
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Aveline Darkmoor

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Shadows of Desire

          
        
          
	          Throne of Ash and Desire

          
        
      

      
    
    


Throne of Ash and Desire











by Aveline Darkmoor
























	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Copyright Page


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Throne of Ash and Desire  

Copyright © 2025 Aveline Darkmoor

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

First Edition: 2025  

Cover and interior by Aveline Darkmoor



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction


[image: ]




They say the ash remembers.

In the last hours of the Old Empire, when the winds were red and the rivers ran black with the soot of a thousand burning cities, an empress climbed a hill of bones and set a crown upon her head. It was a crown without jewels, forged of cinders and star-metal hammered flat by grief. She was called Nyxari the Last, and she trembled as she pressed that circlet to her brow.

Around her, the world ended in slow light. Towers fell with the weary grace of tired dancers. Gardens burned. The air tasted like coin and smoke, and the sky was a bruise clotted with dying comets. She stood alone at the crest of the hill, and though the flood below bore away the bodies of her people, it could not reach her there. It could not wash away what was already written upon her bones.

At her right hand, a blade lay driven into the earth. At her left, a pool of star-water trembled, reflecting a face she no longer recognized. Nyxari lifted the crown of ash and spoke to the dark, to the hollow places where gods had once listened.

“Remember,” she whispered. “Remember us.”

Something stirred in the pool, a ripple that unstitched the night. The water shivered, and in its depths she saw two figures that had not yet stepped into the world. A woman with eyes like storm-break and hair caught at the temples with streaks of silver, a blade of pale fire in her hand. A man with ember-lit eyes, black steel on his shoulders and a hunger in him that burned like a torch in a winter cave. They faced each other across a field of ruin. In the air between them, ash drifted like snow.

“Love is a luxury of peace,” Nyxari said. “In war, desire is only another weapon.”

Her voice hollowed, became a prayer and a curse, a thread spun into the fabric of what would be.

“If the ash must crown another,” she breathed, “let it bind two hearts that would rather break than kneel. Let the cost be theirs. Let the choice be theirs.”

The star-water answered with a voice like glass cracking in frost:

When ash falls like winter and fire takes a throne,  

When a heart sworn to light is matched by a heart sworn to flame,  

Bound by oath and bound by hate,  

They shall make of desire a blade,  

And the world will be saved or scorched by the hand that turns it.

Nyxari closed her eyes. She remembered her lover’s mouth tasting of iron, the night he turned away, the crest he wore when he marched beneath a crimson banner. She remembered the child she could not save. She remembered the first time she had shaped light with her hands, and how it had tasted like honey and salt and the last day of summer. She lifted the crown higher.

“I will gift you the memory,” she said to the ash, to the fire, to the horizons of time. “And you will gift me meaning.”

When she set the crown upon her head, the hill of bones sang. The world tilted. A wind rushed across the ruin, carrying with it the scent of star-flowers that had not grown in a thousand years. The crown scorched her brow. Ash breathed in and out like a sleeping thing.

Below, a column of soldiers halted on the road. At their head rode a prince with eyes that gleamed like live coals in the half-light. He paused, looked up toward the hill, and for a heartbeat he seemed young—no steel, no hunger. Then his jaw hardened. He turned his horse.

Nyxari smiled through tears that burned cold as snow. “Remember,” she said again, softer. Her voice fell like a seed into the furrows of years yet unspooled.

The pool stilled. The hill exhaled. The crown learned the weight of want and the shape of grief and the sound of a heart breaking and not stopping. It learned the smell of storm-light and the taste of blood. It learned two names it would speak again like a vow:

Elara.

Kael.

And all around, ash kept falling, gentle as first snow.
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Chapter 1: The Kingdom in Flames
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Ash fell from the burning sky as Elara raised her blade.

It clung to her lashes, dusted the line of her cheekbones, turned her dark hair slate pale where it escaped the leather cord at her nape. The wind off the ruptured wards tasted of copper and old winter. Below the battlements of Ardent Keep, the city of Lyrassa burned—streets she had run as a child, market stalls where she had slipped plum tarts from the baker’s grin, the Temple of the Sky-Mother with its blue-glass dome that caught the evening sun like a held breath. Now the dome was shattered. Now the evening sun was a smear of fire behind smoke.

“Hold the archers!” Elara called, breath pluming white in the cold. “Wait for my mark.”

Captain Maelis, her second, glanced sideways, ash streaking her scarred cheek. “We wait too long, my lady, we’ll end up shooting ghosts.”

