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FYENIX'S BARE FEET pounded against the mossy forest floor, twigs snapping beneath each step. His sister's giggles echoed through the trees ahead, her yellow dress flashing between the trunks like a darting sunbeam. The scent of pine needles filled his lungs as he pushed himself faster.

"I'm going to catch you!" His fingertips grazed the back of her dress.

She squealed and darted left, her dark braids whipping through the air. "No you won't! I'm faster than a deer!"

The late afternoon sun filtered through the canopy, casting dappled shadows across their path. Fyenix's chest burned as he chased her deeper into the woods. The trees here grew closer together, their branches intertwining overhead like gnarled fingers.

"Papa said not to go this far!" But even as the words left his mouth, he pressed on. At six years old, being 'it' was a matter of pride.

She ducked under a low-hanging branch. "Since when do you listen to Papa?"

"Since I'm the oldest!" He lunged forward, arms outstretched.

His sister spun away, her laugh turning to a yelp as she lost her footing on a patch of slick leaves. She tumbled forward, rolling once before coming to rest against the base of an ancient oak.

Fyenix's heart jumped into his throat. The game forgotten, he scrambled to her side. "Sis! Are you-"

She sat up, leaves and twigs tangled in her hair, and stuck out her tongue. "Made you worry." A smudge of dirt streaked across her cheek.

"That's not funny." He brushed debris from her shoulders, his hands trembling slightly. "You could've gotten hurt."

"But I didn't." She poked his chest. "And now you're it!"

Before he could protest, she was on her feet again, darting back toward home like a rabbit fleeing a fox. Fyenix watched her go, torn between relief and exasperation.

Fyenix sprinted after his sister, his feet finding familiar paths between roots and stones. The trek back always felt shorter, each landmark rushing past, the crooked birch, the boulder shaped like a sleeping bear, the hollow log where mushrooms grew in clusters.

A sudden darkness swept over the forest. The temperature dropped as if winter had arrived in an instant. Fyenix froze mid-step, his neck craning upward. The massive shadow passed overhead, blocking out the sun entirely for several heartbeats. Through gaps in the canopy, he caught glimpses of something vast moving across the sky, but the dense leaves obscured his view.

His legs refused to move. The forest had gone silent, no birds, no rustling leaves, as if nature itself held its breath.

"Get out of my house!" His father's voice shattered the silence, raw with fury.

The clash of metal rang out, followed by multiple voices shouting over each other. The sounds of struggle echoed from their home.

"Sis!" Fyenix's chest tightened. His sister had been running straight toward the house.

More shouts erupted, accompanied by the splintering of wood. Something crashed inside, the impact reverberating through the ground beneath his feet. His father's voice rose again, this time in pain.

Fyenix's hands balled into fists. Every instinct screamed at him to run home, to help somehow. But his father's most important rule rooted him in place: if there's ever trouble, stay hidden in the woods.

Another crash. More voices. Heavy boots stomped across wooden floors.

The shadow passed overhead again, slower this time, as if searching. Fyenix pressed himself against the nearest tree trunk, his heart hammering against his ribs. The bark dug into his back through his thin shirt, but he didn't dare move.

His sister's voice echoed in his mind, clear as the day she'd first spoken those words. "We are family, big brother. We'll always be." The promise cut through his fear like a blade.

Fyenix burst from his hiding spot, branches whipping his face as he charged through the underbrush. His feet carried him faster than he'd ever run before, each stride eating up the distance between him and home.

The trees thinned. Their small house came into view through the gaps in the foliage. A figure emerged from the front door, tall, imposing, wrapped in a cloak that seemed to drink in the sunlight. Black armor gleamed beneath the fabric, its edges cruel and sharp. The stranger's face remained hidden in the depths of a hood, but his head turned, regarding the house with an unseen gaze.

Fyenix's steps faltered. The air grew thick, heavy with something that made his skin crawl. The cloaked figure raised an arm toward the house, fingers splayed.

The world exploded. Heat and force slammed into Fyenix, lifting him off his feet. His back hit the ground, driving the air from his lungs. Through watering eyes, he saw flames engulf their home, the inferno roaring as it devoured wood and thatch. The heat pressed against his face like a physical weight, even from where he lay.

Orange light danced across the black armor as the stranger lowered his arm. The flames reflected off the metal's surface, making it look as if the armor itself was burning.

Darkness overtook him as his consciousness faded.

* * *
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PAIN THROBBED THROUGH Fyenix's head as consciousness returned. Smoke filled his lungs, and he rolled to his side, coughing. The world spun, then settled into focus. Where their house had stood, only charred timbers remained, wisps of gray smoke curling up toward the sky.

"Father?" His voice cracked. "Sister?"

The ruins loomed before him. Fear coiled in his gut, but he forced himself forward. The ground beneath his feet radiated heat through his worn boots. Each step brought fresh waves of scorching air that burned his face and hands.

