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To my Awesomeness who keeps pushing me to work harder and finish what I start.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Before Courts, before crowns, there was a fire that thought.

	 

	It woke in the dark between newborn realms, answering the first wordless prayers for war, for endings, for a way to burn what could not be broken by hand. That fire learned quickly. It learned how to unmake. It learned how to enjoy it. Before the world had borders, BlackFyre nearly erased them.

	 

	The oldest Seelie lights and deepest Goblyn roots did the only thing they could: they bargained. BlackFyre could not be killed, so they chose to fracture it instead. Part of its will was lured into an artifact—the first Wayfairer, a compass and a cage in one. The rest was scattered like live coals into carefully bred bloodlines, so no single hand could ever hold the whole

	inferno again.

	 

	Centuries turned catastrophe into doctrine. Cults rose around the Veil of Cinders. Handmaidens were marked as walking embers. Courts whispered of a day when the broken fire would remember itself.

	 

	— from The Veil of Cinders

	 

	
[image: Image][image: Image]

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Part 1 Aventurine

	 

	
Chapter One — The Walk Home

	 

	The fog was starting to roll in — soft, gray, and low, blurring the edges of everything it touched.

	It was late afternoon, close to five. The streets were half-empty, washed in the pale gold of a setting sun struggling to break through the haze.

	Branwen and Daphne walked side by side, their backpacks bumping lightly against their hips, the rhythm of their steps matching the distant hum of traffic far down the hill. They’d stayed after school — Daphne finishing her notes in the library, Branwen quietly pretending to read.

	Branwen looked like the fog had chosen her — pale-skinned and quiet, a ghost half pulled from the world she stood in. Her long black hair fell in uneven waves around her shoulders, catching stray threads of dying light. A gray hoodie hung loosely on her small frame, the sleeves too long, hands hidden until she pushed them back into her pockets. Black leggings clung close to her legs, disappearing into worn red sneakers that scuffed softly against the pavement. Her green eyes — pale, sharp, and a little too old for fifteen — flicked from shadow to shadow, always watching.

	Beside her, Daphne seemed to carry warmth where the world had gone cold. Her light brown skin caught the fading sun in gold tones, and her curly brown hair framed her face in a halo of wild, defiant motion. She wore a black T-shirt beneath a red-and-black plaid overshirt, the flannel sleeves rolled to her elbows. Her green jeans were ripped at the knees, frayed threads brushing against her black-and-white sneakers with every step. Her almond-brown eyes carried that spark — one part mischief, one part curiosity — the kind that refused to leave things alone.

	“Mr. Alvarez gave us another essay,” Daphne groaned, adjusting

	 

	
her bag. “Like he actually thinks anyone wants to write three pages about Hamlet’s ‘interior storm.’”

	She threw a hand over her heart dramatically, her voice rising in mock anguish. “Interior storm! Bran, I can barely survive algebra, let alone Shakespeare’s emo crisis.”

	Branwen smiled faintly, eyes flicking toward her before dropping again. “Maybe he just wants to see who survives the semester.”

	“Ha. Then I’m already doomed,” Daphne said, laughing.

	For a few paces, they walked in easy silence, the laughter settling into the rhythm of their steps. Then Daphne glanced sideways, her tone softening. “We’ve known each other since the first day of school this year, and it’s like I barely know you. You never tell me anything real, Bran. Don’t you trust me?”

	Branwen slowed, her breath misting faintly in the cold. “I do. More than you think.”

	Daphne tilted her head, squinting with mock suspicion. “What are you — some secret spy for a shadowy secret society? Or maybe a long-lost Russian princess in hiding?”

	Branwen’s lips twitched, her voice low. “Definitely not a princess.”

	But the look that crossed her face was strange — too quick, too close to the mark, flickering through her eyes before she could hide it.

	Daphne caught it, brow furrowing. “Seriously. Then why all the mystery? What about your mom? I know you live with your uncle and all, but you’ve never really talked about your parents. At all.”

	Branwen hesitated, the fog breathing around them. “I haven’t seen her in…” she murmured, almost under her breath. “Four hundred years.”

	Daphne blinked. “What?”

	Branwen caught herself instantly, forcing a crooked smile. “Forever,” she corrected quickly. “I meant forever.”

	Daphne snorted. “You’re so weird.”

	Branwen’s smile faltered, the ghost of that laugh dying before it could form. Words snagged in her throat until she forced them out, quiet and uneven.

