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This tale is but one spark in the ever-burning world of Vael’arith—

A realm of forgotten names, broken pacts, and fire that remembers.

Each story stands alone, yet all are bound by the same embers beneath the ash.

 



CHAPTER 1 — THE OATH THAT BURNS

 

The road to the Hollow Ridge was black with old ash, and it never let the memory of burning fade. Each step the crusaders took—heavy boots, gleaming with oil and char—disturbed a little of the gray dust, so it rose in plumes and drifted over the bronze sigils on their shields. By dusk, the entire column of the Kaedrim host looked spectral: warriors from another age, summoned not to conquer but to erase.

Sir Valen Darrow, Captain of the Third Blade, led the vanguard. His armor was lacquered in soot, his tabard marked with the open flame of the Faithful. The hilt of his sword, old and iron-bound, glowed faintly when dusk settled and the cinders in the air caught the dying light. He did not speak as the procession advanced. He did not need to. Every man and woman behind him knew their purpose, for the high priests had carved it into their souls before the first horn had sounded.

This was no campaign for land or coin. It was a crusade—holy, unyielding, and absolute.

They had marched four days from the last Kaedrim settlement. The land grew stranger with every mile: trees burnt to skeletal limbs, rivers choked with silt and ash, stone pillars marked with ancient warnings in a tongue only the church remembered. Somewhere beyond these wastes, the dravhen brooded in their lair. The word in the mouths of the priests was always the same—nest, as if the enemy were nothing more than vermin to be purged. But Valen had seen a dravhen once, years ago, across a ruined valley. The memory clung to him in dreams: the scales black as iron, eyes of molten copper, the wings furled like a threat. Not a beast, but a nation with memory long as winter.

A horn called from the rear, sharp as a curse. The column slowed. Valen raised a fist, and his lieutenants echoed the gesture down the line. Dust whirled and settled. Silence fell, broken only by the ragged breath of the horses and the distant sound of a river that had long since died.

They had reached the Place of Gathering.

It was not marked on any map. The priests had chosen it by omen: the intersection of two ley scars, where the magic of the world once ran deep but now smoldered beneath the ground. Here, the rite would be held. Here, the Faith would demand a price.

Valen stepped from his horse, feeling the weight of his armor press him into the earth. The ground was soft, not with life, but with centuries of char and the remains of a thousand unmarked fires. He knelt, as the tradition required, and pressed his gauntlet to the ash.

“By the Flame, by the Memory, by the Chain Unbroken,” he whispered.

Around him, the captains and priests dismounted, forming a silent circle. The initiates—young, unblooded, some no older than sixteen—stood at the outer rim, pale and wide-eyed. They stared not at Valen, but at the two figures bound and kneeling at the center of the circle.

The sacrifices.

They were Kaedrim, too—prisoners taken for their doubts, for their refusal to kneel, for crimes recited by the high priests. Now they were to serve the Faith with the only gift left to them: memory.

The high priest, a gaunt woman draped in flame-colored vestments, raised her staff. The head of it was set with a single emberstone, dark and unlit. She spoke in the old tongue, her words winding through the air like smoke.

“Let the unworthy remember, and let us remember what must never return. Let blood kindle the stone, and stone preserve the song of Faith.”

She knelt before the first prisoner, placing the cold stone to his brow.

Valen looked away, but only for a moment. This was the price of victory. He had made peace with it long ago, or so he told himself. Still, he could not help but feel the way the air shifted—the sharp intake of breath, the crackle as the emberstone drank in memory, the sigh as the prisoner fell limp and hollow.

A second time, the priest repeated the rite. The ash seemed to darken, the embers in the stone flaring. The crowd stood silent as both bodies were laid aside, eyes open, unseeing, their souls stored in the gleaming stones. The priest held them aloft, and all present bowed their heads.

“For the purity of fire. For the memory of what is lost. For the Faith,” she intoned.

The sun had faded entirely, and only the dim, eerie glow of the stones marked the circle. The ash swallowed sound. Valen felt the weight of all that had been sacrificed before this night—generations, legends, even doubt itself. There was no going back.

When the rite was done, the warriors reassembled. The captains barked orders in hushed voices, and tents rose from the dust in orderly ranks. Priests moved from group to group, smearing ash upon brows, pressing cold emberstones into trembling palms. Each stone now held a fragment of memory—a prayer, a warning, a scream, a hope.

Valen walked the perimeter as darkness grew. Fires were forbidden; only small lanterns, shielded in iron, marked the heart of the camp. At the edge of the clearing, the scouts returned: three men, mud-streaked and silent. Their leader saluted.

“We found the nest, Captain. Two ridges east. The dravhen lie in the hollow, as the omens said.”