“They don’t bleed,” Elara said, and lifted her hand to the warding sigils carved into the stone underfoot.

The wards were failing. She could feel it in the tremor under the soles of her boots, the way the carved lines on the parapet drank light and gave back only a tired glow. The enemy had salted the northern river with voidsalt three nights ago, and the wards had dimmed like stars before dawn. The barrier that hummed over the city like a spun-glass dome looked thin from within, a membrane prickling and puckering in the cold. From without, the enemy had made a festival of waiting. They adored patience. They adored the knowledge that when they finally moved, it would be in perfect darkness.

Elara’s fingers hovered over the sigils. The stone was warm, the grooves shallow with wear. She could still remember her mother’s hand on hers, guiding, pressing, showing her where the lines wanted to be. She closed her eyes and drew a breath. Aether answered like a string plucked somewhere beneath her ribs. She pulled it.

Light gathered at her fingertips, thin and white—not fire, not heat, but the kind of brightness that makes frost glitter brighter before it melts. She threaded it into the ward-lines, breathed it through her teeth, etched it into the tired stone until the barrier shivered awake in a brief, hard gleam. It wouldn’t hold long. It didn’t have to.

“Now,” she said, and dropped her hand.

Archers stepped to, bows creaking, arrows hissing like whispers. The wind shifted. The ash had taste: old books dirt-dry, a hearth gone stale. Elara leaned out between crenellations, squinting into the smoky dusk. Across the moat, the shadow of Draevyn an army unrolled like a tide. No banners flapped. Draevyn did not love color. They painted their armor with ground bone and their faces with war ink that made their cheekbones look hollow as a skull’s. Their siege engines stood like ribs against the sky.

The arrow storm fell. Dark shapes in the smoke stuttered, hiccupped, went down. Not many. Enough.

Elara’s heart beat hard and even. She pressed two fingers to the inside of her wrist and felt the pulse there, counted without thinking: one-two, one-two, one-two. A child’s rhythm. She had learned it leaning against her mother’s breast, face pressed to the cool silk of a nightgown woven with ward-threads. One-two, one-two. The day her mother died, the rhythm had stuttered, stopped, re-taught itself. Since then, each time Elara took light in her hands she pressed the place where blood counted, as if reminding, as if promising: we go on.

“Lady.” Maelis’s voice was low. “The north gate.”

Elara turned. From the north, the voidsalt river’s dark curl reflected the cracking barrier in oily smears. There, under the Northern Tower, something moved that ought not to move. The barrier webbed, strained. A wedge of darkness inched under it, lifting like a scab pried by patient fingers.

“They’ve set a Hollow,” Maelis said, grim. “Gods forsake them.”

“They do,” Elara said. “Often.”

Hollows were Draevyn work. You bled a piece of iron for seven nights under a new moon, drowned it in salted river water, let it rot in grave dirt while whispering a prayer to a god you did not believe in. Then you broke it and spread its pieces under a ward. It taught the ward what absence felt like. It made the ward want to become that absence.

“Get the west firepots ready,” Elara said, and forced herself to unclench her fingers from the parapet. The grooves had left stark half-moons in her skin. “If they bring the bone rams, we burn them before they touch stone.”

Maelis’s dark eyes flicked to Elara’s wrist where the Warden’s sigil ring sat heavy and plain: a band of star-metal, unshowy, the metal the color of frost-bite. Her voice softened. “Your father—”

“My father is below,” Elara said, and the words cut going out. “He will be where he needs to be.”

Maelis nodded, problem solved, and turned away to bark orders. She had been with Elara since they were girls without titles, practicing with blunted swords behind the kitchens. She had broken Elara’s nose twice. Elara had returned the favor once and a half. Both of them had wept the day they took their first oaths. Both had sworn they would never make each other weep again. War makes liars of lovers and truth-tellers of stones. The crenellations under Elara’s hands felt very honest.

A sound rose from the fields, not a horn, not a shout: a long, low hum that made Elara’s teeth ache. The hair on her arms rose. She watched the enemy lines part with the dignity of a curtain. Through them came a line of riders in armor black as wet ink. In their midst, tall and straight in a mantle the color of old blood, rode a man with a helm winged like a crow’s skull. He removed it with a motion that was too precise to be careless, and his hair fell in a dark ribbon to his jaw. He lifted his face.

His eyes found her. Even at that distance, they were the color of banked coals. Nurses frightened children in Lyrassa with stories of raw meat and ember eyes. Elara had never believed them. She believed now. The enemy prince sat his horse as if it had grown out of the ground beneath him, as if he were just another piece of this night.

