rebellion ends tonight.”

––––––––
[image: ]


I LAUGH, BITTER AND harsh, the sound swallowed by the night. “You think you can end what’s already begun? You’re welcome to try.”

––––––––
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THE WORDS ARE A CHALLENGE, but beneath the bravado, my heart hammers an erratic rhythm. This dance—this war—is far from simple. It is tangled with threads I cannot yet unravel. Ah but this feels so exilerating. 

I step forward, letting the wind whip my cloak free, the scent of damp earth rising with the night. The cold granite bites through my gloves as I grip my dagger, the familiar weight steadying me.

This is no ordinary fight.

It is the beginning of everything.

The clash of ideals.

The collision of two fates.

And perhaps, the fragile spark between enemies that could burn down worlds.

I turn my gaze slowly back to Eiran’s blazing eyes. Is that hatred i see in his bright yellow eyes? How shocking. Wait. Why does that surprise me?  “CAELEN!” Shouts Eiran suddenly snapping me out of whatever that was.. “I'm sorry, little hero, was there something you were saying with so much hatred?” I inquire in the most uninterested voice I can muster. “So, you heard nothing I just said?” He snaps at me..before drawing his sword and lunging at me..  “Oh my, such rage so soon Eiran. I'm flattered.” I mock him as he swings his sword wildly at me and as usual I dodge without any real effort at all. “When are you going to realize Eiran, you can't defeat me while you're unable to keep your emotions in check.” I taunt.Eiran’s face twists, a snarl splitting the mask of celestial composure. “You murdered my mentor, you burned our sanctum, you revel in every wound you inflict!” His blade slashes at the air with a force that makes the torchlight tremble. He is losing the script, letting fury take the reins. There is something almost beautiful in the way it undoes him.
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I SIDESTEP HIS THRUST, let the cold steel pass so close it fans my cheek, and I feel—truly feel—alive. “You’re nothing without your rules, Eiran. Have you come to beg for new ones?” My taunt lands true. He abandons technique and drives forward on reflex, a storm of violence, his sword arm and mailed fist in a blur.
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FOR A MOMENT, I LET him, let the righteous avenger have his fury. The flat of his blade clips my shoulder. I roll with it, pain singing up my arm, and let myself tumble from the parapet, landing silent and sure on the lower ledge. I look up. He’s already followed, dropping with a warrior’s controlled fury, boots cracking the stone merely feet away.
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WE CIRCLE NOW IN A pool of guttering torchlight, our shadows joining and splitting as our bodies pivot and feint. “If you wish to call me a monster,” I say, the words slipping out despite myself, “call yourself the architect. Every monster needs a maker.” 
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HE LUNGES AGAIN, AND this time I let my dagger catch his sword, sparks singing where our weapons kiss. Our faces are so close I can see the sweat shining on his brow and a flicker of something behind his anger—a grief, perhaps, or a secret hunger. “You know nothing of what I am,” he spits.
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“BUT I COULD,” I WHISPER, low enough that only he hears it.
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THE WORDS UNSETTLE him. His grip falters. I twist the dagger, knock the sword from his hand, and catch him by the wrist before he can recover. Suddenly, we’re frozen—two animals caught in the moment before fate’s teeth close.
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HIS BREATH COMES RAGGED, his chest heaving under the polished plate. I watch the light falter in his eyes. I feel his pulse, wild and terrified, hammering beneath my fingers.
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“CAREFUL,” HE HISSES, “your empathy is showing.”
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I LET GO, SHOVING HIM back. He stumbles, recovers—face contorted in disgust and something else, something dangerously close to fascination.
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A MEMORY FLICKERS BEHIND my own eyes, sharp and hot. The last time I killed, it was Eiran’s voice I heard echoing through the halls, his grief like the tolling of a bell. I should have relished it, but it left me hollow.
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“I COULD HAVE KILLED you just now,” I say. “But you’re not ready to die for your cause, are you?”
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EIRAN SPITS BLOOD, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, and squares his stance. “I will see you ended. I swore an oath.”
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I WEIGH THE DAGGER in my palm. “Men have broken oaths for less, Eiran.”
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I SEE HIM WILT, JUST for a second—a sapping of the will, the creeping doubt. I almost pity him.
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ALMOST.
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BUT THEN HE SURPRISES me, surges forward and slams his full weight into me, bearing me down onto the rough stone. Suddenly, I’m pinned, arm twisted behind my back, his breath hot and furious in my ear. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“GO ON,” I WHISPER, even as pain flares in my shoulder, “do it. Finish what you started.”
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HE HESITATES. THE NIGHT is silent again, save for our ragged breaths and the far-off howl of a city still unconquered.
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“I CAN’T,” HE CHOKES. His voice has lost all its gilded certainty. “You’re—”
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“WHAT? HUMAN?” MY LAUGHTER is a low rasp, close enough to taste his fear. “You’re not the only one with ghosts, Eiran.”

