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Ashes on the Wind

	The morning sky was the color of steel, heavy with an unspoken threat. Clouds drifted low over the valley like smoke left behind by some unseen blaze. The air was dry, too dry for spring, and carried a strange scent—charred earth, distant pine, and something older, deeper. Silence stretched across the hills and forests, broken only by the soft crunch of footsteps on brittle grass.

	Calen stood at the edge of the ridge, his eyes locked on the horizon. Below him, the remains of Eloran lay quiet and lifeless. The town that had once echoed with hammer strikes, market cries, and the melodies of dusk-hour songs was now reduced to skeletal timbers and blackened stone. What wasn’t burned had been torn apart. Roofs collapsed, paths split open, even the river seemed to flow slower, burdened by ash.

	He adjusted the strap of the pack on his shoulder, feeling the weight of its contents—a handful of supplies, a half-burnt map, and his brother’s journal. The wind picked up again, carrying with it flecks of ash like snowflakes from a world that had already ended. Calen watched them swirl and scatter, dancing in eddies before vanishing into the vastness. Each flake a memory, each gust a whisper.

	They had come in the night, not with the thunder of war, but the whisper of fire. No banners, no warning. Just heat. Just light. By the time the townsfolk realized what was happening, it was already too late. Calen had barely escaped, dragging his younger sister through smoke-choked alleys and into the wild beyond the southern hills. She hadn’t spoken since.

	He remembered the last thing his brother had said to him before the world changed. “If it ever comes to fire,” Bren had murmured, “follow the wind, not the flames. The truth rides where the fire does not.” At the time, Calen thought it a riddle, one of Bren’s many cryptic remarks, always half-joke and half-warning. Now, it was all he had to hold onto.

	Turning from the ridge, Calen descended into the outer forest. The trees here had not yet caught flame, but their trunks bore scars—blackened bark, wilted leaves, patches of scorched moss. Nature held its breath, waiting. He moved quietly, every sound seeming louder in the hush: the rustle of branches, the snap of a twig, the distant cry of a bird unsure of its own song.

	He stopped at a clearing where a lone stone marker stood, half-buried in moss and soot. It was old—too old for the records in Eloran’s archives—and worn by time. The surface was etched with a symbol Calen didn’t recognize, but his brother’s journal had pages marked with the same shape. A circle broken by a single jagged line through its center. A warning, perhaps. Or a direction.

	As he knelt to brush off the moss, a low hum rose in the air, faint but unmistakable. Not mechanical. Not natural. Something else. It pulsed in his chest, echoed in his teeth. Calen stood quickly, eyes scanning the treeline. The wind shifted again, sharper now, no longer playful. The air buzzed with tension.

	Then, without warning, a figure emerged from the shadows. Hooded, wrapped in layers of gray and brown, face obscured by a cloth mask. The stranger moved with careful purpose, not threatening, but not timid either. Calen stepped back instinctively, hand tightening around the hilt of the blade strapped to his side.

	“You don’t belong here,” the figure said, voice muffled but clear. “Not anymore.”

	“I’m not looking for trouble,” Calen replied. “Just answers.”

	The stranger tilted their head slightly, considering. “Answers lie in the ashes. But you already know that. What you want is beyond the burn.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“There’s a path north,” the stranger said. “Buried by time. Covered in cinder. If you find it, you might find what they were trying to erase.”

	“They?” Calen echoed. “Who are they?”

	But the figure was already turning away, vanishing into the trees as silently as they had come. Calen stood frozen for a moment, then approached the stone marker again. He opened the journal, flipping to the page marked with the same jagged symbol. Next to it, Bren had scrawled a single line in hurried ink: When the fire finds you, follow what it fears.

	The words didn’t make complete sense. But they gave direction.

	He continued through the forest, guided by the feeling that the trees themselves were watching, listening. There were signs if one knew to look—branches bent the wrong way, rocks turned deliberately, roots exposed to mark subtle patterns. Bren had been many things—soldier, tinkerer, thinker—but more than anything, he was a mapmaker. And Calen had begun to see the terrain as his brother once had: a living manuscript, filled with margins and metaphors.

	By late afternoon, the forest began to thin. The air grew colder, cleaner. The ash faded, replaced by moss-covered stones and patches of hardy wildflowers pushing through soil that still remembered green things. A small stream cut through the land here, untouched by soot. Calen knelt and drank, letting the coolness clear the dryness from his throat.

