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Prologue
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The child was already blue when Sera Thorne pressed her palms to his chest and let the forbidden fire answer.

Golden flame crawled from her fingertips like living thread, sinking through skin and muscle to find the poison coiled around his heart. The boy's mother had stopped screaming three minutes ago. Now she simply watched, hands clamped over her mouth, tears cutting silent tracks through the ash on her cheeks. Sera did not look at her. She could not afford the distraction. The flame required everything—her focus, her breath, the dangerous pulse of power that the Ashen Order had spent two centuries teaching the world to fear.

She found the venom. Black and writhing, it had wrapped itself around the boy's heartstrings like a lover refusing to let go. Sera's flame touched it, and the corruption hissed, recoiled, began to dissolve into smoke that the child exhaled in one rattling gasp. Color flooded back into his lips. His chest rose. Fell. Rose again with the steady rhythm of life reclaimed.

Sera pulled her hands away and the golden light vanished as if it had never existed. Her own heart hammered against her ribs. Every healing cost something—a fragment of warmth, a sliver of time, a piece of whatever it was that made her human. Tonight it had cost her sanctuary. She had been so careful for so long. Three years in this border village, three years of hiding her nature behind herb-craft and poultices and the fiction that she was merely a talented midwife. Now a mother knew. A mother who might talk, might whisper, might let slip to the wrong traveler that a woman with golden fire lived among them.

The boy opened his eyes.

His mother lunged forward, gathering him into her arms, sobs breaking free now that terror had transformed into relief. Sera rose on unsteady legs. Her vision swam. The healing had taken more than usual—the poison had been old, deeply rooted, the kind that came from creatures that should not exist outside the Ashlands.

Something was wrong. Not with the boy. With the night itself.

She felt it before she heard it—a pressure against her senses like a hand closing around her throat. The air grew heavy. The candle flames bent toward the door as if bowing to a presence that had not yet arrived. Sera's blood turned to ice. She knew that feeling. She had fled from it half a dozen times across half a dozen years.

A Warden was coming.

She looked at the mother, at the child, at the door that suddenly seemed far too thin to protect any of them. Then she ran.
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Chapter 1: The Hunt
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Kael Varen had killed seventeen flame-bearers in his career, and he remembered every single one of their faces.

He did not remember them out of guilt. Guilt was a luxury for men who doubted their purpose, and Kael had never doubted his. The Ashen Order had pulled him from a burning orphanage when he was seven years old, fed him when he was starving, trained him when he was weak, and forged him into something useful when the world had tried to make him nothing. He remembered the faces because precision mattered. Because the Order taught that every corruption purged was a victory worth cataloging, and Kael had always been an excellent student.

The eighteenth face waited somewhere in this village.

He stood at the edge of the tree line, watching lantern light flicker behind shuttered windows. The settlement was small—perhaps two hundred souls clustered around a central well and a single stone temple dedicated to the Grey Flame. Mud streets. Thatched roofs. The kind of place that existed on no official maps and answered to no lord except survival. These border communities attracted the desperate, the hunted, the forgotten. They also attracted flame-bearers seeking refuge from the Order's justice.

His informant had been certain. A woman with golden fire had been seen healing a merchant's fever three villages east, then vanishing before anyone could report her. The trail led here. Kael had followed it for eleven days through rain and forest and the suspicious stares of people who knew a Warden's grey cloak when they saw one. Now the trail ended. Now the hunt began.

He checked his weapons without looking at them. Sword at his hip, blessed by the Grand Ashen himself. Three iron stakes at his belt, each one capable of pinning a flame-bearer's power long enough for the killing stroke. A vial of nullifying ash in his coat pocket, insurance against tricks. The Order taught that flame-bearers were cunning, desperate, willing to say anything to survive. They would claim their fire healed. They would weep and beg and swear they had never harmed anyone. The corruption always lied. That was its nature.

Kael believed this the way he believed the sun would rise—completely, instinctively, without the need for evidence.

He moved into the village.

