
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​The Flame Between Worlds

Book One of the Ember Cycle

​By Shaqwon Fenderson


​


​Copyright Page


The Flame Between Worlds

© 2025 by Shaqwon Fenderson

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise without prior written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, critical articles, or educational purposes.

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

First Edition


​Dedication

FOR THOSE WHO BELIEVE love is stronger than time.
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​Prologue

1912 – FLANDERS FIELDS, on the eve of battle

The air smelled of gunpowder and wet earth, but James Ashford’s thoughts were not of war. In his trembling hands he held a scrap of parchment, edges blackened where the candle had licked too close. He had written her name upon it, a name he had never spoken aloud, a name that should not have belonged to him.

“Lily.”

He whispered it like a prayer.

Around him, soldiers prepared for dawn’s slaughter, but James knelt in the mud before a half-buried altar of stone. The villagers had called it cursed, a relic from before memory, a place where the First Flame had once burned.

“If you hear me,” James said into the darkness, “carry me to her. Let me find her—even if it costs me everything.”

The wind rose, fierce and unnatural. His candle flared blue, brighter than the stars overhead. The parchment dissolved in his hand, scattering to ash.

And then the world lurched.

James staggered, heart hammering. The battlefield, the soldiers, the altar—everything bled away into a void of fire and shadow. For a single breathless moment, he saw her—her eyes wide with wonder, standing in a house he had never seen.

“Please...” he begged in the darkness. “Take me to her.”

The void roared, flame and time tearing apart.

And James Ashford vanished into the fire.

​Epigraph

"LOVE IS THE OLDEST fire.

It burns through flesh, through stone,

through centuries themselves.

Some call it creation.

Some call it ruin.

I only call it you."

—From the Ember Fragments, an anonymous text, 12th century

​Chapter One – The Inheritance

THE FARMHOUSE SAT AT the end of a dirt road that seemed to have forgotten its own purpose. Grass grew thick in the ruts where wagon wheels had once carved paths, and vines coiled tightly around the fenceposts as if nature itself was determined to pull the place back into the earth. The house rose from the field with a weary kind of dignity, its gray boards sagging, windows dulled by dust, and a porch stooped under the weight of years.

Lily Hart sat in her car with the engine idling, hands loose on the steering wheel. She had seen this place in photographs after her great-aunt Evelyn’s death, but photographs hadn’t prepared her for the reality of it: the silence, the sense of abandonment, the way the place seemed to breathe slowly, as if waiting for her.

“This is it,” she whispered, though her voice sounded brittle, almost guilty for breaking the stillness.

The air was crisp when she stepped out, carrying the scent of cedar and damp leaves. Gravel crunched beneath her boots as she walked toward the porch. The weight in her pocket reminded her why she was here: the bundle of old iron keys Evelyn had left for her, tied together with twine.

They were heavy, cold, and strange. Lily pulled them free and ran her fingers over their worn teeth. One had markings etched faintly into the handle symbols she didn’t recognize, though they stirred something at the edge of her memory. Evelyn had always collected odd things, claiming objects had their own memories. Maybe she was right.

The porch groaned under Lily’s weight, a long, aching sound that made her hesitate before pushing the largest key into the lock. The door resisted at first, then clicked, swinging inward with a low moan.

Dust spiraled in the sunlight cutting across the foyer. The air smelled of lavender and mothballs, like a place once cared for but left untouched too long. Lily’s footsteps echoed as she crossed the warped floorboards, moving through rooms that felt like they belonged to someone else’s life: the parlor with its furniture draped in white sheets, the kitchen with its enamel sink cracked and chipped, the hallways lined with faded wallpaper that peeled in curling strips.

Her hand trailed over the cloth shrouds covering chairs and couches. It was as if the house had dressed itself for mourning.

On the desk in the parlor, she found a stack of letters bound neatly with ribbon. Their envelopes were brittle, edges yellowed. She untied one and scanned it quickly. It was addressed to a man she didn’t know and spoke of crops, illness, and debts. Mundane history. Evelyn must have been a collector of stories, gathering the lives of strangers. Lily smiled faintly at the thought.

But upstairs was different.

The air shifted as she climbed the staircase, each step groaning under her weight. In Evelyn’s old bedroom, the scent of lavender was stronger, faint but lingering, like perfume long faded from cloth. The lace curtains stirred though the windows were closed.

And then she saw it: a floorboard near the wardrobe, slightly raised.

Curiosity prickled her skin. She knelt and worked her nails into the seam until the wood gave way with a reluctant creak. Beneath was a narrow compartment. Her pulse quickened as she reached inside and pulled out a bundle wrapped in faded cloth.

Inside were letters. Dozens of them.

Her brow furrowed. These weren’t as old as the ones downstairs, not fresh, but preserved. She unfolded the top letter carefully.

Her breath stopped.

To Lily Hart, it began.

Her name.

Not Evelyn’s. Not some stranger’s. Hers.

Heart pounding, she read further.

The letter spoke of her in unnerving detail. How she twisted her hair behind her ear when nervous. How she hummed while painting in the evenings. How she laughed quietly to herself when no one was watching.

Her throat tightened. These weren’t random guesses. Whoever wrote this knew her.

Her gaze flicked to the date.

April 12, 1912.

The paper trembled in her hands. It couldn’t be real.

She dropped the letter, watching it flutter against the dusty floor. Her breath came in shallow bursts. Someone had written to her. Someone who shouldn’t have been alive, someone who couldn’t possibly have known her.

Her eyes fell back to the page. She forced herself to read the final line.

Please wait for me. I’ll find you.