Fyenix climbed over a fallen beam, his palms blistering at the contact. The main room lay ahead, now open to the sky. Bodies littered the floor, or what remained of them. Blackened forms twisted in poses of final agony, flesh burnt away to reveal bone beneath.

His foot caught on something. He stumbled, caught himself against a section of still-standing wall. The heat seared his palm and he jerked back with a cry. But the motion had shifted some of the debris, revealing another form beneath.

The body lay face-down, clothes and flesh charred beyond recognition like the others. But around its neck, caught in the remaining light, something gleamed. Fyenix's heart stopped. The golden amulet, the one his father never removed, the one he'd worn every day of Fyenix's life. The metal surface still reflected light, untouched by the flames that had consumed everything else.

Fyenix reached for it with trembling fingers. The chain snapped easily, brittle from the heat. He clutched the amulet to his chest, ignoring how it burned against his skin. His father's body lay before him, unrecognizable save for this one piece of metal that had survived the inferno.

The crunch of hooves on gravel cut through Fyenix's grief. His muscles tensed. Someone approached the ruins, friend or foe, he couldn't know. The dark figure who'd destroyed his home could have returned to finish what he'd started.

Fyenix crept toward the edge of the ruins, staying low behind a fallen wall. A horse came into view, its rider wearing the polished armor of the kingdom's army, nothing like the black-clad monster from before. The soldier dismounted, his boots hitting the ground with a metallic clank.

A glint of steel caught Fyenix's eye. One of the fallen men's swords lay half-buried in the debris, its handle still intact. He grabbed it, the weight almost too much for his small frame. But rage and fear gave him strength.

With a cry that tore from his throat, Fyenix burst from his hiding spot. He charged at the soldier, blade raised high. His arms shook from the sword's weight, tears blurred his vision, but he wouldn't go down without a fight. Not after what happened to his family.

The soldier turned, hand moving to his own weapon. Fyenix closed the distance between them, ready to strike.

The weight of the sword pulled Fyenix forward. His arms gave out, and the blade slipped from his grasp. The momentum sent him sprawling face-first into the dirt and ash. Pain shot through his palms as they scraped against the ground.

His heart hammered against his ribs. He scrambled to get up, to reach for the fallen weapon, but his limbs wouldn't cooperate. The soldier's boots stepped into view. Fyenix's breath caught in his throat as a shadow fell over him.

The soldier's hand extended toward him. Fyenix flinched, expecting a strike, but the hand remained steady, open, waiting. He looked up. The soldier's weathered face bore no malice, only concern beneath his graying hair.

Blood pounded in Fyenix's ears. The soldier didn't look like the others. His armor gleamed in the sunlight, decorated with the kingdom's crest. Not like the dark figure who'd destroyed everything.

With trembling fingers, Fyenix reached up and grasped the offered hand. The soldier's grip was firm but gentle as he pulled Fyenix to his feet.

"I'm Ramut." The soldier's voice carried a warmth that cut through Fyenix's fear. "What's your name, son?"

"F-Fyenix," he choked out. The name caught in his throat as the horror of everything crashed over him. His legs buckled, and tears spilled down his ash-streaked cheeks. The smoldering ruins of his home, the charred remains of his father, his sister, gone.

Ramut knelt beside him, a strong hand on his shoulder. Through blurred vision, Fyenix saw the soldier's face twist with a mix of grief and anger.

"What happened here, Fyenix?"

The words tumbled out between sobs. "We were playing, my sister and I. Then there was a shadow, and Father was yelling." Fyenix's chest heaved as he struggled to breathe. "Men came. And then, then this man in black armor. His cloak was like the night sky. He raised his arm and-" Fyenix's voice cracked.

Ramut's grip tightened on his shoulder. The soldier's face darkened, jaw clenching as he stared at the destroyed house.

"Aramon," Ramut spat the name like poison.

Fyenix wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, leaving streaks of soot across his face.

"Listen to me, Fyenix." Ramut's voice softened as he met Fyenix's gaze. "Would you like to come with me? I can take you to see the king. You'll be safe there."

Fyenix clutched the reins as Ramut lifted him onto the horse. The king. The word sparked a glimmer of hope through his grief, but his chest still ached with each breath. His home, his family, gone in moments.

"Here, let me help you get settled." Ramut swung up behind him, reaching around to adjust Fyenix's position. The horse's steady gait carried them down the road, away from the ruins.

"King Cinnomar is a good man," Ramut said. "He cares for his people like they're his own children. Takes time to listen to even the smallest concerns."

Fyenix pulled the golden amulet from his pocket, running his thumb over its surface. The metal was warm despite the cool air. His father had worn it every day, never taking it off even to sleep.

"He'll make sure you're taken care of, give you a proper home." Ramut's voice grew distant as Fyenix focused on the ruby set in the amulet's center.

The gem caught the sunlight, but something else sparked within its depths. A glow that seemed to pulse like a heartbeat. Perfect and untouched by the flames that had consumed everything else.