––––––––
[image: ]


HE LETS GO AND STAGGERS back, breathing hard, shaking. The blade, still pressed to my spine, falls uselessly to the stones. 

––––––––
[image: ]


THE NIGHT CLOSES IN, thick with everything unspoken.
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“YOU’LL HAVE TO KILL me eventually, Eiran,” I say, rolling my shoulder and standing. “But next time, you might not get the choice.”
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HE LIFTS HIS SWORD again, trembling. “Don’t count on it.”
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WE LOCK EYES ONCE MORE. There is less hate there now. Something heavier, more complicated.
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THIS IS HOW IT BEGINS: not with victory, but with fracture.
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WITH THE QUESTION NEITHER of us can silence.Eiran’s sword drops ever so slightly, and though I expect him to lunge again—meet violence with violence, as his code so demands—he doesn’t. Instead, he shifts, spends a full breath studying me, as if he’s never seen me before.
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“WHAT HAPPENED TO YOU?” His voice is almost gentle now, raw and scraped clean. “You could stop. You’re better than what they say.”

––––––––
[image: ]


A STRANGE ACHE FLASHES through me, but I mask it with a sneer. “Wouldn’t you like to believe that,” I say, “that monsters are built, and not born.”
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“I DON’T BELIEVE IN monsters,” Eiran says, his eyes too bright. “I believe in choice. You have one now—why do you keep choosing the path of ruin?”
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FOR A MOMENT, HIS QUESTION binds me, pinning me more effectively than any blade. The memory of a spindle-bright morning, the city walls gold with dawn instead of sooty and blackened with smoke, flickers in me. My father’s hand, heavy on my shoulder. My mother’s laughter, ringing in the halls before the templars came. Before the Order rebuilt the world in its own image, crushing everything unfit underfoot.
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“WHY DO I DO IT?” I repeat, tasting the words in my mouth. “Because I know what it’s like to be erased by people like you, Eiran. To have everything stolen and called ‘justice’.”
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HE BLINKS, SURPRISED. The answer is not for him, not really. The hurt never is.
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“I’M NOT THE ORDER, Caelen,” he says, but his voice falters on the words. “If you keep going, there’ll be nothing left but ashes. Even you.”

––––––––
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I LAUGH, QUIETER THIS time. “Ashes are fertile, Eiran. Things grow when old gods burn.”
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HE SHAKES HIS HEAD, and finally lowers his sword. The torchlight paints him in orange and gold, softer than the kill-or-be-killed world would allow. “You could help me change it,” he says, and his plea is so unexpected that I almost lose my grip on the dagger.
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“DO YOU THINK I HAVEN’T tried?!” The words explode from me, raw and too loud. “Your world doesn’t want to change. It wants blood. It wants sacrifice. I’m just honest about it.”

––––––––
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EIRAN’S EYES ARE CLEAR, the yolk-rich shade of candlelight. “You’re better than that,” he says, as if wishing very hard might make it so.
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I WONDER, BRIEFLY, what it’s like to live so full of conviction—for every day to be a prayer, every act a small hope for salvation. I want to hate him for it. I want to, but I can’t, not with the way his conviction cracks along the edges each time we meet.
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“MAYBE I COULD BE,” I say, softly now, and the admission stings. Eiran hears it, and his breath catches.
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“IF YOU RUN TONIGHT, I will chase you.” His words are a promise and a curse. “But if you meet me here again tomorrow, I’ll listen. I swear it.”
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THE WIND LIFTS HIS hair; it’s longer than a templar’s should be, and for a moment he looks young, and so very tired. I wonder what he would be without the armor, without the creed.
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“I’LL THINK ABOUT IT,” I say, and this time I mean it.
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[image: ]


