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To my children and grandchildren, whose laughter fills my world with magic. May you always find your own adventures.



To my friend who understands the chapters I've left unsaid. This book is for you, miles away, but forever close to my heart.
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"A spear knows the truth of the wind, and a scroll knows the truth of the ages. One is sharp and swift, the other is deep and wide. To find a new truth, one must learn to carry both."
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— Ash-born Tribal Lore, Spoken by the Elder Taelen
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Act I: The Shattered Promise




[image: ]




Chapter 1: The Scourge

The wind was wrong.

Lyra tasted it first. It was a subtle shift, a souring of the air that usually carried the scent of sweetgrass and damp earth. Now, a dry, brittle note clung to the back of her throat, like crushed husks and old bone. She paused, her hand hovering over the rabbit snare she’d been checking, and lifted her head. The sun, a familiar golden disc in the vast sky over the plains of Aethel, seemed dimmer, its warmth thin and watery.

All around her, the grasslands rippled, but the motion was sluggish. The vibrant green that was the lifeblood of her people, the Ash-born, looked tired, tinged with a sickly yellow at the edges. It was a blight she had never seen, a creeping weakness that seemed to rise from the soil itself. Her heart, usually a steady drumbeat against her ribs, gave a hard, anxious thump.

With a frown etched on her sun-weathered face, she abandoned the snare line. Her instincts, honed by years of tracking game and navigating the ever-shifting plains, screamed that this was no natural decay. This was a violation.

She moved with a hunter’s grace, her leather-clad feet making no sound on the packed earth. She ran a calloused hand over a stalk of prairie clover; instead of feeling supple and cool, it was limp and strangely warm, as if its inner moisture was being cooked away from the inside out. A bad feeling coiled in her gut. The Heartstone. It had to be. Nothing else could touch the soul of their land so profoundly.

The Ash-born were nomads, but their wandering followed a rhythm dictated by the Heartstone of Aethel. Housed in the sacred Grove at the center of their ancestral territory, the relic’s life-giving pulse radiated outwards, nourishing the soil, guiding the herds, and keeping the encroaching desolation of the Gray Canyon at bay. It was the silent promise that sustained them: the promise of life, of continuation.

Lyra broke into a run, her powerful legs eating up the ground. Panic was a luxury the Ash-born could not afford, but urgency was a tool of survival. She had to reach the Grove. She had to see it for herself. As she crested a familiar rolling hill, the sight below stole the breath from her lungs. The vibrant encampment of her clan, usually a kaleidoscope of patterned tents and bustling activity, was subdued. People stood in small, worried clusters, their voices low and fearful, all of them staring towards the sacred Grove. The air of quiet competence that defined her people had been replaced by a hum of rising terror.

She pushed through the throng, ignoring the questions and frightened murmurs. Her gaze was fixed on the Grove. From a distance, the cluster of ancient ironwood trees that protected the Heartstone should have been emanating a soft, pearlescent glow, visible even in the daylight. Today, there was nothing. Only shadow.

Her Chieftain, Borin, a man whose face was a map of a hundred seasons, stood at the entrance to the Grove, his great shoulders slumped. He saw her approach, and the despair in his eyes confirmed her worst fears.

“Lyra,” he rasped, his voice rough with disbelief. “It’s... weak. The light is almost gone.”

She pushed past him into the hallowed space. The Heartstone rested on a pedestal of living wood, a crystal the size of a man’s fist that had pulsed with gentle, internal light for as long as their histories remembered. Now, it was a dull, milky quartz. The vibrant energy that usually warmed the air was gone, replaced by a chilling void. The grass at her feet was not yellowed, but gray, crumbling to dust as she stepped on it. The Scourge, the withering, was starting here, at the source. At the heart.

And then she saw it. Scratched into the wood of the pedestal, almost invisible in the gloom, was a symbol: a serpent eating its own tail, but with a jagged lightning bolt splitting the circle in two. It was not an Ash-born mark. It was arcane, precise, alien. It felt like the sigils she’d heard whispers of, a mark of the city-dwellers across the canyon. The book-readers.

A cold rage, clean and sharp, cut through her fear. Someone had done this. Someone had poisoned their world.

Miles away, across the gaping maw of the Gray Canyon, Kael felt the change not in the air, but in the silence. The Memory Archives of Veritas were never truly quiet. They hummed with a low, resonant thrum—the physical manifestation of the Heartstone’s power feeding and preserving the city’s vast collection of knowledge. The light in the Archives was not cast by torch or crystal but was woven from this same energy, a soft, eternal luminescence that bathed the towering shelves of scrolls and codices.

Kael, hunched over a fraying text on pre-Canyon cartography, was the first to notice when the hum faltered.

It was like a musician in a grand orchestra suddenly sensing a single, vital instrument falling out of tune. He stilled, his quill dripping a small blot of ink onto the parchment. He tilted his head, listening. The hum was still there, but it was thinner, dissonant. The golden light bathing his desk seemed to have lost its luster, retreating into a paler, more fragile yellow.

He stood, his slight frame lost in the cavernous space of the lower archive. The shelves, carved from the canyon rock itself, soared hundreds of feet into the gloom, each alcove a repository of history, of science, of magic. This place was his sanctuary, his life’s work. The thought of it being compromised sent a skitter of dread down his spine. Unlike the superstitious nomads across the canyon, Kael understood the mechanics of their world. Veritas was a city built on logic and preserved by a carefully maintained enchantment. The Heartstone was not a god; it was a power source. And their power was failing.

He walked quickly through the labyrinthine aisles, his soft-soled shoes making no sound. He ran a hand along a row of scrolls, his long, ink-stained fingers tracing the familiar textures. The light was definitely dimmer. In the far corners of the chamber, where the glow was usually softest, shadows were now pooling like black water.

A junior scribe, a boy named Fendrel with wide, earnest eyes, scurried towards him. “Archivist Kael! The upper galleries... the runes of preservation are flickering.”

Kael’s blood ran cold. The runes were the final defense, ancient sigils that prevented the ink from fading and the parchment from turning to dust. If they were failing, the knowledge they protected would literally vanish. Centuries of history, philosophy, and discovery could be wiped from existence in a matter of days.

“Show me,” Kael commanded, his voice tight.

He followed the boy up a winding spiral staircase, his mind racing through every text he’d ever read about magical decay and power source attrition. The Heartstone had never once faltered in the recorded history of Veritas. It was an axiom, a fundamental constant. For it to weaken now was unthinkable. Impossible.

On the upper gallery, the situation was worse. The glowing runes etched into the stone walls sputtered like dying embers. A section of scrolls dedicated to seventh-century poetry already looked... faded. The crisp, black ink of the titles had softened to a hazy gray. One of the senior archivists, a woman named Elara, was frantically trying to shore up the failing light with a secondary power crystal, but its small, frantic energy was being swallowed by the growing darkness.

“It’s the Heartstone,” Kael said, his voice barely a whisper. The others turned to him, their faces pale with fear. They were scholars, thinkers. Their strength was in knowledge, and now the very vessel of that knowledge was dissolving around them. “Its energy signature is... receding.”

He moved to the central observation lectern; a pane of polished scrying glass linked directly to the Heartstone’s chamber in the city’s core. It was meant to monitor the relic’s steady output. Now, the glass was nearly opaque, the vibrant star of light at its center reduced to a pinprick, a dying star in a sea of encroaching black.
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