	“It’s not you. I’ve just… never been good at letting people get too close. It’s safer that way. But with you…” She hesitated, glancing

	 

	
at Daphne before looking away again. “…with you, it feels different. I’m sorry if I’ve seemed distant.”

	Daphne slowed, her expression softening. She bumped Branwen’s arm again, voice quiet but steady.

	“It’s okay. I get it. Really. But I’m glad you trust me, even if it’s only a little more than everyone else.”

	She moved her fore and middle fingers slightly apart in a teasing pinch, making Branwen crack the faintest smile.

	Branwen glanced back at Daphne, a shy smile tugging at her lips. Then, heart thudding, she slipped a small pouch from inside her jacket. From it, she drew the Wayfairer: a silver pendant of Celtic design, its round ends sculpted into a stag with branching antlers, a raven with folded wings, and a hound. Between them gleamed three long crystals — garnet red, amethyst violet, and aventurine green.

	Daphne’s eyes widened. “Holy crap, Bran. It’s gorgeous.”

	She traced the patterns carefully with one finger, making sure not to smudge the stones.

	“This looks so cool… how old is it? Where did you get it?”

	Branwen shrugged, her voice dropping to a whisper.

	“I don’t know how old it is — or where it came from or anything else about it. I found it in the attic. Bram saw me with it and just told me not to lose it.”

	She hesitated, then smiled shyly.

	“I think giving it to you will make sure it’s never lost.”

	Daphne shook her head instantly, pushing it back toward her. “No way, it’s yours! Put it away unless you wanna get bipped? But… can I see it later? Please?”

	Branwen blinked. “Bipped?”

	Daphne smirked, tucking her hands into her hoodie pocket. “Robbed. Mugged. Beaten up. Y’know — bipped.”

	Branwen’s cheeks flushed hot with embarrassment for not knowing the word. She nodded quickly and tucked the Wayfairer carefully back into its pouch, holding it close as though it might vanish if she let go.

	For a moment, the fog seemed heavier. But Daphne’s easy grin and the warmth of her presence kept it from pressing too close.

	 

	
They kept walking, the silence between them no longer heavy, but fragile — the kind of quiet that could become trust, if either dared to break it.

	As they turned up the next block, the fog thickened, swirling around their legs like low smoke. The streetlights flickered weakly above, halos of gold dissolving into gray.

	Daphne grinned. “You know, if I didn’t have you to walk with, I’d probably be murdered by now. This fog is giving total ghost movie vibes.”

	Branwen glanced at her with a quiet smirk. “You’d talk the ghost to death before it got the chance.”

	“Facts,” Daphne said, bumping her shoulder. “I’m way too charming to haunt.”

	Their laughter lingered in the mist, warm and human. Then Branwen slowed.

	They were passing a row of darkened shopfronts — the kind that looked long abandoned but still carried reflections of passing lights. In one, a cracked mannequin leaned behind dusty glass, its painted eyes staring blankly at the street.

	Branwen’s gaze caught the reflection — her own outline beside Daphne’s, blurred by fog. But behind them, faint and distant, something else moved.

	At a glance, the two at the front might have been mistaken for children, no older than eight or ten, their shapes blurred by the haze. But the longer one looked, the more wrong they seemed.

	One wore a coat that dragged at her ankles, too big for her narrow frame. Her hair hung in wet strands over her face, and when she tilted her head, her smile curled thin and uneven — as though she had learned it from watching someone else.

	Beside her perched a boy on the rim of a dumpster, knees drawn up to his chest. His limbs were spindly, brittle as sticks, his hollow eyes fixed without blinking. He might have passed for no more than a child — if not for the way his stare clung like cobwebs.

	Behind them stood a taller figure: a girl’s outline at first glance, jagged pink mohawk bristling against the fog. A shredded tutu sagged over ripped tights, boots bound with coiled wire biting into the leather. In her hands dangled long loops of wire, whispering against themselves with each shift of her grip. She tilted her

	 

	
head ever so slightly, as if weighing and choosing, her smile calm, assured. Her fingers tightened once on the wire — a small, deliberate flex, like a promise.

	Branwen blinked. The glass cleared — and they were gone. She swore she could hear laughter.

	“Hey,” Daphne said softly, noticing Branwen had stopped. “You good?”

	Branwen hesitated, forcing her voice to steady. “Yeah. Thought I saw… never mind.”

