
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The Ember Trail

	 

		 © Copyright by Elysia Storm

	 Publisher:

	Elysia Storm

	 Erhard-Stangl-Ring 14

	 84435 LENGDORF, Bayern / Bavaria

	 documented.publishing@gmail.com

	 Production: epubli – a service of neopubli GmbH, Köpenicker Straße 154a, 10997 Berlin

	 Contact address according to EU product safety regulations: produktsicherheit@epubli.com

	 

	Elysia Storm

	 


Chapter 1

	The rain hadn’t stopped in three days. It fell in cold, uneven sheets against the tin roof of Rowan Vale’s workshop, drumming a rhythm that used to comfort him. Tonight, it only reminded him how empty the place had become.

	He sat at his desk surrounded by curling maps—ink-stained, weathered, and smelling faintly of cedar oil. His fingers traced the worn edges of a compass older than he was. It had belonged to his father, a man who’d vanished somewhere along the Western Divide two decades ago. The local paper had called it a “disappearance.” Rowan called it unfinished business.

	He turned the compass over and frowned. The brass casing had always been smooth, but tonight, his thumb caught on something rough—something uneven beneath the hinge. Curious, he pried gently with his penknife until a thin, charred scrap of parchment slid free.

	It was barely legible, scorched around the edges, the ink faded to brown ghosts. But there—a faint line of mountains, a crude river bend, and a single word scrawled in slanted handwriting: “Ember.”

	Rowan’s chest tightened.

	He hadn’t heard that word in years—not since the old expedition logs of his father, the ones that hinted at an uncharted valley somewhere beyond the deserts of Nareth. The Ember Valley, he’d called it. A place of light beneath the earth. The journals had been dismissed as myth—heatstroke scribblings of a man too long in the sun. But if this map was real…

	Rowan stood, pacing the room. The air smelled of wet dust and ink. Outside, thunder rolled like a warning. He could almost hear his father’s voice again, low and distant, saying, “The map is never the territory, son. Trust your compass, not your comfort.”

	He sighed, tucking the fragment into his notebook. Maybe it was madness. Maybe it was fate. Either way, he wasn’t staying here.

	The next morning, when the rain finally broke, Rowan packed light—one satchel, two notebooks, and the compass that had started it all. The streets of Brisden were waking, vendors shouting, carts clattering over cobblestones slick with rain. He made his way to the harbor where rust-streaked ships swayed against their moorings.

	He knew someone there—someone who owed him a favor.

	At the far end of the pier stood a woman in a weathered leather coat, her dark hair tied back in a rough braid. She was leaning against a crate, chewing on a matchstick, watching him with an expression that said you again? before he even spoke.

	“Captain Lira,” Rowan said with a half-smile. “You still running that deathtrap you call a ship?”

	She spat the match into the water. “Still faster than anything else that floats. What do you want, Vale?”

	“I need passage east,” he said. “Across the Divide.”

	Her brow arched. “That wasteland? What’s out there—dust and bones?”

	“Maybe,” Rowan said quietly, “and something else.”

	She studied him for a long moment, then laughed softly. “You’re chasing ghosts again. Last time you nearly got yourself buried in the Iron Dunes.”

	“This time’s different.” He pulled out the compass, flicked it open, and let her see the burned scrap folded inside.

	Lira’s smirk faded. She glanced around, then stepped closer. “Where’d you get that?”

	“Does it matter?”

	“It does,” she whispered. “Because there’s been talk—caravans going missing, strange lights out by the border. And now you show up with this?”

	“Then you’ll take me,” Rowan said. “You owe me, Lira.”

	Her jaw tightened. For a moment, he thought she’d walk away. Then she sighed. “Meet me at dusk. Dock Three. Bring coin and a good reason for me not to regret this.”

	Rowan nodded. “You’ll have both.”

	As he turned to leave, the first sunlight broke through the clouds, painting the wet boards gold. He felt the compass pulse faintly in his palm—like the heartbeat of something old and waiting.

	The Ember Trail had begun.

	 


Chapter 2

	By dusk, the harbor had turned to a haze of orange and smoke. Gulls circled above the ships like restless ghosts, their cries echoing off the water. Rowan arrived at Dock Three with his satchel slung across one shoulder and his mind already two days ahead—east of the Divide, where maps turned into guesswork.

	Lira’s ship, The Windcrow, looked exactly as he remembered it—scarred, patched, and beautiful in a reckless sort of way. Her sails bore old burn marks, and the hull was lined with scratches deep enough to tell stories. A few of her crew moved about the deck, men and women with weathered faces and eyes that didn’t trust easily.

	Lira spotted him before he called out. “You’re late,” she said, hopping down from the gangplank.

	“Had to sell a few maps for coin,” Rowan replied. “Turns out adventure doesn’t pay in promises.”

	She smirked. “You’ve got enough for half a trip, then?”
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