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    to my foreign love.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Light remembers,

Darkness never forgets.

      

    


BEFORE 

The fire was growing taller every time we stood one step closer to the village. It never touched the sky nor the ground. It was like a tall beast, standing right in front of a dead soldier and looking at his eyes rolling back, with the blood from his veins dripping outside like a river. The fire came among us since I could remember myself. Never left, never will be. The myth grew older and stronger each time the fire came onto our lands and, since the peasants could not interfere, the blood flew quicker and harder. Flawless and endless. A fire giant onto our lives, clinging from our hearts to see what we truly desire and from our minds to cleanse the spirits of the mist. The fire never stopped burning.
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CHAPTER ONE
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My father, Bard, used to cut the trees across the river, a bit far from our houses but close enough to the bridge where the castlemar and the rivermar were apart from each other. ‘Don’t even think about saying the word, Edward’, my father always said in a strong voice when I used to go and help him cut the woods. ‘You will drown from your tongue’, he even threatened me. I used to be so frightened that it would actually happen. Castlemar were awful, dirty people according to my family. Rich and powerful, living in the castle up top with the king’s family. The king could never leave their side and they could never leave his. It was like a big family combined into one metal shield, powerful enough to withstand a rock coming from the sky. ‘Those people are demonic’, my father claimed each time something might come up his mind about the castle and their way of living. He seemed very nervous and frightful of those people. Each time I went to help with the cutting, I could see my father a bit stressful. His hands were shaking more than usually and he was getting wet even by a cut or two. He was old and weak in my eyes but that wouldn’t change my feelings for him. He was always careful not to cut his hand or to shake his hands uncontrollably in front of me. He cared about me and my mother more than anything. And maybe that’s why he was so stressed out when I was with him. That he might do something wrong and then I get to see it. And if I see it, maybe it would cause a trauma. And maybe I can’t sleep at night. Or maybe the castlemar might come and take me away from them. 

‘You see this axe, Edward?’, said my father with an axe on his left hand, so sharp that I could almost see my face in the glimpse. ‘Y-yes’, I said with a shaky voice, watching my father’s hand slowly starting to shake. ‘This weapon can save you from any fear you have’, he said, cutting a piece of the wood we had in front of us. He continued cutting the wood, until he made little pieces of planks to make up a fire in the night. He touched the axe to the ground next to the planks and with his left hand, he cleaned his face from the sweat. ‘Take these pieces to your mother’, he said, giving me a good look into the eyes, as he was still cleaning his sweat with his shaking hand, each time with more energy. I grabbed the planks and tried to stand up, only to be intervened by my father’s right hand, where he touched my arm tightly. ‘Edward, you know the way back home don’t you?’. I looked his hand tied up into my arm like he was holding for his life, so tight that maybe he could feel my blood pressure. Or maybe he was doing it on purpose to test my fear. But my fear on what? ‘I know, father’, I said, looking him deep into his eyes, even more sweaty than his hands. He worked his eyes more than his hands, always. He opened his eyes wider and took a quick look behind me , where the river was flowing peacefully, with the wind passing by the water, making small waves crush into the grass and fade away. He, then, looked back at me with a sense of fright and discourage. ‘Don’t look back until you reach the house’. I looked at him, frightened and stressed. I started worrying about his behavior. My father was always anxious and stressful about things here and there, but lately he got a bit more nervous than ever before. Our house was not far from the woods where we were, so I guessed it won’t be a difficult task to handle. Just don’t look back. 

I looked at my father’s eyes one last time, as they were spitting fire from inside. His hands were shaking and the axe almost fell on the ground. It could even hurt him, as sharp as it was by felling on his knee or his other hand, or even on me. The slightest movement got me worried that we might end up get hurt on our own, just because we can’t handle some simple everyday tasks. Cutting wood planks for the fire was a weekly job for my father and this was the first time he got so worried about things around it. As he turned his back on me, looking me in the eyes one last time and patting my shoulder with his, not shaking hand, he sharpened up the axe with a small knife he had in his back pocket and cut the wood in front of him. The small knife was a collectible from his parents, his father to be more certain. That pocket knife was carried in wars, where my grandfather Sigurd fought, even if it was just for certain uses, like cutting ropes, fruits or defending yourself when you have nowhere else to go. Sometimes, that knife was glowing in the sun mysteriously. No other knife had this glowing phase on it, so my father believed it was a sign of my grandfather, Sigurd, that he is watching us and gives us strength in hard times through that knife. It was more than just a regular knife for everyone in our family, especially my father. The axe was sharpened enough now, and I had to begin my task of delivering the wood planks home. My mother will be there, I thought, waiting for me in the kitchen , cooking our today’s delicious meal. And I will just get in and drop the planks below the table and then lock the door behind me. What else can go wrong?. 

