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For the ones who tried to end the war

and became the reason it never truly stopped.

For fathers who chose sacrifice.

For mothers who carried the cost.

For the truth that peace is never free.
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When ash binds fang, the world will kneel.

When blood breaks stone, the world will remember.

Three shall inherit what one could not bear.

— From the Sealed Prophecies of Eldenford
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Chapter One – Before the World Broke
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Long before the realms learned the names of Edward, Authut, and Leopold, there was a man who believed endings could be forged.

His name was Aurelian of the Ashen Line—though history, in its hunger for simplicity, would later strip him of titles, then of fault, and finally of humanity, leaving him only legend.

But on that day, he was only a man standing on a blackened ridge above the Valley of Cinders.

The wind moved like a warning.

It carried the scent of iron and scorched grain. Smoke lingered low across the valley, thin as memory yet thick enough to sting the eyes. The land below bore the scars of too many banners planted and uprooted. Trenches cut the fields where wheat once grew. Siege towers leaned like broken ribs against distant stone walls.

Below him, armies gathered—not one, but many. Standards snapped in the heat-hazed air. Gold against crimson. Silver against obsidian. Each banner proclaimed righteousness. Each promised final victory.

Each had promised that before.

There had been twenty-seven wars in Aurelian’s lifetime.

Twenty-seven times he had watched fields rot beneath the weight of armor.

Twenty-seven times he had listened to kings swear that this battle would be the last.

Twenty-seven times he had knelt in soil still warm from the dead, pressing trembling hands against ground that no longer remembered the seeds it once held.

He was no tyrant. He had never desired dominion. Once, long ago, he had been sworn as a guardian—an arbiter between kingdoms, a voice when rulers refused to hear one another. His oath had not been to conquest.

It had been to balance.

Balance between crown and commoner. Between blade and plow. Between magic and the fragile bones of the earth.

But balance had failed.

Treaties shattered like thin glass. Kings bartered children for borders. Magic, once sacred, bled into lands that could no longer heal from it. Rivers ran bright with spellfire residue. Forests recoiled from their own roots. Even the wind seemed to hesitate before crossing certain fields.

Aurelian had tried diplomacy.

He had tried patience.

He had tried mercy.

The valley below was proof of what those had earned.

He turned and pressed his palm against the altar carved into the ridge’s stone.

It was older than crowns. Older than the gods most men prayed to. Its surface bore no hammer marks, no chisel scars. Its runes were not carved—tthey were remembered. Memory shaped into stone by hands no living scholar could name.

Cold pulsed beneath his touch.

Then warmth.

Then recognition.

And the runes stirred.

“You will end us all,” Merlín said quietly.

The wizard stood several steps behind him, staff grounded, crystal dim as if ashamed to glow. The hem of his robes fluttered in the wind, though he himself remained still as anchored stone.

His eyes were heavy with foresight.

He had seen a thousand futures.

None were kind.

Aurelian did not turn.

“I will end the war.”

The words did not ring with triumph. They carried the weight of surrender.

Merlín’s voice softened—not in agreement, but in grief.

“There are victories worse than defeat.”

Aurelian closed his eyes briefly. In the darkness behind his lids he saw children hiding beneath tables as walls shook. He saw mothers scraping blood from doorsteps before dawn. He saw young soldiers with crowns stamped into their shields and fear stamped into their bones.

He faced Merlín.

His eyes were not cruel. Not ambitious. Not even determined.

They were exhausted.

“Then show me another way,” he said.

Merlín opened his mouth.

And could not.

Not because no paths existed—but because every path he had seen demanded sacrifice. And in most of them, sacrifice had a face.

Dawn brought the High Priestess.

She was young then—power unweathered by grief, faith unfractured. Gold threads traced the hem of her white robes, catching the early light. She climbed the ridge without hesitation, though the air thickened as she approached the altar.

When she saw it blazing faintly beneath Aurelian’s hand, she went still.

“You cannot bind both,” she whispered. “Ash and Fang were never meant to coexist.”

“They were meant to end this.”

Ash was destruction—the finality of endings, the silence after ruin. The certainty that what was broken would not rise again.

Fang was survival—instinct, blood, lineage, the refusal to die. The stubbornness of life clawing upward through stone.

Together, they were not balanced.

They were absolutes.

The High Priestess stepped closer, her voice barely steady.

“To bind them is to deny choice. Ash devours. Fang preserves. If you force them into one vessel—”

“There will be no vessel,” Aurelian said quietly. “Only peace.”

Merlín looked away.

The ritual lasted three days.

On the first, the sky dimmed though no cloud crossed it. Armies below faltered, uncertain whether to advance or retreat. Spells cast across the valley fizzled midair, as though something larger had claimed dominion over magic itself.

On the second day, stone melted in places no heat had touched. The altar’s runes glowed with an internal fire that hummed beneath the skin. Blood sealed markings that had not known flesh in centuries. Aurelian did not cry out as the binding took hold, though his veins burned as if threaded with molten iron.
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