Fyenix's fingers tightened around the amulet. Aramon. The name burned in his mind like a brand. The man in black armor who had destroyed everything. His jaw clenched as he made a silent vow, he would find this Aramon, no matter how long it took.

* * *
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SIXTEEN YEARS LATER.

Thwack.

Fyenix's head throbbed where the sword hilt had struck. He blinked away the remnants of sleep, the afternoon sun harsh against his eyes. Rachild loomed over him, her scarred face twisted in a scowl.

"If you've got time to nap, you've got time to train." Her white eye caught the light, the red one narrowing. "On your feet."

His muscles protested as he pushed himself up from the bench in the castle garden. The book he'd been reading tumbled to the ground, pages fluttering.

"I was studying the texts you gave me about-"

"Save your excuses." Rachild turned, her short-cropped hair barely moving in the breeze. "Training yard. Now."

Fyenix sighed and followed her determined stride through the castle corridors. His hand brushed the amulet at his neck, a habit formed over the past decade. The ruby's warmth pulsed against his skin.

They passed servants who pressed themselves against the walls, giving Rachild a wide berth. Her reputation preceded her everywhere in the castle. The enforcer. The battle-scarred paladin who'd survived things that would break lesser warriors.

The training yard stretched before them, packed dirt marked with the footprints of countless sparring matches. Fyenix grabbed a practice sword from the weapon rack, testing its balance. The wooden blade felt clumsy compared to his usual steel, but Rachild insisted on basics.

"Your form's gotten sloppy." She circled him, her good eye tracking his movements. "Too much time playing guard dog for the king, not enough time maintaining your skills."

Fyenix adjusted his grip on the practice sword, his feet sliding into position. The familiar stance brought a comfort, knees bent, weight balanced, ready to move in any direction.

"Three strikes." Rachild planted her feet, arms crossed. No weapon, no guard. Just standing there, daring him to attack. "You know the rules."

He did. Three clean hits in succession. No pauses, no retreating. For two months she'd started every session this way, and for two months he'd failed. His best was two strikes before she'd sent him sprawling in the dirt.

The ruby at his throat pulsed with his quickening heartbeat. Today would be different. He'd studied her movements, analyzed every failure. Her blind side was a trap, she compensated too well there. Her height gave her reach, but also raised her center of gravity.

Fyenix burst forward, sword sweeping low. Rachild stepped back, but he'd expected that. He pivoted, bringing the blade up toward her shoulder. She twisted, the wood grazing her armor, first hit.

Without pause, he spun into the momentum, aiming for her hip. Her hand shot out to deflect, but he'd already adjusted, striking her thigh instead, second hit.

His muscles burned as he pushed for the third, driving the blade toward her chest. Rachild's good eye widened, he had her. The practice sword closed the distance...

Her hand clamped around his wrist like an iron shackle. The world tilted. His back slammed into the packed dirt, driving the air from his lungs. The practice sword clattered away.

"Better." Rachild's face appeared above him, blocking the sun. "But still not good enough."

Fyenix sucked in a breath, his chest aching from the impact. He'd come closer than ever before, but close wasn't enough. "What was it this time?"

He braced for the usual lecture about rushing in, about letting his emotions drive his attacks. The same words she'd hammered into him day after day.

Rachild's scarred face remained neutral, her white eye catching the morning light. "You weren't zealous enough."

"What?" Fyenix pushed himself up, dust falling from his training clothes.

"At the end. You pulled back. Hesitated." She tapped her breastplate where his final strike should have landed. "In real combat, that moment of doubt gets you killed."

Fyenix bent down to retrieve the practice sword, his fingers curling around the worn wooden grip. The weight felt different now, heavier. She was right, he'd held back at the last second. Despite its dulled edges, despite knowing Rachild could handle herself, he couldn't bring himself to strike with full force. The thought of actually hurting her had made him flinch.

"I didn't want to-"

"To hurt me?" Rachild's good eye narrowed. "I've taken worse hits from children half your age."

Heat crept up Fyenix's neck. She was his teacher, a legendary paladin who'd survived countless real battles. And here he was, treating her like she might break from a practice strike.

Fyenix stared at the practice sword, turning it over in his hands. The worn wood grain had taken on a darker sheen from years of palm sweat and impact. "How do you do it?"

"Do what?" Rachild crossed her arms.

"Get to that place. That kill-or-be-killed mindset." The question had gnawed at him since Ramut's passing, since taking up the mantle of the king's guard. "How do you strike without hesitation?"

A breeze rustled through the training yard, carrying the scent of fresh-cut grass and distant cookfires. The peaceful morning felt at odds with their violent dance.

"Here I am, training to guard King Cinnomar, a man beloved across four lands. In a kingdom that hasn't seen war in decades." Fyenix let out a harsh laugh. "The irony isn't lost on me."

Rachild's expression softened, though her stance remained rigid. "You think peace makes the role less vital?"