HE LETS ME GO, THIS knight who would rather break than bend. I let the city swallow me, darkness curling around my cloak, the high keen of adrenaline still singing in my marrow. 
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TOMORROW, I WILL BURN something to the ground—a church, a memory, a future. But tonight, I let the question chase me: If I could be better, what then? Would he still follow?
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AND, AS THE NIGHT CLOSES over me, I try to imagine a world where Eiran Sylvane and I are not inevitable collision, but something more.
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​Chapter Two: The Architecture of Ashes

​
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The alleyways of the lower ward are a labyrinth of damp stone and rotting timber, drowning in the grey haze of predawn fog. I move through the gloom like an ink stain spreading across wet parchment, invisible to the few bleary-eyed night watchmen staggering past the tavern doors.

My left shoulder throbbed where the flat of Eiran’s blade had clipped me. The pain is a sharp, grounding hum—a quiet reminder that despite my taunts, despite the dark god I’ve made of my own resolve, steel still bites into my flesh just as deeply as it does into his.

I reach the threshold of the safehouse, a collapsed apothecary tucked behind the ironmonger’s court. The door groans softly as I slip inside, the air heavy with the sweet, sickening smell of dried nightshade and mildew.

"You're late, Caelen."

The voice cuts through the stillness, dry as dead leaves. Vane steps out from the shadow of a collapsed oak shelf, the lantern in his hand casting long, skeletal fingers across the peeling wallpaper. His pale eyes scan me instantly, landing on my stained sleeve and the subtle hitch in my stride.

"I was delayed," I say, throwing my cloak onto a rickety table. It lands with a heavy, wet thud.

"By the Order's patrol?" Vane asks, his jaw tightening. "Or by the boy with the silver armor?"

I don't answer right away. I pull a flask of coarse grain alcohol from my belt, uncork it with my teeth, and pour a generous measure over the cut on my arm. The sting is immediate, white-hot and purifying. I grit my teeth, suppressing the hiss that threatens to escape.

"Sylvane was there," I say evenly, tossing the empty flask aside. "He came alone."

Vane lets out a bitter, raspy laugh. "Alone. The grand Paladin of the Sunlit Hand, wandering the parapets like a lost hound. And you didn't slit his throat? You had the shadow of the curtain wall, Caelen. You had the high ground."

"He was off-balance," I reply, my tone turning ice-cold as I look Vane dead in the eye. "A dead martyr fuels their fire for a decade. A doubting Commander paralyzes them in a fortnight. He’s fracturing, Vane. I can feel the hairline cracks in his armor."

"Or perhaps you're the one cracking," Vane mutters, stepping closer. He points a gnarled, ink-stained finger at my chest. "You spent half an hour trading platitudes with the man who carries the banner of the very tribunal that put your family to the stake. Do not forget what he represents. Do not forget what they took."

"I forget nothing!" My voice strikes the small room like a whip crack. Dust cascades from the rafters. The air between us thickens, charged with the volatile, dark arcana that lives just beneath my skin. "Every stone in this city carries the weight of their sins, Vane. I know what they did. I carry their ashes under my fingernails every single day."

Vane holds my gaze for a long, tense moment before pulling back, his posture slumping slightly. "The pyres for the High Feast are being built in the Plaza of the Just," he says quietly, changing the direction of his attack. "If we strike during the opening invocation tomorrow night, the Grand Master will be forced to expose the Sunlit Hand’s true reserves. It’s the strike we’ve spent three years planning."

I reach into my tunic, pulling out the small silver medallion I had lifted from Eiran’s belt during our tangle on the stone. It’s warm against my cold palm—a sunburst framed by twin swords, pristine and unblemished, save for the faint smudge of my own blood across the center.

“If you meet me here again tomorrow, I’ll listen. I swear it.”

His voice echoes in the quiet cavity of my chest, persistent and irritating. A ridiculous, childish promise made by a man who still thinks the world can be salvaged with honest words and clean hands.

"Caelen?" Vane prompts, watching me obsessively. "The charges are primed beneath the eastern dais. We only need your word to set the fuses."

"We stick to the plan," I say, my voice smooth, masking the sudden turbulence within. "Build the charges. But hold the spark until I give the sign."

Vane narrows his eyes. "And when will that be?"

"When the hero realizes his gods aren't listening," I whisper, closing my hand over the medallion until the sharp silver rays bite into my skin.