The streets were empty at this hour. Past midnight, probably closer to the cold hours before dawn when sleep lay heaviest. Kael walked without attempting to hide his presence. Fear was a tool. Let them see the grey cloak. Let them understand what walked among them. The innocent had nothing to hide. The guilty would reveal themselves through their desperation.

A dog barked somewhere to his left. He ignored it. His focus narrowed to the task at hand, filtering the village into sectors, eliminating possibilities. The flame-bearer would not be staying at the inn—too visible. Not in the temple—too obvious. She would have found a family willing to shelter her in exchange for healing, a quiet arrangement that benefited both parties until someone talked. Someone always talked.

He reached the village square. The well sat at its center, ancient stones worn smooth by generations of hands drawing water. Beyond it, the temple's grey spire pointed toward stars that seemed dimmer here than in the heartland. Everything about this place felt faded. Diminished. As if the land itself had been bled of vitality.

A door opened.

Kael's hand moved to his sword without conscious thought. A woman emerged from one of the larger cottages, her movements quick and furtive. She glanced left, then right, failed to look behind her where Kael stood in the shadow of an old oak. When she turned toward the village's eastern edge, he saw her face in the moonlight.

Young. Perhaps twenty-five. Dark hair escaping from a hasty braid. Features that might have been called beautiful if they had not been twisted by obvious terror. She carried nothing—no pack, no weapon, no provisions for the journey she was clearly attempting to flee toward. She was running. Running from something that had happened inside that cottage. Running from him, though she did not know he was already here.

Kael followed.

She moved fast for someone who had clearly not slept. Her bare feet made almost no sound on the packed earth, and she knew the village's layout well enough to avoid the puddles and ruts that would have slowed a stranger. He let her widen the gap between them. A flame-bearer in full flight was dangerous. Better to track her until exhaustion dulled her reflexes, until the false hope of escape made the capture that much more crushing.

The village ended abruptly. One moment there were cottages and fences and the remnants of civilized order, and the next there was only wild grass and the dark mass of the forest beyond. The woman did not hesitate. She plunged into the trees like a swimmer diving into black water, branches swallowing her outline within seconds.

Kael smiled. A grim expression, more muscle memory than emotion. They always ran for the forest. They always believed that darkness and distance would save them. They were always wrong.

He entered the trees.

The canopy blocked whatever moonlight remained. Kael slowed his pace, listening. Ahead and to the left, he heard the crash of underbrush, the snap of twigs beneath panicked feet. She was not even trying to move quietly now. The fear had her fully in its grip, transforming calculation into pure animal flight. He adjusted his course and continued, each step measured and deliberate.

A scream pierced the night.

Not a human scream. Something else—high and thin and wrong in a way that made Kael's skin prickle despite two decades of conditioning. He broke into a run, abandoning stealth for speed. The sound had come from directly ahead, from wherever the woman had fled.

He found her in a small clearing.

She stood with her back against a massive oak, hands raised, golden fire crackling between her fingers. In front of her crouched a creature that should not have existed this far from the Ashlands. It was roughly wolf-shaped but twice the size, its fur matted with something that looked like dried tar. Where its eyes should have been, there were only pits of absolute darkness. Black ichor dripped from its jaws, sizzling where it touched the ground.

A shade-beast. Kael had killed three in his career, and each time had nearly cost him his life.

The creature lunged. The woman's fire answered.

Golden flame erupted from her palms in a torrent that caught the beast mid-leap. The light was blinding—Kael threw up an arm to shield his eyes—and in that brilliance he heard the shade-beast's shriek transform from hunger to agony. When his vision cleared, there was nothing left of the creature except a smear of ash and the lingering smell of burned corruption.

The woman collapsed.

Her fire guttered out. Her legs buckled. She hit the ground hard and did not move, chest heaving, clearly conscious but too drained to run any further. Kael approached slowly, one hand on his sword, every sense alert for tricks. Flame-bearers could feign weakness. They could summon reserves when you least expected it.