Valen nodded. “How many?”

“Hard to say. A dozen, perhaps more. Young among them. No sign of sentinels, but they are digging. Preparing.”

Valen thanked him, and sent the scouts to rest. Alone now, he knelt once more, feeling the cold, hard memory of the stone at his belt. He did not dare hold it to his brow. Some memories were not meant to return.

He looked to the east, where a faint, sour light marked the place of the nest. Soon, the Faithful would move as one. Soon, the world would be scoured clean, and only memory would remain—preserved in stone, as cold as the dawn.

He rose, and the night pressed close around him, silent and expectant.

Tomorrow, the crusade would begin in truth.

Sleep came slowly, if at all, to the Kaedrim host that night. For every warrior who closed their eyes, a dozen more lay staring into the gloom, palms pressed to the emberstones gifted to them by the priests, listening to the silent echo of foreign memories. The stones pulsed faintly in the dark, a cold rhythm against warm skin—a reminder that the Faith was never more than a breath away, and that memory, once taken, never truly faded.

Sir Valen made his rounds before dawn. The air was thick with smoke and the sour-sweet scent of oil. Soldiers murmured prayers in a dozen dialects; some knelt in the ash, whispering for protection, others begged for forgiveness. Each man and woman had their own burdens, but all shared the weight of the coming day.

He passed the rows of tents, stopping only to greet the lieutenants on watch. He found Sir Edric, his oldest friend and now chief among the vanguard, pacing the eastern edge. Edric was broad-shouldered and blunt, scarred along the jaw by an old wound—a souvenir from the last campaign against heretics.

"Can you feel it?" Edric asked, not pausing as Valen approached.

Valen nodded. "The air is different. Like the earth itself is waiting."

Edric spat into the ash. "Faithful or not, something about this place sets my teeth on edge. Too quiet, too still."

"That will change by nightfall," Valen replied.

Edric grunted, then lowered his voice. "Do you believe what the priests say? That the dravhen are monsters in disguise? That they carry demon blood, curse the land?"

Valen hesitated. He thought of the sacrifices, the empty eyes, the way the stones seemed heavier each time he touched them. "I believe what I must," he said at last. "It is not my place to doubt."

Edric laughed softly, bitter. "You always were better at that than I. The men trust you. Just be sure they still trust themselves come morning."

He left Edric to his watch and made his way back through the sleeping army. Already, the first light crept across the horizon—an anemic, yellow glow struggling through a veil of ash. The priests gathered near the center, preparing for the morning litany. They chanted in low, rising voices, embers swirling around their fingers as they called on the Flame for strength and victory.

Valen found himself drawn to the edge of the camp, where the land sloped down into a shallow ravine. There, on the far ridge, a line of broken stones marked the border of dravhen territory. It was said that the dravhen carved their own warnings into the stone, messages only their kind could read—glyphs that twisted in the mind if studied too long. Valen had seen them once, half-buried in the silt, and turned away before doubt could take root.

A horn sounded—a long, low call that rolled through the morning fog. Instantly, the camp came to life. Soldiers donned armor and checked their weapons; banners were raised, each marked with the burning sigil of the Faithful. The priests circled the vanguard, daubing each shield with lines of soot and ash.

As the host assembled, Valen mounted his horse and took his place at the front. The high priestess—her eyes shadowed, her hair crowned in golden flame—rode beside him, clutching the twin emberstones heavy with memory. She raised her staff, and the army fell silent.

"Today," she intoned, "the Flame will judge. Today, the Faithful will cleanse the land of rot and heresy. Remember your oath—let your blood feed the memory of the world, and your sacrifice be immortal in the stone."

A hundred voices repeated the final words, trembling but resolute: "For the Flame, for Memory, for the Chain Unbroken."

With a single gesture, she signaled the advance.

The army moved as one. Over the crest of the ridge, down into the gully, boots crunching through brittle grass and stone. The scouts led the way, followed by the heavy infantry and the ranks of archers behind. Valen rode at the fore, his gaze fixed on the faint, wavering haze that marked the dravhen nest. The ash thickened as they approached, swirling in eddies with every footstep.

The sun, pale and cold, rose higher. By the time they reached the base of the second ridge, the first arrows had been notched, and the priests began their final prayers. Valen felt the emberstone at his belt throb—whether with power or warning, he could not tell.

They halted at the edge of a shallow basin, hidden by the slope. Valen signaled for silence. Ahead, the ground sloped downward into a hollow—a natural amphitheater shrouded in mist. From this vantage, the nest was visible: a massive structure of stone and bone, hunched and brooding, ringed by smaller huts and walls daubed in strange, iridescent pigment. No movement yet. But the feeling of being watched was palpable, a pressure just beneath the skin.
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