The river was so peaceful, as the sun glowed upon its surface. I could see my face there for a bit, holding the wood planks tightly but still forcing enough strength to be on my feet and run. My face in the surface looked tired, like I was having no sleep for days. I look like my dad, though, I said to myself, trying to encourage my unpleasant image in the mirroring water.  My father always looked tired, even if he wasn’t. The clerks in the village had rumors upon him, saying that he was crazy and that he was talking to spirits. The disproving image of him could be a start for all those awful sayings. But they were totally wrong and I could never agree with them, even if they are so called ‘intelligent beings’. I was so sure that they were called like that from the castlemar. Who else could rule the lands and not give titles to certain communities. Somehow, I threw a rock in the water, crushing and destroying my mirroring self in the water, giving me the opening to run for it and cross the river. My feet were flying upon the surface, kicking even more rocks from inside. Small fish were used to be found in that spot, but this time I could see none. Maybe because they were scared of me, crossing their territories without permission. The other side of the river was not far, yet I lived through it like it was eons away. It was like crossing an everlasting ocean. Finally, I managed to cross the river and not one wood plank were dropped down. Last time I dropped almost every wood plank I was carrying and my father warned me that next time he will sent me to the clerks for trial. Their dark brown robes were the most scary of them all. Even some high ranked castlemar were scared of them. The wood planks were still wrapped around my hands and shoulders, and I was just a breath beyond the village. The small hill in front of me was covering the church’s high tower in my view, and as I was climbing it slowly and carefully, the rest of the church’s architecture was unfolding. On top of the small hill, I could see the whole village. The spot was called ‘The bird’s view’ from the local peasants. 

Starting from the side, the first house was Molly’s Tavernier. An old woman, recently lost her husband, Jack, due to the castlemar’s attacking in Winston, the nearest village. Rumors said that they cut his head with a machete and fed it to some lions they had in the far castles. Molly was working as a maid in the far castles when she was younger, in King Baldwin’s rule. She left after 20 years of service when the king was assassinated. Nobody knows who did it until this day. Charmful woman, good peasant and always in God’s grace. Next to Molly’s house was an abandoned well house. It stinks even if you pass by , day or night. The smell of horse shit bathed the whole thirty yards around it. Sometimes Molly was throwing bucks of water in it’s walls to clean it, even from dust, with no luck. Next to the well house were old carriages, some of them burned, others just destroyed. This spot is well used by thieves to hide when castlemar soldiers were looking for them. At night, I could see them crawl behind the carriages, with those crossbows in their backs and those old, filthy masks covering their mouths. As I passed those three, the village square was in front of me. A well was in the center of it, bricked up and shiny looking from the sun’s lighting. Molly must’ve cleaned it up again, I thought in a glance. This well was working fairly, unlike the other. It was overlooked by the brilliant church we had, run by bishop Constantine. Once, I saw the bishop cleaning some towels in the back of the church and went to ask him if he needed help. The towels were so dirty, someone would’ve thought they had been worn by a bear fighter. He immediately stopped me from going sny closer and began washing them quicker, covering my point of view with his shoulders. He was always acting strange when he was not inside the church. After the church and to the right, comes our wonderful, wooden structure which we call home. My father built it all by himself and I had no chance of helping him on this. ‘You will hurt yourself, Edward. This is a man’s job’. My father always protected me from literally anything that had the slightest chance of hurting me. And for that, I am grateful. Our door had a scar on it, down below, from when a bear attacked the village and slammed some houses down. Grann Poro’s house was built by wood cut 40 years ago, rumors said. The bear threw it all down like it was feathers. Luckily, Poro wasn’t inside that time. My father saw the incident, but couldn’t do anything for it, mostly because my mother was crying inside our house due to the attack and he had to encourage her. I was still hiding behind the closet, looking at the bear go wild from the door’s scar. I could see my mother’s robe from the scar’s sighting now, still carrying the wood planks tightly. I slightly rolled my eyes down to see the planks and quickly count them. They were 31. Phew, I whispered, maybe this time I’ll have a nice meal for my good work. My mother’s robe moved away from the scar’s sighting, and I was just about to open the door with my shoulders to get inside. The wind clutched at my ears like a bird singing in the night and a whisper travelled with it. A sudden urge woke up inside of me and insisted that I should look behind me to see what it was. The wind hit me once again, but this time the urge got weaker. It was like the wind was playing tricks with my head. Then, I remembered my father’s words, as he was sweating. Do not look back. I shut my eyes and burst inside the house, falling down with the wood planks hitting the table and splitting into three. Some remained in my hands, some went right towards my bed and the others went straight down my mother’s feet. ‘Edward, what happened?’, my mother said, as she was cleaning her hands with a fresh white towel. I was still down with my eyes closed, unable to open them, unwilling to do so. Maybe my mind is playing tricks. Maybe my ‘mother’s voice’ isn’t my mother, but a spirit. Maybe I’m not home. Maybe I burst into the wrong house. I heard footsteps coming my way aggressively and my hands were starting to get wet. I got very frightened all of a sudden. My fear was trying to protect me from the evil, as well as my dad. But, if I open my eyes now and it’s not my mother, I can fight it. Oh, yes, I can. I will prove them all wrong. I am strong. A sudden grip was covering my right hand, forcing all of the remaining wood planks to drop from my grasp, and pulling me up like a pillar. Okay spirit, show me what you got. ‘RAHH!’, I shouted, as I was opening my eyes, forced by the fear that conquered my body and mind, and by the sudden force that pulled me up to my feet. As soon as I did, a right hand was flying towards my cheek and hitting me so hard that I could smell the bread’s flavor fresh enough. I quickly dropped down again, this time by the big slap I encountered. ‘Your father must have given you that old wine he had. Stupid.’ The bread’s fresh smell on his own could prove that the slap was my mother’s. The fear flied away. ‘I’m sorry, mum. I was just, scared.’ My mother’s name was Aisha. She had dark long hair, blue stunning eyes and a heart so big that she could win any castlemar’s heart, they said. The most stunning woman in all of treemar, rivermar and maybe castlemar. Unless I could see a castlemar woman someday. Oh, to see a castlemar woman. ‘Get up, you’ll drown down there’, she said, turning around quickly towards the kitchen. She was cooking something except for bread, which I always adored. The bread my mother was cooking was as good as the castlemar’s delicious meals they were having for lunch or dinner. My father told me once that they were actually eating snakes and rats behind the eyes of the world, so that they contain their powers. I never believed that. ‘The bread was almost ready when you broke in but I spilled the half of it down in order to slap you’, said my mother, clearly upset from what I did. ‘At least I got the wood planks, as promised’, I said, trying to defend myself with everything I had. I was fighting for my life, even if it was just a simple argument about me destroying half of the wood planks and spilling half of my mother’s bread. Well, if she didn’t slap me, we wouldn’t be talking about the bread now, I thought. The smell never left the house, even if it was just cream laying on the ground, waiting for someone – obviously me – to clean it. I stood up and took a big breath. So big that if our house was built of feathers and I had to let my breath out, it would fall down in an instance. Then I could feel like a castlemar, I thought. I always admired castlemar, even if everyone else in the village was not. In fact, I could never understand the hatred they had for castlemar people. Maybe they were jealous of them having to live in big castles and have powers. ‘Where is your father, Edward?’, said my mother, after she cleaned her hands from the bread’s mist. ‘He told me to take these wood planks and come here without looking back’, I said in my defence, still trying to cope with that slap. My mother gave me a frustrated look and then went by the door to look outside. I could sense a feeling of mistrust, even if we always had trustful intentions together. My mother was looking outside from the scar, waiting for my father to come probably. I went to the scar and looked with my mother. The village outside was feeling dry and clean, no wind was surpassing the grass beyond the church, no man walking and drinking outside. It was very peaceful. And for the first time ever, my mother was too.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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Suddenly, I felt a very irrational feeling and quickly turned around to the kitchen’s view. A spoon was hanging from the wooden shelf we had in the wall and, at that moment, it fell down like a soft pillar. No sound was made. The spoon moved a bit, as it was touching the floor, covered in more dust after this. ‘Moth-’, was my last word that got out of my mouth, after been completely dried out as like a thunder tripped me over. A very loud sound covered my ears, as I was still watching that spoon move around on the floor like a fish trying to take its last breaths before its death. I covered my ears with my hands, trying to defend myself from the strange noise. The noise was coming from outside, as I could recall. I lost touch with my mother, as the spoon was still moving around, this time spinning. What is happening, I so calmly said to myself in my inner voice, as I turned around again. The only touch I felt at that moment was our wooden’s door planks been thrown on me like arrows. My hands fell from my ears and went directly to my eyes and nose, once trying to defend my eyesight from the debris and the other from the incredibly awful smell it made. I couldn’t hear, see nor sense my mother’s aura. I was genuinely convinced that a dragon came down to our village, with intentions of killing and burning all of us. The debris was now all behind me, with some pieces stuck at my arms and stomach area, where I could feel them opening a very serious scar, with blood dripping out from it. As soon as I realized I was being cut by the unidentified massacre that happened, burning air came and touched my cheeks at an instance. I could now feel my face burning and I was almost ready to face a dragon looking at me with the flames surpassing his enormous teeth and heading straight at my helpless body. But I remained calm. As calm as I could for the circumstances. ‘Edward!’, a voice cracked the dry atmosphere that was holding our household for minutes now. A huge cloud of dust was covering my eyesight and I could still flames within my reach. ‘Hello?!’, I replied back to the strange mysterious voice. The dust was slowly getting away and I could barely see outside the house. I lowered my hands from my face and squeezed my eyes. ‘Edward’, a mysterious deep voice came from the dust’s clearance, entering the house as it was heard. A tall man with a beard covering his neck, tied like a goat’s, with short hair and dark pale eyes, looking at me from up top. He was wearing all black, like he was a ghost or something. My eyes were still squeezing, trying to understand who is this figure. No one else was with him when he entered the house, but I could still sense someone else around. My guts never lied to me. ‘What a mess’, he said deeply. The dust faded away completely and I could now see him in full screen. He was bigger and more muscular than before. And yes, there was still no one around him. ‘Who are you’, I said calmly, trying to convince myself that he is our savior that killed the dragon burning our village, instead of a blood-lusted killer who eats children for dinner. The man smirked in cold blood. ‘I’m here for you, Edward’, said the man in total black, now looking more like a blood-lusted killer than a dragon slayer. My fear covered all of my body and drained any last courage that I had before this. I squeezed my eyes one last time and opened them fully to analyze him. There was a symbol on his neck, under his long hairy beard. A big ‘C’ written in a strange way, almost like the letter was burning with no fire on it. I slowly moved my eyes away from the symbol and looked at him. ‘Where is my mother? Is she okay?’, I said panicked. My hands were beginning to get wet again, this time in exchange for anxiety defenses to occur. My father taught me this technique, said he learned it from a very wise combat master in Dorivia1 once. ‘Breath in, breath out, with your hands wet, more will bow’. The man slowly turned his head to look behind him, with the view not being appropriately clear to see. He then turned around again to look at me, with those dark eyes pouring fear into my soul. ‘They’re not here’, he replied in cold blood. His dark eyes were growing bigger and bigger each time I was looking at them. He was a living nightmare. ‘Come. We must go.’ , said the tall muscular ghost in front of me, burning like a fireplace in the woods. I could sense his anger from miles out. Something was very off about him. In my fear, I quickly responded ‘Where is my mother!’ in a glance, with anger coming from my inside, still comparing to his. The man smiled. ‘If you are lucky, she will come with us.’, he said deeply and turned his back to walk off the house. I was supposed to go after him, as if he commanded me. If I don’t go, maybe he hurts me, or hurts my mother. Or my father. I must protect them. I took a very deep breath, like I was about to swallow the ocean and made a first step, going towards him. Two steps of mine were equal to ten steps of him. He was just enormously big. Muscular, tight, battle focused. Is he a c-. My thought was intervened by my eyesight. The moment I walked out of my house, the dust came to my physics again, covering large amounts of my view and I could almost senselessly tell my village was burning. The tall muscular man appeared again, in the midst of chaos. He was holding something in his right hand. With the almost zero eyesight I could possibly have at the moment, I squeezed my eyes to look at what he had in his hand. It was a shock to witness a man’s head, severed from his body, his eyes peeling out almost detaching from him, with blood covering his whole character. His mouth was still open, begging for help, shocked from his situation, even in death’s parts. The man smirked again. ‘Looks like this old fellow couldn’t take it anymore’, he said so emotionless. The man clearly was a dark creature of the night, bloodthirsted and arrogant. With power to destroy civilizations. No care about them, our village seemed to have been already destroyed. I felt a random tear drop from my eyes, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the massive amount of dust covering my eyes all this time or an emotion’s reaction. Was it that I couldn’t find my parents or that I saw this peasant’s head severed? I couldn’t tell. I was in complete shock. And by all means, I would be very pleased if a bloodthirsted, red looking, woman killing dragon were to come and save me now. This man was worse than any dragon that ever lived or could possibly live by the years to come, in Treemaria. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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I could hear voices, growing louder and louder. And ashes, spread across everything that had shape. Like a cancer, growing and growing until it reaches the flesh, the insides. My mother is not on sight, nor is my father. From the little I can see, there are only dark figures in between my lashes. And that big ‘C’ standing in front of me, pierced onto that big man’s armor. That man never looked normal. The severed head was still at his hands, but this time the dead man’s eyes began to grow darker, as if a mist crossed him over. The man came down lower to reach my height, while bringing forth the head, the other men were watching in silence. They never seemed to fear him, nor the situation. It seemed as if like this was just a normal day for them. ‘Do you want to learn a trick, boy?’, he said with a diabolical smile. I got so scared I could almost cry. I’m not a baby, I can’t give in to my emotions. Not now. Not with this man around. The tall man in black grabbed me by the collar like I was nothing more than a sack of grain and dragged me over the broken wood and dust. My feet slipped on the debris, the splinters cutting into my heels as I stumbled after him. The house that used to be mine was no longer a house—just a broken mouth of shattered planks and blackened beams, vomiting smoke into the air.Heat licked my face as we stepped out. The world beyond our door was gone.The village was burning.For a moment, I thought the fire from the myth I heard as a child had risen again, that giant flame-beast standing between sky and ground, feeding off our fear. Flames climbed the walls of Molly’s Tavernier like greedy hands, reaching for the roof and pulling it down into their embrace. The old carriages by the abandoned well were already swallowed, their wheels twisted and glowing like red halos. There was no sound of men shouting or crying. Only the roar of the fire, like it was laughing.“Move,” the man said, his voice deep enough to rumble inside my chest.He tugged me forward and my bare toes slid across the hot earth. I could feel the ground trembling under each of his steps. Every time he pulled me, my shoulder screamed and I nearly fell, but his grip kept me upright, like a hook through a fish.The air outside was so hot that my lungs burned when I tried to breathe. Smoke rolled low over the ground like grey fog, twisting around our legs. I coughed once, twice, then more, unable to stop. The taste of ash coated my tongue like bitter flour.“Where is my mother?” I shouted, or tried to. The dust ate most of my voice.He didn’t answer. His head was tilted slightly upwards, eyes scanning the burning houses, those dark irises reflecting the flames like two dead mirrors.We stepped over what used to be our door. A shard of it, still glowing at the edges, rolled under my foot. I felt the roughness of the charred wood, but there was no pain. I looked down in confusion, expecting my skin to peel away, my feet to blister, but there was nothing. Just black dust clinging to my toes like old dirt.I blinked once. Twice.The man noticed.His grip on my collar loosened a bit, and for the first time since he’d appeared, he actually looked at me—not as a burden he had to drag, but as something else. His eyes narrowed. A small, strange curve pulled at the corner of his lips. It was not a smile. It was not anything human.I swallowed hard and looked away, pretending not to notice.Molly’s Tavernier was almost gone now. The roof had collapsed inward, and the flames danced over the old wooden beams like performers on a stage. I thought I saw her for a second—a shadow in the opening where her door used to be—but then the flame roared upwards and the shadow vanished. Maybe it was her. Maybe it was just my mind trying to hold on to something that was already lost.