She looked up at him. Her eyes were grey, not gold. That meant nothing—the fire's color did not change the iris, only the Order's enemies claimed otherwise. But something in those eyes made him hesitate. Not defiance. Not terror. Something worse.

Recognition.

She had known this moment would come. She had spent years running toward an ending that had always been inevitable. And now that it was here, the only thing in her expression was a strange, terrible peace.

Kael drew his sword.

The blade whispered free of its sheath, grey steel blessed to cut through any flame. He had made this motion a thousand times in training and seventeen times for real. His body knew what came next. Two steps forward. One clean stroke. The corruption ended, the Order's justice served, the eighteenth face added to his catalog.

He did not move.

The woman watched him. Waiting. Not begging, not pleading, not offering desperate lies about the purity of her fire. Just watching, as if she wanted to see what kind of man would kill her. As if his choice mattered more than her survival.

A sound reached them from the direction of the village. Voices. Torches. The locals had heard the shade-beast's scream and were coming to investigate. They would find him standing over a flame-bearer's body, the Order's work done, nothing to question or report.

Kael sheathed his sword.

The woman's eyes widened. He saw the shock ripple through her exhausted frame, saw her try to understand what was happening. He did not understand it himself. His body was acting without his mind's consent, making decisions that contradicted everything he had been trained to believe.

He reached down and pulled her to her feet. She swayed but did not fall, her weight surprisingly light against his grip. Up close, he could smell woodsmoke in her hair and something else beneath it—something clean and bright, like sunlight through glass. The Order taught that flame-bearers reeked of corruption. She smelled like rain on warm stone.

The voices grew closer. Torchlight flickered between distant trees.

Kael made his choice.

He pulled her toward the deeper forest, away from the approaching villagers, away from everything he had been raised to uphold. His grip on her wrist was firm but not cruel. She stumbled after him, too stunned or too weak to resist.

They ran.

The forest swallowed them like a secret. Behind them, the first torches reached the clearing, illuminating the shade-beast's remains and nothing else. Kael heard shouts of confusion, theories being exchanged in frightened voices. By the time they organized a search, he intended to be miles away.

He did not know why he was doing this. The thought beat against his skull with every stride, demanding answers he could not provide. Two decades of loyalty. Seventeen kills. A rank that had taken years to earn and could be stripped away in seconds. He was throwing it all aside for a woman he had been sent to execute, and the most terrifying part was that his hand had not hesitated when he sheathed his sword.

The woman found her voice. Her breath came in ragged gasps, but she managed to force words through the exhaustion. Kael heard the question she wanted to ask—why—but what emerged was something different.

She asked his name.

He did not answer. Names were leverage, and he had given her too much already. Instead, he pushed forward, navigating by instinct through undergrowth that seemed determined to slow them down. Branches clawed at his cloak. Roots tried to catch his boots. The forest itself felt hostile, as if it resented their passage.

An hour passed. Maybe two. The woman's stumbles grew more frequent, her breath more labored. Kael finally stopped at a rocky outcrop where a fallen tree had created a natural shelter from the wind. He released her wrist and she immediately sank to the ground, her back against the stone, her eyes never leaving his face.

He stood above her, trying to reconcile what he had done with who he was.

The Order's doctrine was clear. Flame-bearers carried corruption in their blood, a taint passed down from the Sundering a thousand years ago when rogue mages had nearly burned the world to ash. The golden fire was the worst of all—not because it was most destructive, but because it was most deceptive. It mimicked healing. It pretended to mend what it actually poisoned. Those who trusted it found themselves corrupted from within, their souls hollowed out until nothing remained but shells that served the fire's own hunger.

Kael had believed this absolutely. He had built his entire identity on this belief.

But he had watched this woman's flame consume a shade-beast. Shade-beasts were creatures of pure corruption, spawned from the Ashlands' darkest heart. They existed only to spread their taint, to poison everything they touched. Nothing corrupted could harm them—the Order's grey fire merely drove them back, never destroyed them.

Her golden flame had reduced one to ash.