"I think..." Fyenix traced the dulled edge of the practice blade. "I think Ramut would know what to say. He always did." The weight of the sword felt heavier, like the responsibility he'd inherited. Guarding a king everyone loved, it should have been simple. Yet the memory of black armor and flames whispered that peace was fragile, that threats lurked in shadows.

"Sometimes I wonder if I'm training for ghosts. For enemies that don't exist anymore." He met Rachild's mismatched gaze. "How do you prepare to kill when all you've known is peace?"

Rachild's footsteps crunched across the packed dirt of the training yard. Her hand landed on his shoulder, firm and steady. Fyenix kept his gaze fixed on the practice sword, the weight of her touch anchoring him to the moment.

"Peace is precisely how you prepare." Her scarred face caught the morning light. "In true combat, thinking becomes your enemy. Those fragile fears you harbor? They vanish when steel meets steel."

Fyenix's grip tightened on the wooden hilt. The familiar calluses on his palm pressed against the worn surface. He'd spent countless hours with this blade, drilling forms until his muscles burned.

"Two swords clash," Rachild continued, "and instinct takes command. The moves you perfect now, in these peaceful moments, they become your shield when chaos erupts."

Her words stirred something in his chest. Each practice swing, every bruise and aching muscle, they weren't just motions. They were building something deeper, carving patterns into his bones that would surface when needed.

"The training you do in peace is your preparation." She squeezed his shoulder once before stepping back. "Your body will remember what your mind cannot."

Fyenix lifted the practice sword, studying how the morning sun played across its surface. Perhaps there was wisdom in finding clarity here, in the quiet moments between breaths, rather than waiting for danger to teach its harsh lessons.

Rachild strode back to the center of the yard, her boots kicking up small clouds of dust. "Again. Three strikes."

Fyenix shifted into his defensive stance, knees bent, sword angled across his body. Her words from moments ago filtered through his mind: 'Your body will remember what your mind cannot.'

The morning breeze rustled the leaves overhead. Fyenix exhaled, letting his thoughts drift away like scattered autumn leaves. No planning. No strategy. Just movement.

His feet carried him forward. The practice sword whistled through the air, finding its mark against Rachild's shoulder before she could counter. The impact sent a jolt up his arm.

She spun away, her blade arcing toward his ribs. Instead of thinking through his response, Fyenix let his body react. He twisted, using the momentum of her strike to fuel his own. The wooden sword caught her across the back, his second hit.

His heart pounded against his chest. Two strikes. More than he'd managed in weeks of training. One remained, and for once his mind stayed quiet, letting his muscles guide the dance.

Rachild recovered, her white eye gleaming as she readied her defense. Her scarred face betrayed nothing of her thoughts.

Fyenix circled Rachild, her blade tracking his movement like a predator. Her stance was perfect, knees bent, weight distributed evenly, ready to counter any attack. He'd seen this defense a hundred times before.

His arms moved before his thoughts caught up, launching into a feint he'd attempted countless times. The same feint she always saw through. But this time, instead of trying to trick her at the last second, he committed. His body propelled forward into her kill zone, where her counter-strikes were most lethal.

Rachild's red eye widened, the first crack he'd ever seen in her iron composure. Her practice sword swept up to defend, but Fyenix was already inside her guard. His wooden blade found its mark, cracking against her breastplate with a solid thunk.

Three hits.

The training yard fell silent except for their heavy breathing. Fyenix's muscles burned from the exertion, sweat rolling down his temples despite the cool morning air. He'd done it. After two months of failure, he'd finally landed all three strikes.

Fyenix's chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath, still processing what had just happened. The wooden practice sword felt lighter in his hands now, almost an extension of his arm rather than the clumsy tool it had been moments ago.

Rachild's hand landed on his shoulder, firm and steady. Her scarred face broke into a rare smile, not the stern approval he usually received, but genuine pride. The white of her damaged eye caught the morning light.

"You took the final lesson to heart sooner than most." Her fingers squeezed his shoulder. "It shows great promise."

Fyenix straightened his spine, unable to suppress the surge of satisfaction at her words. Coming from Rachild, this was high praise indeed.

"Promise enough that it is time."

His heart skipped a beat. Those words, he'd dreamed of hearing them since he first picked up a sword, since he'd decided to follow the path of the paladin. The path that would let him protect others, prevent tragedies like the one that claimed his family.

His mouth went dry. Time to make his oath. The sacred vow that would bind him to his chosen gods service forever, grant him the divine power to shield the innocent and strike down evil. His fingers tightened around the practice sword's grip as anticipation and fear warred in his chest.

The morning sun warmed the training yard as Fyenix stood frozen, those words echoing in his mind. Time to make your oath. After years of training, studying, preparing, this was the moment that would change everything.
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RACHILD RELEASED HIS shoulder and stepped back, her expression turning grave. "I must prepare the ritual chamber." Her scarred face caught the morning light. "But first, you must choose wisely, Fyenix."

He nodded, throat tight with anticipation.

"Each god and goddess holds dominion over different aspects of our world. They demand different things from their followers." Her red eye fixed on him. "And breaking an oath to them, even unintentionally..." She shook her head. "The price would be dire indeed."

