
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Eternal Flame
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Chapter One — The Ruins That Remember
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The desert wind carried heat like a whispered warning, coating Cassian’s skin in a fine layer of gold dust as he stepped deeper into the fallen city. The ruins rose around him like the ribs of a giant beast long dead—arches half-collapsed, pillars scarred by fire, ancient carvings eroded into ghostly shapes.

This place should have been empty. Dead. Silent.

And yet... it pulsed.

As if something beneath the stone breathed.

Cassian adjusted his lantern, its flame flickering in the darkness. “Just a survey,” he muttered to himself. “Mark the layout. Don’t follow the weird noises. Don’t touch anything cursed. Easy.”

Then he heard it again: a low, resonant thrum, like a heartbeat echoing through the floor.

He crouched, placing his palm against the dusty stone. Warm. Unnaturally warm.

A chill ran up his spine.

He should leave. He absolutely should leave.

Instead, he followed the sound.

Down a sloping corridor.

Past shattered statues whose eyes still seemed to watch him.

Into a chamber where the walls glowed faintly, symbols shifting like embers.

At the center stood a stone pedestal—cracked, scorched, and yet burning with a soft inner light.

And chained to it by glowing runes was a man.

Tall, lean, motionless—head bowed, hair black as volcanic glass. Shirt torn open, revealing a body carved with ancient sigils, every line shimmering faintly beneath his skin like molten gold trapped under ice.

Cassian froze.

His breath shattered in his chest.

The man lifted his head.

Eyes of molten copper snapped open—bright, feral, hungry.

Cassian stumbled back, heart pounding. Those eyes weren’t human. They were old. Older than the ruins. Older than memory.

The man spoke, voice rough as cracked stone.

“You should not be here.”

Cassian swallowed hard. “Believe me, I’m starting to get that feeling.”

A slow smirk curled the man’s lips—dangerous, knowing, and far too beautiful for someone who should be a corpse.

“Tell me your name, mortal,” he murmured, chains glowing hotter. “Let me remember the sound of life.”

Cassian’s voice came out thinner than he liked. “Cassian. Cassian Rourke.”

The man exhaled softly, as if tasting it.

“Cassian...”

The fire beneath his skin brightened, the runes tightening.

Cassian stepped forward without meaning to, drawn by something raw and magnetic. Like gravity. Like fate. Like danger.

“What’s your name?”

The man’s eyes locked onto his, unblinking.

“Aeron Valerius. Last sentinel of the Flame That Never Dies.”

Cassian’s mind spun. “And you’re—what? Cursed? Bound here?”

Aeron’s smirk faded.

“I am imprisoned for eternity. And if you are wise...”

His gaze swept over Cassian, lingering in a way that felt like a touch.

“...you will run before I remember what hunger feels like.”

Cassian’s stomach dropped.

Because he wasn’t running.

He wasn’t even thinking about running.

Instead, he whispered:

“Tell me what happened to you.”

Aeron inhaled sharply—the smallest crack in his control.

“You,” he murmured, “are going to be my ruin.”

And somewhere deep beneath the ruins, the earth shuddered as if waking.
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Chapter Two — The Hunger Beneath the Stone
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For a moment, neither of them moved.

The desert wind moaned through the broken ceiling above, carrying sand across the chamber like drifting golden snow. Cassian’s pulse thundered in his ears, far too loud in the silence.

Aeron’s gaze tracked that pulse.

Slow. Deliberate.

Like a predator reacquainting himself with the rhythm of prey.

Cassian forced himself to breathe. “If you want me to help you, I need to understand what I’m dealing with.”

Aeron tilted his head, chains rattling softly as he shifted. “Help me?” His voice curled around the word like smoke. “Do mortals now fancy themselves saviors of monsters?”

“I didn’t say I was a savior,” Cassian replied, stepping closer despite every instinct screaming against it. “But I’m not leaving you here to—whatever this is.”

The faintest spark flickered in Aeron’s copper eyes. Not hope. Something more dangerous.
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