The contradiction sat in his chest like a stone. If her fire was corrupt, it should not have been able to destroy something born from corruption. Fire did not burn fire. Poison did not cure poison. The Order's teaching could not be true and this night could not have happened. One of them had to be false.

The woman spoke again. Her voice was stronger now, the desperate edge fading into something that sounded almost like dark amusement. She told him he was thinking very loudly for someone who had just thrown away his life. She told him she could practically hear the gears grinding in his skull as he tried to justify what he had done.

Kael's jaw tightened. He had not asked for her commentary.

She laughed. A small sound, brittle with exhaustion, but genuine. She asked if he wanted to know the truth about what she was, what her fire actually did. She asked if he was ready to hear something that would make his silence feel very foolish.

He should have killed her then. The thought passed through his mind like a cold wind, tempting and terrible. He could still salvage this. Claim he had been tracking her, had let her lead him away from the villagers for a cleaner execution. The Order would believe him. His record was impeccable.

Instead, he sat down across from her and asked what her fire actually did.

The woman studied him for a long moment. He saw her weighing him, measuring him, deciding whether to trust someone wearing the grey cloak of everything she had spent her life fleeing from. Whatever she found in his face must have satisfied her, because she began to speak.

She told him her name was Sera. She told him she was a healer, one of the last true healers born with the gift of mending fire. She told him that everything the Ashen Order had taught him was a lie.

Kael listened.

According to Sera, the golden flame had never been corruption. In the centuries before the Sundering, healers had been sacred. They had traveled the realm freely, welcomed in every village and castle, their fire a blessing that could cure any wound and purge any poison. The magic came with costs—exhaustion, shortened lifespans, the constant drain of giving one's own vitality to save others—but those who bore it did so willingly. They were called Sunteeth, because their fire was believed to be fragments of the sun itself, gifted to mortals for the purpose of preserving life.

The Sundering changed everything. Rogue mages of a different sort—those who wielded black flame, the fire of destruction and decay—had nearly burned the world. The war against them lasted decades and killed millions. When it finally ended, the survivors were left with a shattered realm and a desperate need to make sure nothing like it could ever happen again.

The Ashen Order rose from that need. They were originally peacekeepers, arbiters, guardians against the return of black flame. But somewhere in the chaos of reconstruction, their purpose twisted. The Order's founders realized that healing flame was the only magic that could detect and expose black fire's corruption. A healer could look at a man and see if the darkness had touched him. They could burn out the taint before it spread, identify the corrupted before they could do harm.

This made healers dangerous—not to the innocent, but to anyone who had made secret bargains with the black flame.

The Order's founders had made such bargains. Sera spoke this accusation calmly, as if stating that water was wet or the sky was blue. The men and women who had built the Ashen Order had been compromised from the beginning. They had used black fire's power to win the war, had taken its gifts in exchange for future service, and now they needed to ensure no one could ever discover the truth. So they declared all flame corrupt except their own grey fire, which was conveniently immune to detection. They painted the golden healers as the true villains—deceiving, corrupting, hollowing out souls—and began the first purges.

Kael found his voice. He told her that was impossible. The Order had preserved civilization for a thousand years. They had protected the realm from countless threats. They could not have been built on a foundation of lies and murder.

Sera asked how many flame-bearers he had killed.

The question hit him like a physical blow. Seventeen. Seventeen people whose only crime had been carrying a gift they had never asked for, a gift that might have healed rather than harmed. He thought of their faces—young and old, terrified and defiant, some who had begged and others who had died in silence. He had believed he was protecting the world from corruption. What if he had been protecting the corrupt instead?

He told her he did not believe her. His voice sounded hollow even to his own ears.

Sera shrugged. She told him belief was his to give or withhold, but she could prove it. She asked if he had any wounds. Old injuries, chronic pain, anything that her corrupting fire could supposedly make worse.

Kael's left shoulder ached in response to the question. An old wound from his third hunt, a flame-bearer's desperate thrust that had scarred the muscle and never healed right. It bothered him in cold weather, limited his overhead reach, reminded him every morning that death had come close and he had survived.