“Prince Kael,” Maelis said by her shoulder, distaste like grit in her mouth. “Cinder-bred bastard.”

“Language,” Elara said mildly, though her throat had gone dry all the same. “He’s legitimate. That’s the trouble with him.”

Kael lifted one gloved hand. The hum deepened. Behind him, the siege engines rolled forward: bone-mouthed rams and towers with their sides scaled in rawhide. The barrier shuddered like skin under cold touch.

Elara touched the sigils again, fed them a thread of her light, and felt something tug in return. Her mind offered up a memory like a coin from a pocket: a woman’s laugh under summer trees. Her mother’s? No—herself at sixteen, skirts hitched, running through the orchard with... with—

The light took the memory. It was the price. Aether was easy to call, easy to wield. It just wanted things you thought you could afford. A laugh in a memory. A promise you couldn’t place. A name. Pay enough and you’d come away magic-rich and story-poor, your life smooth as paper rubbed thin.

“El,” Maelis said, hand brushing Elara’s elbow. “Stay with me.”

“I’m here,” Elara said, and gripped her blade.

The first ram hit the barrier and skittered off, sparks hissing through the air like moths of fire. The second ram drove hard, bone teeth biting, and the barrier gave with a sick little sigh. Light webbed, tore. Elara pulled again, down through her bones, through the place where old promises lived. The wards shivered back into place, only for the third ram to punch through with the simple mindlessness of steel and will. The barrier burst like a skin of water. Cold air rushed over the walls.

“Archers!” Maelis roared, and arrows fell like rain.

The first wave of Draevyn surged with terrible discipline, their shields up, boots finding purchased rhythm on fallen comrades as if the bodies were stairs. The air filled with the crack of shields, the wet sound of punctured lungs, the peculiar voiced snarl of men who bled for love of an idea larger than themselves.

Elara ran. She was aware of her body the way you are aware of a well-loved horse: where it favored, how it liked to move, which parts liked to sing and which only ever dragged. The stone stairs swallowed her whole; she flew down them two at a time, boots ringing, Maelis a dark heat at her side.

Inside the keep, the halls were all honeyed light and shadow. Smoke had found its way in like a hunting thing. Servants ran in orderly panic, faces pale, arms loaded with bundles that were almost certainly less valuable than a life. Elara batted aside a boy no older than twelve with a basket of candlesticks. “To the river,” she said. “Leave it. Leave it.” He stared, then dropped the basket. A candlestick rang like a bell on the flagstones. That, Elara thought, is the sound of a choice entering the world.

They found Warden Theron Greyfall in the great hall, not seated in the high carved chair beneath the banners of Lyrassa but standing at the foot of it, helm under his arm, cheeks gray under the stubble that had crawled there in the last unforgiving days. He had once been handsome. Now he was simply, stubbornly royal.

“Light take you,” he said when he saw Elara and Maelis, and it fell somewhere between a swear and a prayer. “They’re inside?”

Elara shook her head. “They will be.”

Maelis handed him the parchment roll she had carried tucked under her pauldron. “The river routings.”

Theron unrolled it, glanced, nodded. “Good. The east quay is gone.” He looked at Elara. “You’ll take the children from the temple through the south-run. It’s choke-thin and half-flooded, which makes it perfect for people who want to live. I’ll hold the gate long enough.”

Elara’s throat tried to borrow her heart. “You’re not coming?”

He smiled—crooked and small and full of tired love. “Someone has to greet them. Warden to Warden.” He pressed the sigil ring at his hand as if checking, then reached for Elara’s hand and squeezed, hard. “You will get them out,” he said. “You will go on.”

She had always thought that going on was the inevitable thing. Now she saw it was a decision, sharpened to an edge. She laced her fingers with her father’s for a heartbeat longer than was wise and nodded once. The only answer that did not reopen wounds.

At the far end of the hall, the oaken doors bucked under impact. Dust sifted from the lintel like the first hard snow of winter. Theron stepped back, lifted his helm. The Warden’s crest caught the light: a simple circle, unbroken, the color of frostbite. He looked taller once he put it on. Elara wanted to believe armor could make a man taller than what awaited him. She made the wanting brief; there was work.

“We’ll meet again by the river,” she said, a lie built like a bridge.

“Be swift,” he said, and then he was shouting orders and Maelis was already pulling Elara away and the doors gave and the enemy entered.

They threaded the back corridors, a map Elara’s body knew better than her tongue. Cracks ran in the walls like lines in old hands. Smoke had its own map and followed them. In the Temple’s cloister, nuns in blue were organizing children with the efficiency of people who had always known the gods might require this particular proof of their devotion.