Fyenix watched as Rachild's form disappeared into the castle doorway, her boots echoing against the stone. The practice sword hung loose in his grip as memories washed over him, the explosion, the flames, searching through the ruins of his childhood home. His father's amulet, the ruby untouched by the inferno that had claimed everything else.

But most of all, he remembered her. His little sister, who'd been playing with him moments before their world shattered. They never found her body among the ruins. No trace remained to tell him if she'd escaped or...

His free hand clenched into a fist. Ten years had passed, yet the wound remained fresh as ever. Someone had taken his family from him. Taken her from him.

The name rose to his lips unbidden, feeling right in a way nothing else had since that day. "Sie'emi," he whispered. The goddess of hearth and home, of family. The perfect oath, making sure no other child would lose their family as he had lost his.

His voice grew stronger as he repeated it. "Sie'emi."

The morning breeze stirred, carrying his words away into the cloudless sky.

The sound of boots approaching pulled Fyenix from his thoughts. Royce approached from the castle wall, his usual post during morning training. The guard's sandy hair caught the sunlight as he crossed the yard.

"About time someone put the old warhawk in her place." Royce's grin spread across his face. "Three hits. Never thought I'd see the day."

Heat rose to Fyenix's cheeks. Royce had witnessed countless mornings of his failures, always ready with a joke or word of encouragement after each beating. But this time felt different. The victory settled in Fyenix's chest, warm and solid.

"Thanks." Fyenix planted the practice sword in the dirt. "Though I doubt she was going all out."

"Please." Royce leaned against the weapon rack. "I saw that last move. The look on her face? You caught her off guard. That's no small feat."

The praise rang true, unlike the hollow consolations of the past. Fyenix allowed himself a small smile as he remembered Rachild's brief flash of surprise.

"Besides," Royce continued, "three hits are three hits. Take the win, you earned it fair and square."

A woman's footsteps drew Fyenix's attention. Her robes flowed around her as she strode into the training yard, the fabric a deep blue with silver threading that caught the morning light. Age had left its mark on her face in fine lines around her eyes and mouth, but she carried herself with the bearing of someone used to authority.

Fyenix opened his mouth to greet her, but Royce stepped forward with a sharp intake of breath.

"Those robes-" Royce straightened his posture. "You're from the Acadamecia."

The woman's eyes darted between them. "Indeed. I need to speak with Paladin Rachild. The matter is urgent."

Something in her clipped tone made the hair on the back of Fyenix's neck stand up. He'd never seen an Acadamecia scholar in person before, but tales of their influence reached even the castle walls.

"She left to prepare for a ritual." Fyenix gestured toward the castle's east wing. "Though I'm not sure exactly where-"

"A ritual?" The woman's eyebrows rose. "Then we must find her at once. Which way did she go?"

Royce pointed toward the stone archway leading into the castle proper. "Through there, ma'am. She usually heads to the temple chambers when preparing ceremonies."

The woman's fingers twisted in her robes. "The temple chambers. Of course." She turned on her heel without another word, her robes sweeping behind her as she hurried toward the archway.

Fyenix clapped Royce on the shoulder. "I'll catch up with you later."

He jogged after the scholar, her robes billowing as she swept through the castle corridors. "Ma'am, what's this about?"

She didn't break stride or acknowledge him. The click of her boots against stone echoed off the walls as she navigated the passages with surprising familiarity.

The temple doors stood open, candlelight spilling into the hallway. Inside, Rachild knelt before the altar, arranging ceremonial items, a silver chalice, white candles, and a length of red cloth embroidered with sacred symbols.

The scholar cleared her throat. "Paladin Rachild."

Rachild's shoulders tensed. She rose and turned, her scarred face caught in the flickering light. "Who dares interrupt-" Her good eye narrowed at the sight of the blue robes. "Ah. The Acadamecia sends its regards, I see."

"I am Marian." The scholar gave a slight bow. "I come with urgent orders that require your immediate attention."

"Orders?" Rachild's lip curled. She gestured at the altar. "As you can see, I'm occupied with important matters."

"This cannot wait." Marian's tone brooked no argument.

Fyenix stepped forward. "But the oath ritual-"

"Will have to wait." Marian cut him off without looking his way.

Rachild crossed her arms, her damaged eye catching the candlelight in an eerie way. "Whatever missive you bear had better warrant disrupting a sacred ceremony, Marian of the Acadamecia."

Fyenix watched the scholar produce a sealed scroll from her robes. The wax seal bore the mark of the Acadamecia, an open book beneath crossed quills.

Rachild broke the seal and unrolled the parchment. Her good eye scanned the contents, and Fyenix noticed her jaw tighten. The hand gripping the scroll trembled. In all his months of training, he'd never seen anything shake his mentor's iron composure.

"How old is this intelligence?" Rachild's voice came out hoarse.