“The well—” I coughed, pointing towards the village square. “We can... the water...”“There is no water for this,” he said calmly, as if we were talking about spilled wine and not a burning world.He dragged me towards the square anyway.The heat grew stronger with each step, the air shimmering like it was made of glass. My skin prickled, my clothes sticking to my back from sweat. A beam fell near us with a violent crack, sending sparks into the air. One of them landed on my sleeve and clung there like a tiny star.I slapped at it instinctively, breathing fast.When I pulled my hand away, my sleeve was untouched. Not even a dark mark. The spark had simply died against me, like it hit water.I stumbled.The man in black stopped walking altogether this time. His head turned slowly towards my arm, towards that place where the fire had just kissed the cloth. His gaze lingered there, heavy and cold, and then rose to meet mine.“Again,” he muttered.Before I understood what he meant, he bent down, grabbed a burning plank from the ground with his gloved hand, and shoved it towards my chest. I shouted and tried to back away, but his other hand pushed me forward and my shirt came into contact with the flaming wood.I flinched and squeezed my eyes shut.Nothing.No burning sting. No crackling of cloth. Only the familiar roughness of my worn shirt pressing against my skin.I forced my eyes open.The plank was still on me, its edges glowing red, small tongues of flame trying to bite into the fabric. But they didn’t. The fire crawled over my shirt like it was searching for something and couldn’t find it. Then, slowly, quietly, it went out. The wood dimmed to a dark, tired black, as if it had given up.The man dropped the plank. It landed at my feet, dead.I stared at my chest, at my hands, at the plank.“What... what is this?” I whispered, though I knew no answer would be kind.He stared down at me like a hunter seeing his prey change shape in front of him.“Hmph,” he exhaled, that same cold half-curve touching his lips. “So the blood remembers.”He said it like he was disappointed and satisfied at the same time.“My... what?” I asked, my voice trembling. “What are you talking about? Where is my mother? Where is my father?”“Alive, dead, taken, burned,” he said flatly. “For now, it does not matter.”“It does matter to me!” I shouted, the words tearing themselves from my chest.For a moment, I forgot the blood on the ground, the fire, the dust in my lungs. All I could see was his pale throat beneath the beard, the symbol there—the ‘C’ burned into his skin like someone had pressed a hot metal onto it and left it there to stain. The sight of it made my stomach twist. Castlemar. My father’s forbidden word. The word that would drown me from my tongue.“You came from the castle,” I said, my voice smaller now. “You did this.”He tilted his head slightly, considering me like I was a boy trying to challenge a storm.“You ask too many questions,” he replied. “You have no idea what you are, and yet you shout as if you were a king.”“I’m nobody,” I said. “I’m just Edward.”He leaned closer, his beard almost touching my forehead. His breath smelled of smoke and iron.“You are not ‘just’ anything,” he murmured, his eyes studying mine. “Your father should have told you. Your mother should have kept you better hidden. But peasants always believe walls and wooden doors can stop fire.”He straightened up again and looked around, as if the village itself was listening.“Come,” he said. “There is no more time to waste. If you survive the road, maybe you will get your answers.”I thought of my father standing at the river, hands shaking, eyes full of fear. I thought of my mother at the door’s scar, looking out at the silent village. I thought of the slap, the smell of her bread, the way she said I would drown down there if I didn’t stand up.“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said, surprising myself.His fingers tightened around my collar. For a moment I thought he would just break my neck and leave my body by the burning well. But he didn’t. Instead, he bent down again and lifted me by the waist with one arm, slinging me over his shoulder like I was nothing more than a sack of flour.I kicked, punched, shouted, feeling my fists hit the hard muscle of his back. It was like striking a stone wall.“Let me go!” I yelled. “Let me go! I have to find them! I have to—”His hand came up and pressed against my lower back, pinning me in place.“Stop,” he said simply.The word fell on me heavier than the rubble. For some reason, it was enough to freeze me for a moment. The sound of the burning village filled the space where my voice had been.Upside down, I watched my world die.The abandoned well house, already smelling of rot before, was now nothing but a black mouth, the roof swallowed by flames. The old carriages beside it were broken bones, their frames twisted, wheels melted together. The village square’s working well stood in the center like a lonely survivor, bricks shining red from the reflection of the fire. Someone had knocked its bucket aside. It lay there on the stones, spinning slowly, as if confused.Past the well, I could see the church.Its tall tower, which I had always admired from the Bird’s View, was wounded. The top had crumbled; stones lay scattered like teeth around its base. Smoke curled from broken windows, and the large wooden doors hung crooked. The cross at the very top had fallen, lying in the dirt like a defeated spear.A strange sound rose above the fire’s roar. A ringing, like metal hitting stone, then a long groan, as if the church itself was in pain.“Bishop Constantine...” I whispered to myself, the name lost in the smoke.The man under me kept walking, steps steady and unbothered by the destruction around us. A burning beam fell close enough that sparks rained over his shoulders and my hair. I flinched again, expecting the heat to bite into my scalp. I heard the sizzle of glowing embers on skin and cloth... and then nothing.Curiosity broke through my fear for a second.I reached up with my hand and brushed my hair. Fine. Warm, but not burned. I looked at the man’s back. A few sparks still rested there, glowing stubbornly on the dark fabric of his clothes. Then they went out on their own, like they had touched wet stone.