He told her to stay back. His hand moved toward his sword without conscious thought.

Sera raised her own hands, palms open, showing she held no weapon. Her grey eyes met his without flinching. She told him she was not going to touch him without permission. She told him that unlike the Order, she believed in consent. But if he wanted proof that her fire healed rather than harmed, all he had to do was ask.

The silence stretched between them. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called. The wind rustled through leaves that had already begun turning toward autumn. Kael sat in the darkness, facing a woman he should have killed hours ago, and felt the foundations of his world cracking beneath him.

He did not ask. Not yet. Not until he understood what he was risking.

Instead, he told her they needed to keep moving. The Order would send more Wardens when he failed to report. They needed to be far from here by dawn.

Sera's expression flickered—surprise, perhaps, that he was not simply executing her now that they were alone. She nodded and rose slowly, clearly still exhausted but unwilling to show weakness. Kael respected that. He had hunted enough flame-bearers to know that the weak ones never lasted long. Whatever else Sera might be, she was not weak.

They traveled through what remained of the night.

The forest gradually thinned as they moved northeast, away from the village and the main roads that would carry word of a Warden gone missing. Kael chose their path carefully, selecting routes that would be difficult to track and impossible to traverse quickly. He had been taught these skills to hunt flame-bearers. Now he used them to protect one. The irony was not lost on him.

Sera kept pace without complaint. She moved quietly when he signaled for silence and rested when he allowed it, her eyes always watching him with an intensity that made him uncomfortable. He knew she was waiting for him to change his mind. Waiting for the moment when his training overcame whatever temporary madness had made him spare her. He could not blame her for the suspicion. In her place, he would have felt the same.

Dawn found them on the edge of a river that marked the boundary between settled lands and the wild territories beyond. The water ran cold and fast, swollen by autumn rains. Crossing would be dangerous. Not crossing would be suicide.

Kael surveyed the bank, looking for a ford. Behind them, he heard the distant cry of hunting horns. The Order had responded faster than he expected. Someone in that village had seen more than they should have, had sent word before the sun rose. Now the hunt was on.

Sera heard the horns too. Her face went pale beneath the dirt and exhaustion. She asked how many would come.

Kael calculated. A missing Warden-Captain, a suspected flame-bearer, a border territory with no loyal noble to slow the response. They would send at least a full squad—six Wardens, each one trained to kill. Probably more. Probably a Seeker as well, one of the Order's trackers who could follow a flame-bearer's residual heat signature across any terrain.

He told her the truth. Many would come. Their only chance was to cross the river and reach the Thornwood beyond. The forest there was so dense that even Seekers lost their quarry in its depths. If they could make it, they might survive.

Sera looked at the rushing water. She looked at the steep banks, the jagged rocks, the white foam that promised broken bones and drowning lungs. Then she looked at him with something that might have been the beginning of trust.

She asked why he was doing this. Why he was throwing away everything for a woman he did not know, a woman he had been sent to kill.

Kael had no answer. The truth was that he did not understand his own choices. Something in him had broken when he watched her flame destroy that shade-beast, some essential piece of certainty that had held his identity together. He could not go back to what he had been because he was no longer sure what he had been was worth being.

He did not say any of this. Instead, he told her to save the philosophical questions for when they were not being hunted, and he began searching for a crossing point.

They found one a quarter mile downstream—a stretch where the river widened and shallowed, large stones breaking the current into manageable channels. Still treacherous, but possible if they were careful and lucky. Kael went first, testing each foothold before committing his weight. The water was colder than he expected, reaching his waist within three steps and threatening to tear his legs out from under him. He braced against a boulder and reached back for Sera.

She took his hand without hesitation.

Her fingers were slim but strong, calloused from work he could not identify. Even through his wet gloves, he felt a warmth that seemed to radiate from her skin—not heat exactly, but presence. Energy. The echo of fire held in check by will alone. He told himself it was his imagination, that the Order's conditioning was making him perceive threats where none existed.