"Days. The Acadamecia spared no expense to ensure swift delivery." Marian clasped her hands before her. "You understand the gravity-"

Rachild thrust the scroll back at the scholar. "Take this to King Cinnomar's attention. I have work to finish here."

"But surely you see that this requires immediate-"

"Enough." Rachild's tone cracked like a whip through the temple chamber. "His Majesty will need to know of my imminent departure. Now leave us to our sacred duties."

Marian's mouth opened, then closed. She clutched the scroll to her chest and dipped into a shallow bow.

Rachild's scarred face turned to Fyenix. "Guide Scholar Marian to the throne room. Make sure she doesn't wander. Return once she's with His Majesty."

Fyenix nodded and gestured toward the temple door. "This way, Scholar."

The halls of Ar'ko'ventry castle stretched before them, morning light streaming through tall windows. Their footsteps echoed off stone walls as Fyenix led Marian past tapestries depicting the kingdom's history.

"What could be more pressing than her duties?" Marian's voice dripped with irritation. "A murderer walks free while she concerns herself with-" She waved her hand at the temple behind them. "Whatever ritual this is."

The word 'murderer' sparked memories of black armor and flames in Fyenix's mind. His hand instinctively moved to touch his father's amulet beneath his tunic. "The oath of a paladin is sacred. Rachild wouldn't delay without cause."

"Sacred?" Marian scoffed. "Tell that to the victims' families. The Acadamecia doesn't send urgent missives over trifling matters."

Fyenix kept his eyes forward, jaw clenched. The scholar didn't understand. This oath would bind him to Sie'emi's service for life, perhaps beyond. Such ceremonies couldn't be rushed or interrupted without consequences.

They rounded the corner toward the throne room's ornate double doors. Two guards in polished armor stood at attention, spears crossed before the entrance.

"Scholar Marian of the Acadamecia," Fyenix announced. "Here to see His Majesty on urgent business."

The guards uncrossed their spears, and one disappeared inside to announce their arrival. Marian clutched her scroll tighter, shooting Fyenix a final disapproving look.

The guard emerged from the throne room. "His Majesty will see you now, Scholar Marian."

Fyenix gave a short nod to the guards and turned back toward the temple, his boots clicking against the stone floor. His mind raced with thoughts of the oath ahead, the culmination of years of training since Ramut had first placed a sword in his hands.

The temple doors creaked as he pushed them open. Fyenix's breath caught in his throat.

Rachild knelt before a simple wooden altar, surrounded by dozens of white candles. Their flames cast dancing shadows across the walls, filling the chamber with warm light. She'd removed her usual battle-worn armor, wearing only a plain white tunic and pants. Her scars stood out stark against her dark skin in the candlelight, the white eye seeming to glow with an otherworldly presence.

Fyenix's heart pounded against his ribs. This wasn't the stern warrior who'd beaten him countless times in the training yard. This was a holy servant of the gods, preparing to welcome another into their sacred ranks. His fingers trembled as he touched his father's amulet through his shirt, seeking its familiar comfort.

The ruby caught the candlelight, that same unnatural sparkle drawing his eye as it had that day on Ramut's horse. Now, after years of training, he would finally fulfill the promise he'd made while staring into its depths. Sie'emi would grant him the power to bring justice to Aramon, to honor his lost family.

Rachild raised her head, her expression serene yet solemn. The usual hardness in her face had softened, replaced by something ancient and knowing. She lifted one hand, beckoning him forward into the circle of light.

Rachild's voice carried a weight Fyenix had never heard before. "Remove everything but your clothes. No weapons, no trinkets, no distractions between you and the gods."

Her good eye fixed on his chest where the amulet lay hidden beneath his shirt. His hand moved to clutch it protectively. The ruby's warmth pulsed against his palm, his last connection to his father, to his old life.

"Even this?" His voice cracked.

"Everything."

Fyenix's fingers trembled as he lifted the chain over his head. The candlelight caught the ruby's depths one final time before he set it aside. Next came the daggers, one at his hip, another in his boot. He'd carried them so long they felt like extensions of his body. The metal clinked as he placed them next to the amulet.

Rachild extended her hand, palm up. "Join me."

Fyenix settled onto his knees beside her on the cold stone floor. The candles' heat pressed against his skin, but a deeper chill ran through him. Naked without his weapons, vulnerable without his father's protection.

"Close your eyes," Rachild whispered. "Let go of earthly attachments. Open yourself to divine presence."

Fyenix drew a shaky breath and let his eyelids fall shut. The darkness behind them flickered orange from the surrounding flames.

The silence stretched like a physical weight on Fyenix's shoulders. The stone floor dug into his knees, and sweat beaded on his forehead from the surrounding candles.

"Are you certain this is the path you wish to tread?" Rachild's voice cut through the quiet.

Fyenix's mind drifted back to that day in the castle courtyard. He'd been twelve, still raw from the loss of his family. Ramut had knelt beside him, placed a weathered hand on his shoulder.

"There are many paths for a warrior," Ramut had said. "Which calls to you?"