A shiver raced through her.

The room felt smaller, darker. She became acutely aware of every sound: the whisper of curtains, the faint ticking of the old clock in the hall.

Then came another sound.

A floorboard creaked behind her.

Lily froze.

Slowly, she turned her head. The bedroom doorway yawned open, empty. Dust motes drifted lazily in the dim light, but no one was there.

Her pulse hammered.

She told herself it was the house settling. That was all. Old wood groaning. Nothing more. But the hairs along her arms stood on end.

She gathered the bundle of letters quickly, clutching them to her chest as if they might shield her. She forced the floorboard back into place, then sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the envelope in her lap.

Her name, written in a hand both elegant and strange, stared back at her.

Another creak echoed from downstairs.

The sound of a door closing.

Lily’s heart slammed against her ribs. She wasn’t alone.

​Chapter Two – The First Letter

THE FARMHOUSE GROANED like a restless sleeper through the night. Lily sat curled in the upstairs bedroom, a blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders, the bundle of letters spread across the bed before her.

Sleep had been impossible. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw her own name scrawled in looping ink a century old. Every time she drifted, she heard again the phantom creak of footsteps on the floorboards below.

By dawn, her nerves had frayed into thin wires. She’d checked every door and window, every lock. Nothing had been disturbed. She was alone.

At least, she wanted to believe she was.

She reached for the top letter again. Her fingers trembled as she unfolded the page.

Dearest Lily,

I do not know how long it will take for these words to reach you. Perhaps days. Perhaps years. Perhaps longer than a lifetime. But I believe they will.

I have seen you. I know the way you brush paint across canvas, how you linger at the window as though waiting for something unseen. I know the weight of your solitude, though you hide it well.

Do not be afraid. I will find you.

If you wish to believe, come to the willow tree by the old stone bridge, at midnight. Bring nothing but your courage.

Please wait for me. I will find you.

Yours,

James

Lily dropped the letter as if it had burned her. Her pulse drummed in her ears.

A bridge. A willow tree. Midnight.

She knew that place. The old stone bridge wasn’t far less than a mile beyond the edge of Evelyn’s property, half-forgotten and swallowed by weeds. She had crossed it as a child during summer visits, when Evelyn would shoot her outside to “let the woods keep her company.”

But midnight? That was absurd.

She pressed her palms to her eyes, laughing shakily. It had to be a hoax. Someone had staged this. Someone knew she was coming, someone had gone to elaborate lengths to frighten her. That was the only explanation.

And yet... the letters had been sealed beneath a floorboard Evelyn herself had likely not touched in decades. The dust, the cloth wrapping none of it felt recent.

Her hands itched to open the next envelope. She resisted.

Instead, she stood abruptly, gathering the bundle and marching downstairs. She set them firmly on the parlor desk. Out of sight, out of mind.

She’d unpack, clean, distract herself. This house was hers now, and she wouldn’t let an old ghost story unsettle her.

For most of the day, it worked.

She dusted shelves, opened windows, scrubbed the kitchen counters until they gleamed faintly beneath the sunlight. By late afternoon, her muscles ached and her head buzzed from exhaustion. She cooked pasta on the old stove and ate it in silence, the only sound the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall.

As dusk deepened, her gaze kept flicking to the window. The sky burned orange, then purple. The woods beyond the fields darkened into silhouettes.

By nine o’clock she was pacing.

By ten, she’d pulled the letter back out.

By eleven-thirty, she was standing at the edge of the property, jacket zipped to her chin, flashlight in hand.

“This is insane,” she muttered. Her breath steamed in the cold. The air smelled of wet leaves and woodsmoke drifting from far-off chimneys.

Her boots crunched across the field path toward the tree line. Each step felt heavier than the last, as though the earth itself wanted to hold her back.

The bridge wasn’t far. She found the trail easily, though shadows pressed close on either side. Owls hooted from unseen branches. Twigs snapped beneath her feet, and every sound seemed too loud, too deliberate.

At last, the stone bridge appeared through the gloom. Moss coated its sides. A willow tree leaned over the water, its branches trailing like fingers in the current.

The air was colder here, damp and sharp. Her flashlight beam skated across the stones, across the tree’s sweeping limbs. Empty. Silent.

Her pulse hammered.

“See?” she whispered. “Nothing here.”

She almost turned back. Almost.

But something caught her eye, a scrap of paper tucked into the roots of the willow.

Her heart stuttered. Slowly, she knelt and pulled it free.

It was a letter.

The ink gleamed as though freshly written.

Lily,

You came. My God, you truly came.

I cannot yet step through. The pull of my world is still too strong. But I am close. So close I can feel the air of your night on my skin.

Stay with me. Stay a little longer.

When the church bell strikes twelve, I will try again. Look for me beneath the willow’s veil.

Wait for me.

...James

Her breath caught.

The church bell.

There hadn’t been a church nearby for decades. Evelyn had spoken of it once, long ago—an old chapel lost to fire. Its bell had been salvaged, hung for years in a neighboring town before vanishing into storage. No one had heard it in at least fifty years.

Yet even as she thought this, the night air split with sound.

Bong.

The low, resonant toll of a bell rolled through the forest. Once. Twice.

Lily stumbled backward, her flashlight beam shaking wildly.

Bong.

The sound was real, heavy, reverberating through her chest.

Bong.

Twelve times it rang. Twelve long, shuddering peals.

Silence followed.

And then..

The branches of the willow stirred.

Not with wind. There was no wind.

The curtain of leaves parted slowly, deliberately, as if an unseen hand brushed them aside.
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