Sister Helle, big-shouldered and unlovely and better than any god Elara had ever met, grabbed Elara’s forearm. “We have thirty-seven,” she said. “Six too small to walk far. Two boys with burns. I need more hands.”

“You have mine,” Elara said. She looked at the small faces turned up to her like pale moons. There was a scabby-kneed girl with a face as calm as a pond’s, a toddler with snot threaded to his lip who held a carved wooden horse with one wheel, a boy who looked so much like Elara’s brother Kye that for a heartbeat she could not breathe.

She traced a quick sigil in the air, one of the first she had ever learned. It spun down like a feather and brushed over the group, settling over them like a second skin of light. It would give them a chance to be unseen if seen, unheard if heard. It would hold until they tried to run. Magic hated running.

Something tugged in Elara’s chest and she reached for the memory it took, the way you pat a pocket for coin you know is not there. A winter morning. A frozen apple. A laugh. She could see the apple: red as a fresh wound in frost. But who had laughed? The face blurred when she tried to press down on it with her mind.

“El?” Maelis’s touch on her shoulder. “This way.”

They went through the scriptorium, ducked into a narrow passage that smelled like old ink and river-water, and came up against a door no wider than a coffin’s lid. Beyond it, Elara could hear the river’s muffled voice, a low mutter. She pressed her hands to the old wood. “Sister?”

Helle shoved the scabby-kneed girl—Mairi—at Elara. “Take her,” she said, like tossing her a sword. “She doesn’t listen.”

“I listen,” Mairi objected gravely. “I just don’t obey.”

“That’s excellent,” Elara told her. “Hold my hand and keep not obeying very quietly.”

Helle grunted something that might have been a blessing and went back for the toddler without softness, and Elara fell in behind Maelis, down the narrow run, into a world that felt suddenly very small. Stone pressed her shoulders. Mairi’s hand was dry and fiercely warm.

Behind them, the keep shook as if a giant had put its hands to it and tested its weight. Elara kept her face blank, the way her mother had taught her. Panic adds stones to a basket already too heavy. She didn’t have room for more.

They came out into a low tunnel where the river lapped blackly, shore of rough-cut limestone slick with algae. There, in the dim, Elara found the place inside herself she called the Ledger. She marked: thirty-seven. Six not walking. Two burned. Sister Helle. Maelis. Herself. Thirty-nine, forty, forty-one. She did not add her father to the list. It felt like a spell she could not afford.

Boats lay dark and low on the river-stone. Maelis helped Helle settle the youngest, Elara passed Mairi into a boat and did not let go until the child’s small fingers folded around the slat. Outside, above, the city's yells changed timbre. That’s the sound of the gate breaking, Elara thought, and did not let that sound in either.

“You’ll go,” Helle told Maelis. “The river forks below the docks. Take the left. The right is choked with wrecks.”

“And you?” Elara asked.

Helle’s mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “I’ll be where I need to be.”

It wasn’t an answer. It was the only one.

They sent the first boats. Elara watched river-slick wood ease into black like a hand into a sleeve. She breathed. She waited for a noise she did not name. It came: from above and behind, an edge of sound like she’d caught her hand on truth. The keep’s great doors catastrophically giving. She swalllowed, tasted ash.

“El,” Maelis said softly. She didn’t look at Elara. She looked at the river. It was how one person holds another up without making a fuss about it.

“I’m here,” Elara said, and when she closed her eyes she saw the boy who looked like Kye. She realized why: because the boy was Kye, bundled into another boat by a nun with gentle hands and a face like a ferret’s. He had snuck from the barracks where she’d told him to stay and found the temple instead because he had always loved being contrary in the precise direction of joy.

“Kye,” she said, and then could not move for a heartbeat because fear had anchored hooks into the backs of her knees.

He turned on the boat, saw her, and his face cracked open with happiness. Twelve years old and all elbows. He lifted his hand. Thirty-nine, forty—Forty-two now, Elara corrected herself savagely. Forty-two.

“Go,” she told Maelis. “I’ll find the last group and catch you up.”

“El—” Maelis began. Elara turned her head and let her see whatever was in her eyes. It worked. Maelis hissed a curse and shoved off, shoulders bunching under leather as she took the pole, Sister Helle in the stern steering with the casual authority of a saint.