The answer had burst from Fyenix's lips without thought. "Paladin." The word had felt right, had tasted of purpose and redemption.

Now, a decade later, that same certainty filled him. The path of the paladin wasn't just about wielding a sword, it was about standing between darkness and light, protecting those who couldn't protect themselves. About making sure no other child would watch their home burn.

"I am certain," Fyenix said. The words rang clear in the temple chamber.

The temple's silence wrapped around Fyenix like a blanket, broken only by the soft crackle of candlelight. His knees ached against the stone floor, but he didn't dare shift his position.

"Your conviction speaks well," Rachild's voice broke through the quiet. "Have you chosen which of the gods you'll serve? Or shall I guide you through their domains?"

The answer sprang to Fyenix's lips without hesitation. "Sie'emi." The goddess's name filled the chamber with warmth, like a hearth on a cold winter's night.

His mind drifted to memories of his sister's laughter, of meals shared around their family table, of the simple joy of belonging. Sie'emi represented everything he'd lost that day, and everything he wanted to protect for others. Home. Family. The sacred bonds that held people together, whether forged by blood or choice.

"I choose Sie'emi," he repeated, stronger this time. The ruby in his discarded amulet caught the candlelight, gleaming like a distant star.

Rachild's laugh echoed off the temple walls, a mix of disbelief and respect that made Fyenix open his eyes. Her scarred face held an expression he'd never seen before.

"Sie'emi?" She shook her head. "Of all the gods and goddesses, you choose the patron of hearth and home?"

The words stung, but Fyenix kept his shoulders straight. After all she'd taught him about combat, about facing enemies head-on, he understood her surprise. The goddess of war would have made more sense. Or perhaps the god of justice, given what happened to his family.

His thoughts twitched toward the amulet lying on the floor behind him. The ruby's glow reminded him of the flames that had consumed his childhood home. But it also reminded him of the warmth he'd found in the castle halls, of King Cinnomar's steady presence these past years.

"I know what you're thinking," Fyenix said. "That I should choose a path that leads to vengeance. To hunting down Aramon." The name tasted bitter on his tongue. "But I've seen what revenge does to people. How it hollows them out."

He thought of Cinnomar's gentle wisdom, of the way the king treated every servant and noble with equal respect. Of how the castle had become more than just stone walls, it had become home.

"I want to protect what matters. The families that still have each other. The homes that haven't been torn apart." His voice grew stronger with each word. "Sie'emi understands that better than any other god or goddess."

Rachild's face softened, the scars across it less prominent in the candlelight. "In all my years performing this ritual, few have shown such conviction." She shifted her weight, crossing her legs. "You understand what this means?"

Fyenix nodded, but she raised her hand to stop him.

"Clear your mind now. Let everything fade away. The castle walls, the candlelight, even my voice, until only Sie'emi's words remain."

Fyenix closed his eyes again. The familiar weight of responsibility, the constant awareness of threats, the burning memory of his childhood home, he pushed them all aside. His breath slowed, each inhale drawing him deeper into stillness.

The stone floor beneath his knees grew distant. The flickering shadows behind his eyelids dimmed. Even Rachild's presence beside him seemed to fade, leaving him floating in a void of his own making.

His thoughts tried to intrude, wondering if he was doing this right, if Sie'emi would accept him, if he could live up to such an oath. But he let each thought drift past like leaves on a stream, not grasping at any of them.

The silence deepened. His awareness narrowed to just his breath, then even that began to fade. He floated in perfect darkness, perfect quiet, waiting for Sie'emi's words to fill the void.

The darkness stretched around Fyenix, infinite and empty. His breath came slow and steady as he floated in the void, each moment bleeding into the next without distinction. The urge to fidget, to break the stillness, rose and fell away like waves on a distant shore.

A voice pierced the emptiness. His first thought was that Rachild had spoken, but no, this voice carried something else. Age beyond measure wrapped in silk and steel, power tempered by kindness. It resonated not in his ears but in his bones, in the spaces between heartbeats.

"What do you seek, child?"

The words flowed through him like warm honey, both gentle and inexorable. They carried the weight of mountains, the comfort of a mother's embrace, and an authority that made Rachild's stern command feel like a whisper in comparison. This was Sie'emi herself, reaching across the veil to speak with him directly.

Fyenix's mind raced, searching for the right words to answer such a divine presence. Nothing felt worthy. Grand speeches and eloquent phrases crumbled before they could form. His throat tightened as the silence stretched.

He let go. Let his thoughts fall away until only the truth in his heart remained.

"The power to protect those who matter." The words emerged raw and honest. "To shield family, to safeguard my home."

The void swallowed his answer. No response came. Fyenix's chest tightened as seconds stretched into what felt like hours. Had he failed? Said the wrong thing? Memories of his sister's laughter echoed in his mind, of his father's amulet glinting in firelight, of King Cinnomar's kindness.