	He heard his sister’s voice in his head then—not as she was now, silent and distant, but as she had been before, full of light and questions. “Why does fire take what we love?” she’d once asked.

	Calen had no answer. Still didn’t. But he was beginning to understand that not all flames destroyed. Some revealed.

	As evening approached, he set camp beneath a thick canopy of oaks. The fire he built was small and cautious, more for comfort than warmth. He read from Bren’s journal under the fading light, tracing every sentence for hidden meanings. There were sketches—a mountain range with a star carved beside one peak, a river marked with an ‘X’, and next to it, a note: Here the truth is deepest, but hardest to draw.

	He stared into the flames, thinking of Eloran, of the lives lost, and of the force behind the firestorm that had stolen everything. The stranger’s words echoed in his mind. What you want is beyond the burn.

	He didn’t yet know what he wanted exactly. Vengeance? Justice? Understanding?

	Maybe all three.

	As the fire died to embers and the sky deepened into violet dusk, Calen lay on his back and watched the stars appear one by one. He imagined the ash floating upward, drifting between constellations, carrying with it the stories of those who’d fallen. But not forgotten.

	The firestorm had not just consumed a town. It had awakened something—old truths buried in ash, paths hidden in plain sight, and a journey that was only beginning.

	And somewhere, carried on the wind, ashes still whispered.

	 


The Warning Spark

	The wind rolled down from the high cliffs in restless currents, stirring the dust on the dry path where Calen walked. There was a tension to the air that morning, as if the world had taken in a breath and forgotten to release it. Above him, the sky was pale and streaked with high clouds that caught the sun like burning threads. The trail wound between the charred remains of what had once been farmland, the fences half-melted, the fields reduced to nothing but black soil and twisted metal. The smell of old fire lingered, buried deep in the ground.

	He hadn’t spoken to anyone since leaving the forest, save for a brief encounter with a silent traveler who’d offered no name and no direction—just a nod and a gesture toward the mountain pass. Calen hadn’t asked questions. He didn’t need to. The journal Bren had left him, the one now tucked into a deep inner pocket of his coat, was thick with riddles and fragments of truth. Each page pulled him forward, each sketch and note a breadcrumb on a path through ruin.

	The path ahead narrowed, climbing slowly into a ravine flanked by jagged rock. Birds didn’t sing here. No insects stirred. The silence felt heavier than sound. Calen’s boots scraped across loose stones, and each step echoed far longer than it should have. Something ancient and unseen watched from the high shadows, a presence without form, like the air itself had memory.

	He came to a place where the rocks shifted in color, from dusty gray to a deep, dark red, as though stained by old fire. At the center of the ravine was a wide slab of stone, cracked and scorched at the edges. On it rested a ring of blackened metal—twisted, inert, and cold. He approached slowly, not because he feared it might move, but because of the feeling pressing down on his chest. Something had happened here. Something important.

	As he stood before the ring, wind stirred the dust again, sending a brief swirl into the air. The sun caught on a metal edge, and for a moment, the dull ring glinted like lightning. Then it passed, and the feeling with it. He reached out to touch the edge of the ring. It was colder than it should’ve been. Not just cold from shade or time, but deeply cold, like it had once held fire and had been drained of it.

	In the journal, there was a reference to this place. Bren had called it “the first signal.” Calen hadn’t known what that meant until now. He knelt beside the ring and turned the pages, flipping past sketches of ruined towns and burned bridges until he found the drawing again: the ring drawn with detail, surrounded by symbols he couldn’t read. Below it, in Bren’s sharp handwriting, were four words: This is where it turned.

	What had turned? The path? The fire? Or the ones who started it?

	The sound of footsteps pulled Calen from his thoughts. They were slow, deliberate, not trying to hide. He turned, his hand resting lightly on the hilt at his side, but he didn’t draw the blade. A figure came around the bend in the ravine—a woman dressed in travel-worn leather, a satchel across her chest, and a long staff slung over her shoulder. Her expression was unreadable, but her eyes were sharp.

	“I thought someone might be drawn here,” she said, voice low and even.

	“Why?” Calen asked.

	“Because this place still hums,” she replied, walking past him toward the ring. “If you’re quiet enough, you can feel the echo. It was the first test. The first time they tried it.”
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