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PROLOGUE: THE LAST VIGIL OF SIR BRAND
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Sir Brand a Knight of the Dawn Order

 

The stone of the Frostfang wept cold tears.

Sir Brand of the Dawn Order felt them freeze on his cheek plate as he knelt in the sacred gloom of the Cavern of Echoing Memory. His armor, silver steel etched with sunbursts, was the only light in the vast, crystalline chamber. Before him, on a dais of flawless quartz, pulsed the Emberheart. Its light was a warm, honeyed gold, the very color of legend. It was the Heart of the World, the Sun’s Last Gift, and the Beacon against the Long Night. For three hundred years, knights of his Order had come here for the final vigil, to commune with its power and renew their sacred oaths.

Brand was to be the latest, the purest knight of his generation, they said, a man of unwavering faith.

Yet, as the cavern’s whispers coiled around him—snatches of forgotten laughter, the echo of a dying scream—a sliver of doubt, cold as the Frostfang’s ice, lodged in his heart. The official histories were clear, glorious. But in the deep archives of the Order, where he had studied as a novice, he had found… discrepancies. A crumbling scroll that mentioned a “bargain,” not a “gift.” A marginal note in an ancient hand that spoke of a “prisoner of light.”

He had dismissed them as heresy until now.      

The Emberheart’s pulse seemed to sync with his own heartbeat. Thrum-thump. Thrum-thump. It was a comforting rhythm. It was also awaiting rhythm.

“Focus, Brand,” he whispered to himself, the words steaming in the air. “The Vigil is an honor. Your light will join the eternal sun. Your name will be sung forever.”

He reached out, as the ritual demanded, to place his bare hands upon the gem. But as his fingertips neared the glowing surface, the black, mirror-like pools that dotted the cavern floor around the dais shimmered. They were supposed to be inert imperfections in the stone. Yet now, they swirled.

In them, he did not see his own reflection.

He saw a giant. A being of living sunlight, its form vast and kind. He saw men—kings in crude crowns—surrounding it not with reverence, but with sigils of binding. He saw chains of runic fire snap into place, not to protect the giant, but to leash it. He saw its light being drawn out, siphoned into the very bones of the world to form a shimmering wall of ice. The Frostfang was not a shield given; it was a cage built from a stolen god.

The vision shifted. He saw a knight, in armor like his own, kneeling at these very spot centuries ago. The knight touched the Emberheart, his face alight with devotion. Then Brand watched, horror dawning, as the light drained from the knight, his body stiffening, his flesh paling to alabaster, then to clear, glittering crystal. His life force, his “purity,” was not feeding a beacon; it was being used as gruel to keep the prisoner alive a little longer.

The final vigil was not a communion. It was a feeding.

The Emberheart’s warm glow now seemed sickly, predatory. The beautiful pulse was the heartbeat of a parasite.

Brand jerked his hands back. A violent shudder wracked his body. The truth was a physical blow, worse than any Grimm’s claw. His faith, his purpose, his entire life—it was all an elegant lie crafted to facilitate an endless, hidden crime.

A profound, silent scream built in his throat. He wanted to shatter the gem, to scream the truth to the cavern walls. But he knew. He was deep in the enemy’s sanctum. The Order’s higher commanders knew. They had to. They sent their best here to die, to keep the secret.

If he revealed his knowledge, he would not become a crystal statue honored in song. He would become a nameless corpse buried in the ice outside.

The weight of the truth was worse than the weight of his armor. It was a crushing despair that promised no hero’s end, only the agony of understanding and the terror of silence.

He had a choice. Touch the Heart, die a beloved lie, and perpetuate the atrocity. Or refuse, and be murdered for knowing.

Tears, hot and human, cut through the frost on his face. He thought of his squire, a bright-eyed boy named Leo Sunhart, who believed in the stories with all his heart. He thought of Leo’s younger brother, Kaelen, the quiet one who always had his nose in old books, who asked too many questions.

With trembling hands, Sir Brand did not reach for the Heart. Instead, he fumbled at the inner lining of his cloak. He pulled out a small, wax-sealed letter he had written on a whim before his journey, a final piece of advice for his squire. Now, it would be something else.

He dipped his finger in a smear of ink from a tiny vial. On the back of the parchment, he scrawled, his handwriting jagged with terror and urgency:

Leo—the light is a lie. The Vigil is murder. The Giant is a prisoner. Seek not the Emberheart’s flame, but the source of its chains. Trust your brother’s questions. I am sorry. —Brand

He resealed it with a drop of wax, pressing his sun sigil ring into it one last time. He hid it inside his breastplate, against his skin. It was a fragile, desperate act of rebellion—a truth buried next to a failing heart.

Then, Sir Brand of the Dawn Order, the purest knight of his generation, took a deep, shuddering breath of the cold, memory-laden air. He looked at the beautiful, terrible gem. He thought of his squire and of a world living in a gilded cage.

He made his choice.

He placed his hands upon the Emberheart.

The warm light enveloped him. It did not feel holy. It felt hungry.

As his life began to drain away, his body stiffening, his last sight was not of a glorious afterlife, but of the black pool at his feet, now showing his own face—frozen in an expression not of peace, but of devastating, crystalline sorrow.

The Cavern absorbed his light, his truth, and his silence. The Emberheart pulsed on, a little brighter, its beautiful lie sustained for another generation.

But a single, fragile letter now lay hidden against a dead man’s chest, a seed of truth waiting for the right hands to find it, and the right brothers to dare what he could not: to break the cage, not by stealing more light, but by telling the dark.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1: THE EMBERS OF A BROKEN KEEP
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Leo Sunhart in the Ruined Courtyard

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The silence after a siege is a different kind of roar.

It wasn’t the absence of sound in the courtyard of Sunhart Keep, but the presence of its opposite: the groan of settling stone, the crackle of dying fires, the low, exhausted weeping of the wounded. The air, thick with the stench of smoke, blood, and the strange, ozone-like chill left by the Grimm, tasted of ash and defeat.

Leo Sunhart stood in the center of it all, a statue of grime and gore in his Dawn Order plate. The sunburst on his breastplate was obscured by soot and a long, frozen scratch from a Grimm’s claw. He’d been defending the inner gate for sixteen hours. His sword arm trembled with a deep, bone-weary tremor. They had held. Barely. The formless, chilling shadows had retreated with the first grey light of dawn, slinking back towards the distant, menacing line of the Frostfang Barrier.

They had held, but the Keep was a ruin. The outer curtain wall was breached in three places. The granary was smoldering ash. And their father, Lord Edric Sunhart, lay cold in the main hall, a shard of black ice from a Grimm’s passing still glittering in his heart.

Leo’s world, once so ordered, so defined by the clear lines of duty and honor, had been cracked open. The Grimm weren’t supposed to be this strong, this far south. The Frostfang’s light was supposed to hold.

“Sir Leo.”

He turned. A grizzled sergeant, his face pale beneath dirt and blood, saluted. “Casualty count is… severe. We’ve lost a third of the garrison. Many more wounded. The townsfolk in the bailey…” He trailed off, the news too heavy to voice.

Leo nodded, the motion feeling mechanical. “Secure the breaches. Triage the wounded. Get the people into whatever shelter is left.” The commands came from a place of training, not feeling. The feeling was a numb, howling void.
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