The morning sun does not shine gracefully on the lower city. It leaks through the heavy layer of coal smoke and river smog like a sickly yellow bruise. By noon, the streets are choked with people—peasants hauling carts of produce, low-tier clergy barking scripture at passersby, and heavy patrols of templars clad in polished steel.

I walk among them dressed in the drab grey wool of a grain clerk, a broad-brimmed hat tilted low to obscure my face. My dagger is hidden against my ribcage, a constant, comforting pressure.

I find myself drawn toward the Great Cathedral, the crown jewel of the Order’s arrogance. Its white marble spires pierce the smog, gleaming with an artificial, blinding purity that makes my stomach turn. This is where they rewrite history. This is where they turn slaughter into sacrifice and call it divine order.

I blend into the crowd gathered around the outer court, watching the novice initiates scrub the steps with lye and water.

And then I see him.

Eiran stands near the central archway, stripped of his heavy plate armor. He wears only a simple white linen tunic bound with leather at the waist, a simple training longsword resting against his hip. Without the silver shell, he looks smaller, human. The harsh sunlight catches the dark circles beneath his bright, golden eyes, exposing the exhaustion he had fought so hard to hide on the parapet.

An older priest, draped in heavy crimson robes embroidered with gold thread, stands beside him, gesticulating wildly toward the plaza below.

"They are restless, Commander," the priest’s voice carries across the plaza, oily and persuasive. "The rumors of the shadow-caster's presence in the city are spreading. The people need a demonstration of absolute resolve. Tomorrow's feast cannot merely be a celebration; it must be a cleansing."

Eiran’s hands tighten into fists at his sides. "A cleansing, Father Michael? Or another public execution of suspects dragged from the slums without trial?"

"Heretics and sympathizers are cut from the same rotten cloth!" Michael snaps, his voice dropping into a harsh hiss. "You hesitate too much of late, Eiran. The High Council has noticed. Your mercy is becoming a liability. Do not let the memory of your mentor's death soften your resolve—let it harden you. The boy who killed him is a disease. You do not negotiate with a plague; you eradicate it."

Eiran turns his head, looking down at his own boots, his jaw working as he swallows the reprimand. "I know my duty," he says softly. But there is no conviction in it. The words fall flat, lifeless, like coins dropped into deep water.

"See that you do," Father Michael says, turning his back on the young commander and sweeping back into the cool darkness of the cathedral.

Eiran remains on the steps, staring out over the sea of faces in the courtyard. For a fleeting second, his gaze sweeps right over me. My heart stutters, an instinctive spike of adrenaline coursing through my veins. But I do not break my posture, and his golden eyes drift past, looking for a monster in the shadows rather than a ghost standing right in front of him.

He looks so thoroughly alone up there on his pedestal of white marble. A gilded prisoner forced to carry the sword for men who treat faith like a weapon of war.

A dark, twisted sense of satisfaction blooms in my chest, yet it’s immediately poisoned by a strange, sharp pang of pity. I want to rip that white tunic off him, drag him down into the dirt, and scream in his face until he finally sees the rot he’s protecting. I want to shatter his world so completely that he has no choice but to build a new one with me from the ruins.

Night falls again, heavy and breathless. Rain begins to drizzle, coating the cobblestones in a slick, oily sheen that reflects the red light of the watch-torches.

The parapet is empty when I arrive.

The cold granite edge is wet, smelling of damp moss and ozone. Below, the city is a sleeping beast, humming with a nervous, electric energy as the rain turns into a steady, rhythmic downpour. I pull my hood down, letting the freezing drops hit my face, chilling the lingering heat of my feverish thoughts.

He won't come, I tell myself, resting my hand on the hilt of my dagger. He was reprimanded. He was put back on his leash.

I turn to leave, to slip back into the dark and tell Vane to light the fuses for tomorrow's massacre.

"You came."

The voice emerges from the gloom behind the far buttress.

I freeze. Slowly, I turn around.

Eiran steps out into the rain. He isn't wearing his armor tonight. He wears only a heavy wool cloak over his tunic, his dark hair plastered to his forehead by the downpour. He carries no sword at his hip—only a simple, unadorned lantern that throws a soft, trembling amber circle around his boots.