A flutter of doubt tried to take root, had he somehow offended the goddess? He pushed the thought aside. No. Sie'emi had chosen to reach across the divine barrier to speak with him. She'd found something in him worth acknowledging. Worth testing. The fact that she spoke at all meant there was hope, a chance that she saw in him what he desperately wanted to become.

The silence continued, but Fyenix remained steady. He'd meant every word, and if Sie'emi needed time to weigh the truth of them, he would wait.

Sie'emi's voice returned, warm yet commanding, filling every corner of Fyenix's mind. "Your heart burns with two flames. One dark with vengeance, consuming yet controlled. The other blazes bright, your wish to shield those who gave you shelter, who became your people when all was lost."

The truth of her words resonated through him. Yes, the hatred for Aramon still smoldered, but it paled against his dedication to King Cinnomar, to the castle and its inhabitants who had become his new family.

"Speak your oath then, child of loss." Her voice grew stern, carrying the weight of divine law. "Know that should you break it, family shall be forever lost to you. No home shall shelter you, no hearth warm your bones. The bonds you forge will turn to ash, as surely as those you lost before."

Fyenix's skin prickled at the gravity of her words. The price of failure was steep, to lose everything, again. But there was no hesitation in his heart. He'd rather die than betray those he'd sworn to protect.

He drew a deep breath, ready to bind himself to Sie'emi's service with words that would echo through his soul for the rest of his days.

The words flowed from Fyenix's heart, through his mind, and past his lips. "I pledge myself to Sie'emi's will, to protect hearth and home. To shield my family, those of blood and those of choice. To aid any who seek shelter beneath her flame's warmth."

His voice rang clear in the temple chamber, each word carrying the weight of divine conviction. The candlelight around him flickered, casting dancing shadows across the stone walls.

Silence stretched across moments that felt like hours. The air grew thick with anticipation, heavy with the weight of his declaration.

Then Sie'emi's voice returned, gentle as a mother's touch yet powerful as a fortress wall. "Your oath is heard, my child. As you have sworn to serve, so do I swear in turn."

A warmth bloomed in Fyenix's chest, spreading through his limbs like liquid sunlight.

"My divine light shall dwell within you, a beacon in darkness, a sword against those who would tear bonds asunder. So long as your word remains true, my strength shall be yours to wield in defense of hearth and home."

The sensation intensified, filling every fiber of his being with radiant purpose. In that moment, Fyenix understood what it truly meant to be a paladin, not just a warrior, but a vessel of divine protection, a guardian of sacred bonds.
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THE WARMTH IN FYENIX'S chest dimmed, settling into a steady ember that pulsed with his heartbeat. The divine presence receded like waves from a shore, leaving behind an echo of its power. He opened his eyes to find Rachild watching him, her scarred face lit with a smile he'd never seen before, genuine, warm, free of her usual sharp edges.

"Well done, young one. Sie'emi has accepted your oath."

Fyenix shifted, his knees stiff from kneeling. The candlelight caught the white of Rachild's blind eye as she leaned forward.

"But remember this, what you have sworn today binds you more deeply than steel or blood. The consequences Sie'emi showed you for breaking such an oath?" She shook her head. "They pale against the true price."

"I don't understand." Fyenix's brow furrowed. "She spoke of loss of family, of never finding home again."

"The gods speak softly, Fyenix. Their wrath?" Rachild traced the scar across her blinded eye. "It works in ways no mortal mind can grasp. Ways that defy our understanding of punishment or pain."

A chill crept up Fyenix's spine despite the lingering warmth in his chest. The weight of his oath pressed down on him, heavier than any armor he'd worn.

Fyenix watched Rachild rise, her movements fluid despite the long ritual. She extended a weathered hand toward him, and he accepted the help up, his legs tingling from being folded beneath him for so long.

"Wait outside." She gestured to his belongings near the altar. "And don't forget your toys."

The word 'toys' carried her usual edge of sarcasm, but Fyenix noticed it lacked the usual bite. He gathered his daggers, sliding them into their familiar sheaths at his belt and boot. The weight felt right, grounding him after the otherworldly experience of Sie'emi's presence.

His father's amulet caught the candlelight as he lifted it. The ruby at its center seemed to pulse with its own inner fire, matching the ember that still burned in his chest from the oath. He slipped the chain over his head, feeling the cool metal settle against his skin.

Outside the temple doors, Fyenix leaned against the stone wall. The familiar castle corridor looked different somehow, sharper, more vivid. Or maybe he was the one who had changed. The oath echoed in his mind, each word carrying the weight of divine witness. He'd sworn to protect home and family, not just his own but others' as well. The irony didn't escape him, he who had lost both was now bound to preserve them for others.

The ember in his chest pulsed steadily, Sie'emi's gift a constant reminder of his new path. His hand drifted to the amulet, thumb tracing the familiar contours of its surface. Two symbols of protection now, one from his past, one for his future.

Through the heavy temple doors, he heard Rachild moving about, though he couldn't make out what she was doing. Whatever came next, he knew his training with her was far from over. If anything, it was just beginning.
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