He pulled her into the current.

The crossing took forever and no time at all. Kael focused on the next step, the next handhold, the next surge of water that tried to knock them both downstream. Sera matched him move for move, never pulling when she should push, never panicking when a foothold crumbled beneath her. By the time they reached the far bank and hauled themselves onto solid ground, he was forced to admit that she was tougher than most of the Wardens he had trained with.

The hunting horns sounded again, closer now. Kael heard shouts from the bank they had just left—the pursuit had reached the river. He grabbed Sera's arm and pulled her toward the tree line, toward the darkness of the Thornwood and whatever safety it might offer.

They ran.

The Thornwood earned its name. Every step brought new obstacles—brambles that tore at clothing, branches that seemed to reach for faces, roots that erupted from the earth like grasping hands. Kael pushed through by force of will, ignoring the scratches and cuts that accumulated on his exposed skin. Behind them, the sounds of pursuit faded as their hunters struggled with the same terrain.

Sera stumbled. Kael caught her before she fell, his arm wrapping around her waist without thought. She was trembling—exhaustion, cold, the aftermath of a night that would have broken most people. He told her they needed to keep moving, just a little farther, just until they found somewhere defensible.

She nodded against his shoulder and found her feet again. They pressed deeper into the forest.

The light changed as the canopy closed overhead. What had been dim became dark, and what had been dark became absolute. Kael moved by sound and touch alone, one hand on his sword hilt, the other still holding Sera's arm to keep them together. The silence was oppressive. Even their footsteps seemed muted, swallowed by an atmosphere that did not welcome intruders.

His outstretched hand found stone.

Kael stopped. His fingers explored the surface—rough, weathered, clearly artificial. A wall. He felt along its length until he found an opening, a doorway that led into deeper darkness. The air from within smelled old but clean, untainted by beasts or decay.

He told Sera they would rest here. She made a sound that might have been agreement or might have been the last noise she could manage before consciousness failed. He guided her through the doorway and into whatever structure lay beyond.

The darkness was complete. Kael eased Sera to the ground—he felt stone beneath her, dry and relatively smooth—and stood guard at the entrance. Outside, he heard nothing. No horns, no shouts, no crashing of armored bodies through underbrush. Either they had lost the pursuit or the pursuit had given up.

He allowed himself to breathe.

Minutes passed. His eyes began to adjust, finding gradations of shadow where before there had been only black. He was in some kind of chamber, small but high-ceilinged, with walls that bore carvings he could not make out. An ancient place. Forgotten. He had heard rumors that the Thornwood contained ruins from before the Sundering, sanctuaries that had once belonged to... to people like Sera.

The thought sent a chill through him that had nothing to do with his wet clothes.

Sera's voice came from the darkness, weak but coherent. She told him she could make light if he permitted it. Just a small flame, enough to see by. She promised it would not give away their position—the Order's Seekers tracked heat signatures, not visible light, and her flame burned cold when she willed it.

Kael considered. The darkness was oppressive, and he needed to assess their surroundings. If her fire truly attracted Seekers, letting her use it would be suicidal. If it did not, denying her would be pointless cruelty.

He told her to be careful.

Golden light bloomed between her cupped palms.

The flame was beautiful. He had not expected that. Every fire he had been trained to fight was angry, hungry, aggressive—something to be contained and destroyed. Sera's flame simply was. It floated above her hands like a captive star, casting gentle radiance that pushed back the darkness without violence. The light felt warm on his face but carried no heat.

He saw the chamber clearly now. It was indeed ancient, the walls covered in carvings that depicted robed figures performing what looked like rituals of healing. Men and women touched by golden fire, their expressions peaceful, their hands extended toward those in need. Above them, a great sun radiated stylized beams that reached every corner of the image. Below, words in a script Kael did not recognize ran along the base of the wall.

Sera followed his gaze. Her voice was soft as she told him this was a Suntooth sanctuary, one of the hidden places where her kind had gathered before the purges. She had heard they existed but never believed she would see one.