	“You sure?” Daphne asked.

	Branwen nodded, pulling her jacket tighter. “Let’s just get home.”

	The girls turned up the block, their laughter softening into the fog.

	And behind them, in the still reflection of the darkened glass, something stirred once more — not moving forward but waiting. Watching.

	And smiling.
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Chapter Two — Daphne’s Apartment

	 

	The stairs groaned as the girls climbed, narrow and uneven, the sound echoing faintly up the old Mission District building. The air smelled faintly of sea salt and old plaster. Somewhere below, a television murmured in another apartment — a low, steady noise that made the silence between them feel thinner.

	Inside, the apartment was warm but cluttered. Nautical charts papered the kitchen table beneath a battered laptop, coffee rings marking continents that didn’t exist. Elaine sat there, her red hair pulled loosely over one shoulder, glasses sliding down the bridge of her nose. She looked up from her screen as they entered — tired, but smiling.

	“Hey, sweetie,” she said softly. Then her gaze shifted to Branwen. The weariness melted for a moment. “Hi, Branwen.”

	“Hey, Mom,” Daphne said, slinging her backpack off one shoulder. “We’re gonna hang in my room for a bit.”

	“Of course,” Elaine replied, brushing a curl from her face. “Just try not to make too much noise, all right? I’m trying to finish this report before dark.”

	Daphne grinned. “Got it.” She was already pulling Branwen down the hall before Elaine could add anything else.

	Daphne’s room was a kind of beautiful chaos — glowing monitors casting blue light over a battlefield of books, tangled cords, and crumpled clothes. Posters curled at the corners, half-fallen, their

	 

	
colors dulled by time. A faint hum came from somewhere — a fan, a computer, maybe both — a sound that filled the space between their words.

	Daphne flopped onto the bed with her usual ease, chin resting on her folded arms. Branwen perched on the edge, her posture stiff and careful, the mattress dipping beneath her.

	Daphne turned toward her, eyes bright. “Okay, Bran. Can I see it again? Please?”

	Branwen hesitated — just a heartbeat — then reached inside her jacket and pulled out the small pouch. She unwrapped it with reverence, like she was afraid of the air itself touching what lay inside. “Of course,” she murmured. “I wanted to give it to you anyway.”

	Daphne lit up, sliding off the bed to tug her desk lamp closer. Its amber light pooled across the wooden surface. She set the Wayfairer beneath it, tracing the stag’s antlers, the curve of the raven’s wings, the carved hound at their base.

	“It’s so intricate,” she breathed. “I wonder how old it is.”

	Branwen didn’t answer. The lamp’s glow caught dust motes drifting through the air — except they weren’t drifting right. They spun too slowly, twitching midair as though something unseen brushed against them. The light trembled.

	The corners of the room deepened, the shadows thickening into shapes that shouldn’t have had depth. The air cooled, the kind of cold that crawled up the spine instead of across the skin.

	Branwen’s pulse stumbled. The room felt wrong — too alive, as though the walls were holding their breath.

	The desk lamp flickered. The air pressed close. Somewhere beneath the sound of their breathing came a faint, rhythmic creak

	— wood bending under weight that wasn’t there.

	Her skin prickled. The posters on the wall rustled like leaves, though the window was shut. The smell of something metallic crept through the air — faint, like rain before lightning.

	“Girls?” Elaine’s voice cut through from the kitchen. “Do you want me to make something before I head out?”

	Branwen flinched. The sound was too loud, too sharp. Daphne looked up, oblivious to the tremor in her friend’s face.

	 

	
“I—uh, yeah, thanks!” she called back. Then, turning to Branwen, her brow furrowed. “You okay? You look kinda pale.”

	Branwen forced a breath. “I just… need a minute.”

	Before Daphne could ask, Branwen slipped off the bed, her footsteps whispering across the old boards as she made for the hall. She shut herself in the bathroom and leaned against the sink, her pulse hammering.

	The mirror caught her reflection — wide green eyes, pupils blown, hair clinging to her temples. She looked almost feverish. Her hands shook as she fumbled her phone out of her pocket.

	She dialed Bram.

	The call clicked, static whispering in her ear. “Something’s wrong,” she breathed. “I can feel it.” The line went dead.

	Branwen shoved the phone back into her pocket and pushed open the door — only to nearly collide with Daphne.

	“Bran, what’s wrong?” Daphne whispered, clutching the Wayfairer to her chest like a lifeline.