"You're an idiot," I say, the insult slipping out before I can stop it. "Coming up here unarmed? Without your guards? I could cut your throat and be across the river before your body even cooled."

"You could," Eiran agrees softly, stepping into the center of the ledge. The rain glistens on his eyelashes, fracturing the warm lantern light. "But you won't."

"Do not test my patience, Sylvane," I growl, taking a step forward, letting the darkness gather at the edges of my fingertips like ink swirling in clear water. "You don't know what I am capable of."

"I know what they told me you are," Eiran says, setting the lantern down on a dry patch of stone beneath an overhang. He looks at me, his golden eyes raw, stripped of all the arrogance and cold certainty he wore twenty-four hours ago. "They told me you were a hollow thing. A creature born of spite, driven only by a desire to tear down everything good and decent in this world."

"They were right," I sneer.

"They were lying," Eiran counters, his voice rising above the sound of the falling rain. "I stood on the cathedral steps today, Caelen. I watched Father Michael order thirty more arrests in the lower district. I saw the fear in the eyes of the people we are sworn to protect. And I realized... I realized I couldn't remember the last time the Order brought peace to anyone. All we bring is fear."

The admission hangs between us, fragile and heavy as a glass blade.

I stop my approach, my breath catching in my throat. I search his face for any sign of deceit, any hint of a trap. But there is nothing—only the devastating, beautiful collapse of a man's entire belief system.

"You're a fool," I whisper, though the venom has drained entirely from my voice. "You're standing on the edge of an abyss, Eiran. If you stop believing in their light, you have nothing left."

"I have the truth," he says, taking a cautious step toward me. He stops just out of arm's reach. The scent of cedar and rain clinging to him is overwhelming, suffocating. "Or at least, I want it. Tell me what happened the night my mentor died. Tell me the truth, Caelen. Not the story they wrote in the scriptures. Your truth."

I swallow hard, the old grief flaring up like a struck match in my chest. The memory of that night—the smell of burning parchment, the scream of my sister as the templars dragged her away, the cold, unforgiving face of Commander Masterson as he signed the execution order with a stroke of his quill.

"He gave the order," I say, my voice trembling with an ancient, dark rage. "Masterson didn't just fight me, Eiran. He burnt my home to hide the fact that the Order had been experimenting with dark arcana in the lower catacombs. My sister was one of their subjects. He killed her when the spell broke, and then he blamed the fire on me."

Eiran pales, his chest heaving as if he'd been struck in the solar plexus. "No... Masterson... he was a man of holy virtue—"

"He was a murderer in a silver coat!" I roar, stepping right into his space, grabbing the lapels of his heavy cloak. "Just like Michael! Just like the rest of them! They build their paradise on a mountain of bones and tell you it's holy stone!"

Eiran doesn't pull away. He doesn't strike me. He just stands there, holding my gaze, his hands coming up instinctively to rest over mine where they grip his cloak. His touch is warm, startlingly gentle against my frozen knuckles.

"I didn't know," he whispers, his breath warm against my rain-slicked cheek. "Gods above, Caelen... I didn't know."

"Now you do," I rasp, my breathing as ragged as his. I can feel the erratic thump of his heart against my palms, fast and wild. "So what will you do, little hero? Will you run back to your cathedral and pray for forgiveness? Or will you help me burn it down?"

Eiran looks down at our hands, then back up into my eyes. The doubt that had plagued him for months seems to crystallize into something sharp, terrifying, and absolute.

"If we burn it down," Eiran says, his voice dropping into a register that shivers down my spine, "what stops the ashes from smothering us both?"

"Nothing," I whisper. "That's the beauty of it."

For a long, agonizing second, neither of us moves. The distance between us feels impossibly small, a razor-thin gap where hate and desire have tangled themselves so completely that I can no longer tell where my rage ends and his grief begins. I can see the golden flecks in his eyes, the subtle tremble of his lips, the raw vulnerability of a man who has lost his faith and is reaching out to the only thing left in the dark.

Then, a distant horn blows—a sharp, mournful blast echoing from the direction of the cathedral grounds. The changing of the midnight watch.

The spell breaks.

Eiran steps back slowly, his hands slipping from mine, leaving my skin suddenly, intensely cold. He looks at the cathedral spires rising in the distance, then back to me.

"Tomorrow night," he says, his voice steadying, regaining a new, dangerous kind of
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