Kael looked at the carvings, at the obvious reverence with which the healers were depicted, at the peace that radiated from every line and curve. These were not images of corruption. These were not warnings against dangerous power. They were celebrations of gifts freely given, of lives freely saved.

The Order had taught him that flame-bearers had always been reviled. That their evil was self-evident. That the world had always recognized the need to destroy them.

These walls told a different story.

Sera watched him processing what he saw. She did not push. She simply held her flame steady and let the truth speak for itself. Kael appreciated that more than he could express. She could have gloated, could have rubbed his face in the evidence of the Order's lies. Instead, she gave him space to think.

He asked her what the words along the base meant.

She hesitated. Then she told him it was the Suntooth oath, the vow taken by every healer before they were permitted to use their gift. Roughly translated, it said that the fire did not belong to the bearer. It belonged to those who needed it. A healer was merely the vessel through which the sun's mercy flowed.

Kael looked at her flame, steady and patient, asking nothing, giving light.

He sat down against the opposite wall. Exhaustion was catching up with him too, the adrenaline of flight giving way to the weight of everything that had happened. He needed to rest. He needed to think. He needed to decide what came next.

First, he needed to understand what had already happened.

He told Sera he wanted her to explain everything. Not the history—he could see the history on these walls. He wanted to know about her. Where she came from. How she had survived. What she knew about the Order's true nature that went beyond ancient doctrine.

Sera dimmed her flame slightly, conserving her strength. Then she began to talk.

She had been born in a village far to the south, in a region where the Order's presence was light and healers were still whispered about as legends rather than monsters. Her mother had carried the gift too, had spent decades moving from place to place, using her fire only when absolutely necessary, trusting no one with the secret of what she was. Sera had inherited the flame at puberty, the golden light emerging from her hands one night when her mother suffered a fever. She had healed her without understanding what she was doing, and her mother had wept—not from relief, but from sorrow.

The gift was a death sentence. They both knew it. From that moment, Sera's life became a series of precautions, of movements calculated to avoid attention, of careful small healings that might be explained away by conventional means. When her mother died—not from the Order, but from simple age and the accumulated toll of a lifetime of giving—Sera had been alone with her secret.

She had tried to stop using the fire. Had tried to be normal, to let the sick suffer and the wounded die rather than risk exposure. It lasted three weeks. A child in her village had fallen from a tree and broken his spine. The village had no healer, no one who could save him. Sera had watched him dying by inches, watched his parents' hope curdle into despair, and finally could not bear it any longer.

She healed him. She saved his life. And then she ran before the gratitude could transform into suspicion.

That was six years ago. She had been running ever since.

Kael listened without interrupting. He recognized the pattern—it was similar to the reports he had read on other flame-bearers, the testimonies extracted before execution. But those testimonies had been framed as evidence of cunning and manipulation, of corruption trying to justify itself. Hearing the same story from Sera's own lips, watching her face as she spoke of choices no person should have to make, he could not find the monster the Order had promised.

He found only a woman trying to survive in a world that wanted her dead.

When she finished, silence filled the sanctuary. Her flame had dimmed further, barely more than a candle's worth of light. Sera looked drained, emptied by the telling. Kael imagined she had never spoken these truths to anyone before. The risk of confession was too great. Trust was a luxury flame-bearers could not afford.

She had trusted him anyway.

He told her about his shoulder.

The words came out before he could stop them, a confession to match her own. He told her about the old wound, the chronic pain, the way it limited him in combat and reminded him every day of mortality. He told her he wanted proof that her fire healed rather than harmed. He told her he was giving her permission to touch him.

Sera went very still.

For a long moment, she simply looked at him. Kael saw the war playing out behind her eyes—hope battling with caution, the desire to prove herself fighting the knowledge that trust could be a trap. He understood her hesitation. In her position, he would never have believed a Warden's good intentions.

She rose slowly and crossed the small space between them.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
FORBIDDEN
%, FLAME

A

-.WILLIAM LIU





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