“Why doesn’t it burn?” I asked suddenly, the question ripping itself from my throat. “Why doesn’t it burn us? Why doesn’t it touch me?”“Fire knows what belongs to it,” he replied.I stared at his back. His tone held no mercy, no kindness. Just a simple, terrifying truth, spoken like it was common knowledge.“What am I?” I whispered.He said nothing.We reached the village square. He dropped me on my feet again, not gently but not cruelly either. My legs shook under me. I staggered and almost fell into the dust, but I managed to stay upright.The heat here was worse. Flames had claimed almost every house around the square, turning familiar walls into flickering red ghosts. The smell of smoke was thicker, wrapped around my head like a wet cloth. My eyes stung and tears mixed with the ash on my cheeks.And yet, even here, where the air itself looked like it was on fire, my skin did not blister. My hair did not curl. The fire roared, but it never came closer than a breath.The man in black watched me. He wasn’t staring at the burning houses, or at the sky choked with smoke. He was watching me.“You will come,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “You don’t have a choice.”“I do,” I lied.The village well stood to my right, and beyond it, through the smoke, I could see the faint outline of the church’s tower. Of all the places in the village, that was the only one that looked like it hadn’t completely fallen yet. The only place where someone might still be.My mother. My father. Anyone.I took a step back from him, my bare feet crunching on charred stone. His eyes followed the movement, but he didn’t reach for me yet.“I just need to check the church,” I said quickly. “If they’re there, if she’s there—”“No.”“One glimpse,” I insisted, surprising myself again. My throat burned, my chest ached, but I clung to the words like they were the last pieces of wood in a storm. “If they’re dead... then I’ll go with you. I won’t run.”A soft, humorless sound came from his throat. A shadow of a laugh.“You’re not in a position to bargain, boy,” he said.He turned slightly, ready to grab me again.That was when I ran.I didn’t plan it. My legs just moved. One heartbeat I was standing there, ash under my feet and his dark eyes on me. The next heartbeat I was pushing off the ground, turning, sprinting across the square.The world became a blur of red and grey. I heard him inhale sharply behind me, but there was no immediate hand on my shoulder, no crushing grip around my neck. My heart hammered against my ribs, louder than the fire.I darted around the well, nearly slipping on a patch of wet stone. Someone must have spilled water there earlier, the thin puddle now muddy and full of ash. My foot splashed through it and I kept going, lungs screaming, legs burning.The church grew closer with each step.The massive wooden doors, once so proud, were pushed inward, cracked down the middle. Smoke seeped from the opening like breath from a sleeping beast. The bells above were silent now, their ringing choked off by the chaos. The stone steps leading up to the entrance were cracked, but still standing.Behind me, I finally heard him move.The sound of his boots against the ground was different from my own footsteps—slower, heavier, deliberate. He didn’t run. He walked, but I could feel him drawing closer all the same.“Edward,” he called out, his voice calm, unfazed. “You will not find what you want in there.”I ignored him and ran up the steps, two at a time. The smoke hit me harder here, thick and dark. I raised my arm to cover my mouth and nose, but it did little. My eyes watered so much I could barely see, just shapes and shadows.I squeezed through the broken doors and stumbled into the church.The air inside was hotter, but strangely quieter. The outside roar of the fire turned into a muffled growl, like it had wrapped itself around the stone walls and was listening.The wooden benches were half-burned, some collapsed in on themselves. The floor was carpeted with ashes and pieces of roof. Sunlight tried to break through the smoke from the shattered windows, but only thin beams made it, cutting the haze like pale swords. Dust and ash danced in those beams, turning slowly, as if time had slowed down here.The altar at the far end was still standing.Its white cloth was stained grey and black now, corners burned away, but it held. The large wooden cross that used to hang above it was gone, probably the one I had seen outside by the dirt. In its place, smoke crawled along the stone, twisting into shapes that vanished as quickly as they appeared.“Mother?” I called out, my voice small and lost in the vast space. “Father?”Nothing answered. No crying. No coughing. No one.Except—A sound.Soft. A wet, choked sound, like someone trying to speak through blood.I froze.“Who’s there?” I said, my feet already moving, taking me down the center aisle. Each step sent small clouds of ash into the air.The sound came again, a low groan. It was coming from near the altar. My heart climbed into my throat. I hurried forward, my eyes wide, trying to cut through the smoke.When I reached the front, I had to step over a broken beam and what looked like melted candles. Behind the altar, half-hidden by a fallen piece of the ceiling, someone lay on the ground.My stomach dropped.“Mother?” I whispered, my voice cracking.I rounded the altar.It was not my mother.Bishop Constantine lay there on his back, his once brilliant white robes charred and black in places, his beard matted with blood and soot. His eyes were half-open, staring at the ceiling, and for a terrible second I thought he was already gone.Then his lips moved.“...fire...” he croaked, the word barely a breath.I knelt beside him, my knees sinking into the ash. My hands hovered over his chest, unsure where to touch, where it wouldn’t hurt.“Bishop,” I said, my voice shaking. “It’s me. Edward.”His eyes shifted slowly, painfully, until they found me. In their cloudy depths, for a moment, I saw recognition.“Edward... Bard’s boy...” he whispered.“Yes,” I said quickly. “Yes, it’s me. Where is my mother? Do you know where she is? Or my father?”He tried to inhale, but it turned into a cough, a horrible, wet sound that made my skin crawl. Blood appeared at the corner of his mouth, dark against the soot on his skin.“The village...” he managed. “...they came from the castle... from above... flames in their hands...”My eyes widened. “Castlemar,” I said.His whole body flinched at the word, like I had slapped him.“Don’t... say it here...” he hissed softly. “They hear their name...”I thought about my father at the river, threatening me about that same word. My tongue suddenly felt heavy in my mouth.