Elara watched that boat until it was swallowed by the tunnel’s curve. Then she stood alone in the wet dark for the space of four breaths. Stars glimmered in droplets on the tunnel’s ceiling; some long-ago mason had set skyglass there as a mercy for the fearful. Elara reached up with her free hand and touched one. It was warm. She remembered her mother kissing her forehead at the foot of a star-glass ceiling and saying, See? The sky is inside us too. Elara reached for that memory, and found only a blank place where her mother’s voice should have been. Light had taken it. She had bought time with an inheritance.

She turned back into the keep. Smoke was thicker now. It beaded in her hair, clung to her tongue. The great hall was chaos: the doors open like a mouth torn wide, smoke and night pouring through. Elara slipped along the wall, blade light in her hand, a second weight to her body.

She found them in the side passage—the last knot of children, wrapped in quilts, eyes so wide the whites looked luminous. A young priest held a copper bowl filled with black water, his fingers shaking as he sketched a ward-signet over their heads. He looked up, saw Elara, saw the sigil ring at her hand, and his eyes shuttered with relief so profound it almost bowed him. “My lady,” he said. “They took the gate.”

“I know,” Elara said. “Come.”

They came. She led them by habit and luck and the fact that she had refused to learn any other way to move. They reached the stair to the scriptorium and stopped dead as a figure stepped into the other end of the corridor and filled it with himself.

Prince Kael was taller up close than his distant silhouette suggested. Darkness suited him. It made his edges clean. His armor was obsidian etched with fine red sigils that smoldered like coals under a bank of ash. He had removed his helm and held it in his hand, easy, like another man might hold a lover’s palm. His hair was black where it wasn’t ash-dusted, his mouth shaped as if it had been carved for cruelty and politeness alike.

The corridor jumped with light as Elara lifted her blade. Kael’s eyes tracked the motion. He took her in the way a hawk takes in a hare: with all the senses, with interest and calculation and the tiniest flicker of something that might have been something else.

“Lady,” he said. His voice was lower than she’d imagined, edged with smoke. “You were taller, last I saw you.”

Elara’s chin flicked a fraction. “And you were further away.”

He looked past her at the cluster of children and the young priest with his black-water bowl. Something moved in his face—dislike, maybe, but not for what she expected. “Move them,” he said, a mundane order uttered like a courtesy. He shifted, as if making space for them to pass.

Behind him, a Cindersworn lieutenant made a choked sound. “My prince—”

Kael didn’t look at him. He was still looking at Elara’s face, as if reading. “Move them,” he repeated, watching not her blade but her eyes.

Elara did not trust gifts from enemies. She did not trust gifts, full stop. But she trusted the ledger in her mind, which told her that the right choice here was the ugly one that tasted like swallowing a bone. She flicked her hand, blond priest and children edged past her behind the line of her arm, slid along the wall, hurried down the stairs. Kael shifted just enough to let them pass without turning his back on Elara. His lieutenant made another noise and shut it with a swallow. The children went. The corridor emptied like a lung.

Kael lifted his free hand then, palm out. He was not casting—Elara knew what casting looked like in the body: the shoulders bracing, the breath cinched, the eyes going inward. He was only showing his hand.

There was blood on the gauntlet where the joints met. It was darker than the red sigils etched there, and less pretty.

“Yield,” he said. Not a shout. An invitation that had learned how to pretend to be an order. “Your wardfallen are scattering. Send them away with your life still yours. There is more use in that.”

“You speak like a man who thinks his life is his,” Elara said, and bared her teeth. “And like a man who thinks he would be improved by mine.”

He laughed once, soft enough she felt it more than heard it.

The corridor tightened around them—the whole keep seemed to lean closer. Elara’s skin prickled. She saw Kamir, her childhood sword-master, standing in a shaft of dust motes, showing her the first lesson as if it mattered more than bread: distance is everything. Too far and your blade is only a thought. Too near and his blade is everything. She stepped left, made him choose.

He chose. He moved like a man who had never learned hesitance, blade coming up, a thin curl of red light rolling along its edge as if someone had breathed on a coal. Elara met his steel with hers, and the world made a sound like a bell struck underwater. He was stronger than she was. She was quicker. He pressed, tested, retreated, changed rhythm the way rain does in a storm: small differences that you only notice when your skin knows weather. Elara waited for the third exchange, when pride makes men greedy. On the second, he lunged low instead of high. She barely had time to laugh at herself before she twisted, smacked his blade with hers, and felt the Aether stir in her blood as it always did in a fight, eager and frightened and too ready to please.

“Elara Greyfall,” he said, as if tasting it. “Warden’s daughter. Aether-taught.” Their blades sparked like winter sunshine on snow.
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