“What happened?” I asked. “Who did this?”He swallowed with difficulty and slowly, with a trembling hand, reached for his chest. His fingers fumbled under his robes, searching for something. For a moment, he couldn’t find it. I reached out and helped move the cloth aside, revealing a small chain hanging there with a metal disk.He grabbed it weakly and held onto it like a man holds onto a rope over a cliff.“The fire... is not ours,” he whispered, staring into my eyes. “It never was. We only... borrowed its light. They... they took its heart.”I didn’t understand. His words sounded like the strange stories the old men in the tavern told after too much wine, all twisted and half-true.“What do you mean?” I asked.His hand slipped from the metal disk and fell onto my forearm. His fingers were cold, despite the heat around us. He squeezed as hard as he could—barely a touch.“You...” he rasped. “You still stand in the flame...”I blinked.He had seen it.“How do you...?”“Your blood,” he coughed. “Marked before you were born... your grandfather... your father knew... that’s why he feared the word...”I stared at him. Everything inside my chest twisted.“My grandfather fought in wars,” I said. “He had a knife. It glows sometimes. My father said—”“That knife...” the bishop whispered, eyes growing a fraction wider. “Old ember... they kept one... I thought it lost...”My hand went automatically to my side, where my father often put the knife in his back pocket. The weight wasn’t there. Of course it wasn’t. It was with him, back at the river. Or in the dust. Or in someone else’s hand.“What am I?” I asked again, unable to hold back the question any longer. “What did my father hide from me? Why doesn’t the fire burn me?”Before he could answer, a shadow fell over us.The air grew heavier, as if someone had pressed their hand against the entire church.I turned my head slowly.The man in black stood at the entrance of the church, framed by smoke and pale light. He hadn’t rushed after me. He had just walked, and yet he was already here. Embers clung to his shoulders and beard, flickering weakly before dying. He looked out of place among the ruin, too solid, too alive.His eyes moved from me to the bishop, then to the small metal disk on the old man’s chest.“You always did like to talk too much, Constantine,” he said.There was no anger in his voice. Just a cold statement, like he was commenting on the weather.The bishop shivered under my hand. His fingers tightened around my arm, the last strength in him gathering for one final attempt.“Don’t... let him... take you...” the bishop whispered. “You belong... nowhere near that stone throne... they will—”The man in black was in front of us before I saw him move.One moment he was at the entrance, a dark figure in the doorway. The next, he was standing over us, close enough that I could see every strand of hair in his beard, every line in the burned symbol on his neck. He knelt down beside the bishop, his knees sinking into the ash.“Enough,” he said quietly.The bishop’s eyes filled with something I had never seen in a grown man’s face—pure, naked terror. He stared up at the man, lips trembling.“You...” Constantine croaked. “I knew... they would send one of you...”“One of us?” I repeated, looking between them.The man didn’t look at me. His gaze stayed on the bishop.“You should have stayed in your tower and prayed,” he said. “Now look at you.”With a motion so gentle it made my stomach twist, he reached out and placed two fingers against the bishop’s forehead, right between his eyes.Constantine’s whole body went still.His eyes widened, then relaxed. The breath left his lungs in a long, slow sigh, doing nothing for the smoke around us. The tension dropped from his limbs. His hand slipped from my arm and fell to the ground with a soft thud in the ash.He was gone.I stared at him, my chest heaving. The world felt too quiet for a moment, even with the fire still raging outside. I could hear only the beating of my own heart and the low hum of the flames against the church’s stone.“You killed him,” I said, my voice small, useless. “He was—he was old. He... he couldn’t fight you.”“Killed?” the man repeated, almost thoughtfully. “No. I ended what the fire had already decided.”I looked down at the bishop’s face. His eyes were closed now, his features strangely peaceful. It was hard to believe that just seconds ago he’d been clutching my arm, begging me not to go with this man.“Stand up,” the man said, his tone indifferent again, as if nothing had happened. “We’re leaving.”I didn’t move.He glanced at me, those dark eyes turning sharp.“If you think you can run again,” he said calmly, “try. I promise you will not reach the river a second time.”I believed him.My legs felt like they were made of ash, but I pushed myself up anyway. My hands shook. I brushed them uselessly against my shirt, leaving grey streaks on the already dirty fabric.“You still haven’t told me your name,” I said, the words coming out of nowhere. “Or where you’re taking me.”He regarded me in silence for a heartbeat, then another.“Names are... heavy things,” he said. “You can carry mine when you are strong enough to hold it.”I swallowed hard.“And where—”“To the place your father feared more than anything,” he cut me off. “To the top of the stone hill, behind the river that divides your little world. To Castlemar.”The word hung in the air like a curse. My tongue didn’t drown me, but my heart sank like a stone.My father’s voice echoed in my head. Don’t even think about saying the word, Edward. You will drown from your tongue.I wondered if he was still alive somewhere. If my mother was. If they knew I was about to be taken to the one place they had always hated, the one place that had burned everything we had.The man in black turned towards the church entrance and started walking, expecting me to follow.I took one last look at Bishop Constantine lying behind the altar. The small metal disk on his chest caught a dim ray of sunlight and glinted weakly through the smoke.I turned away before I could lose my courage.The heat wrapped around us again as we stepped back out into the open. The village burned, but the fire did not touch me. It twisted around our path, rising and falling like it was watching us leave, waiting to see if I would look back one more time.I didn’t.My father had told me not to look back until I reached the house. Now, there was no house. No village. No Bishop. Only a man in black with a burning mark on his neck, and a stone castle somewhere beyond the river, waiting with its own flames. I followed him anyway.
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CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]




The fire behind us crackled like dying bones, fading slowly as we left the burning village behind. He walked ahead of me without turning once, his steps steady and silent, as if nothing we passed through mattered. I stumbled over roots and stones while he moved like a shadow that didn’t need the ground beneath it. My chest still burned from the smoke, and the taste of ash clung to my tongue like a curse. As we entered the thin forest beyond Treemar, the air cooled but the silence grew heavier, following us like a second darkness. He didn’t look back. Not when branches snapped under my feet. Not when I coughed hard enough to choke. Not when I whispered my mother’s name under my breath like a prayer. The trees swayed slightly above us, their leaves trembling as if they recognized the evil passing beneath them. He walked without sound. No sighs, no breath, no change in pace. Just that slow, inhuman steadiness. My legs trembled from exhaustion, but his steps never faltered. “What happened to my mother?” I asked, my voice small and halfway broken. He didn’t answer. “My father?” Still nothing. His silence was colder than anything he had done so far. A stone rolled under my foot and I fell to my knees, dirt scraping my hands. I hissed through my teeth and stared at the ground, fighting the sting in my eyes. He stopped walking. Slowly, he turned his head just enough for me to see one of his eyes watching me—empty, frozen, dead. “Get up,” he said. His voice was ice. “I just... need a moment,” I whispered. He faced forward again. “Get up.” No anger. No emotion. Just a command. I pushed myself up on shaking legs and followed. The forest path narrowed, and the sound of the river grew louder somewhere ahead—soft at first, then stronger, like distant thunder. As we reached the edge of the trees, the river revealed itself under the dull grey sky, its surface blackened by drifting ash carried from the ruins behind us. I stared at the water, remembering my father’s trembling hands, his warnings, his fear of Castlemar. The man in black didn’t pause. He stepped onto the old stone bridge that crossed the river, the same bridge my father had always watched with dread in his eyes. I hesitated at the start of it. The river below churned, pushing against the rocks with strange force, as if something under the surface was restless. “Move,” he said without turning. The word hit me like a slap. I stepped onto the bridge. The moment my foot touched the stone, a gust of cold wind blew against me, carrying the smell of burned wood and something else—something metallic, sharp, wrong. Halfway across, I dared to look down. The river wasn’t just dark. It was shifting, glowing faintly beneath the surface, like dying embers hidden deep in the current. My heart pounded. The fire. The myth. The thing that never touched sky nor ground. Was it here too? “Do not stop,” he said. His voice came from ahead but felt like it was right beside my ear. I forced my legs to move again. When we reached the other side, the land felt different—colder, heavier, as if the soil itself belonged to someone else. Castlemar land. The path ahead led into a deeper forest, where the trees grew thicker and darker, their branches clawing at the sky like black fingers. No birds sang. No insects stirred. The world was quiet in a way that felt wrong. He walked faster now, and I struggled to keep up. “Where are we going?” I asked. No answer. “What do you want from me?” Silence. We moved through the twisted woods for what felt like hours. My feet throbbed, my throat ached, and cold sweat ran down my spine. He never slowed. Never stopped. Never spoke. Just moved forward with that same dead steadiness. At one point, I tripped on a root and fell hard. Before I could stand, his hand closed around the back of my shirt and lifted me like I weighed nothing. He set me on my feet without a word and kept walking. I didn’t dare speak again. Eventually, the forest opened slightly, revealing a narrow clearing where the sky could be seen through the branches—darkening slowly, touched by the first hints of night. My breath came in short gasps. His came in none. As we walked into the clearing, the smell of smoke faded, replaced by something else—cold stone, old metal, and the faint, distant scent of burning oil. My stomach tightened. Castlemar. We were close. The trees on the far end of the clearing bent unnaturally, as if forced apart by something large passing through. As we approached that warped line of trees, I realized my hands were trembling. The man in black finally stopped. He didn’t look back at me. Didn’t speak. He just stood there, staring ahead, as if the darkness beyond was greeting him. I swallowed hard. My voice came out barely more than a breath. “What... what is waiting for us?” He didn’t answer. His shoulders rose slightly. A breath? A sigh? No. It was something else. Something colder. He stepped forward into the deeper darkness, and I followed because the night behind me felt even worse than the one ahead. And Castlemar waited somewhere beyond those trees, watching, listening, preparing. I didn’t know what I would find there. I only knew this: whatever he was, whatever he wanted, whatever he planned— it was only the beginning. And he was leading me straight to it.
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