	Branwen shook her head, her throat too tight to explain. “We need to get to your mom. Now.”

	They ran.

	The hallway seemed longer than before — the shadows thicker, clinging to their legs like smoke. The air grew heavy, humid, humming with the faint sound of wires under strain.

	When they burst into the living room, Elaine looked up from the table, startled by the panic in their faces.

	“What on earth—” She didn’t finish.

	The air behind her shimmered — just a ripple, like heat distortion. Then the charts on the table began to curl, their ink bleeding into spreading black lines. The laptop screen flickered, went dark.

	A breath — cold and ancient — slid through the room. Branwen froze. She felt it before she saw it: something vast,

	 

	
unseen, brushing the edge of her mind like the sweep of a tide. Daphne’s fingers tightened around her arm. “Bran…”

	Elaine stood slowly, eyes darting toward the window. “Girls,” she said, voice suddenly steady, too calm. “Get behind me.”

	The apartment lights dimmed to nothing.

	And somewhere inside that silence, a whisper crawled through the dark —

	soft, patient, hungry.

	The window by the sofa didn’t just break — it screamed.

	The sound tore through the room, high and sharp, a living shriek as glass burst inward in a spray of silver shards. They rained across the carpet like thrown knives, scattering light and dust into a storm.

	Elaine stumbled back from the table, hand to her chest. Daphne cried out, instinct pulling her toward her mother, while

	Branwen — caught behind them — fought to move forward, heart pounding. There was no space to run, no time to think.

	The air shifted.

	It thickened, became wet, heavy, almost viscous — a pulse of rot and iron spilling in through the shattered frame. The fog didn’t crawl; it poured, curling low along the floor like a living tide.

	Shapes formed within it. Three of them.

	Boots crunched over broken glass.

	At first, they looked like lost kids — strays from the street, shadows given shape. A girl in a tattered tutu. A boy crouched low. Another behind them, too still, too calm. But the longer the light touched them, the less human they became.

	Their disguises peeled back like melting wax. Skin sloughed away. Glamour died screaming.

	The stench hit first — not simple rot but the deep, oceanic reek of drowned things, old graves, and wet rust.

	The first creature was small, feral, her skin the color of drowned moss stretched too tight over bones that wanted out. Her grin was split wide — crooked, hungry — and from her hands jutted knives that were part of her, grown instead of forged, bone fused to corroded metal. They clicked when she flexed, a sound like

	 

	
insect mandibles. Her eyes were pits rimmed in red, gleaming with delight.

	Beside her crouched something thinner — a boy, or what might once have been. His limbs bent backward, his skin fissured like bark. His smile stretched too far, splitting his cheeks until it seemed he might come apart at the seams. His shadow moved wrong, crawling up the walls even when he stood still.

	And then the last stepped through the broken frame — slow, deliberate.

	The air changed around her. The Fourth Handmaiden.

	Her jagged pink mohawk caught the dim light like a crown of rusted thorns. The tutu hung in tatters over shredded leggings, black as soot. Wire coiled around her boots, biting into pale flesh. In her hands dangled something grotesque — a Kyoketsu-Shoge of wire so thin it shimmered when it moved, studded with razors that flashed in the light. An iron weight spun lazily between her fingers, whispering against her palm.

	She didn’t rush. She didn’t need to.

	She simply tilted her head — and the room filled with the promise of pain.

	Elaine froze in the doorway, knuckles white around the edge of the counter. Daphne’s hand found Branwen’s arm, fingers digging in, trembling. The air pressed down, ancient and expectant, as if something unseen had paused to listen.

	The feral girl — Jonni — bared her teeth in a grin too wide for her face.

	“Hiding behind humans,” she hissed. “Hand over the Wayfairer, and maybe I’ll let your pet live.”

	The room went still. Even the fog stopped moving. Branwen’s brow furrowed. Her voice was low, careful. “The

	Wayfairer?” she asked, pulse quickening. “I don’t know what that

	is—”

	Then she took a step forward. The hesitation cracked, replaced by something harder, brighter. “You are not touching my friends.”

	The Fourth smiled. A small, knowing curve of her lips. Her wrist flicked once.

	 

	
The iron ball blurred through the air.

	It struck Branwen square in the ribs — a dull, brutal crack — and the world tilted. She slammed into Daphne, knocking the breath from both of them. The Wayfairer slipped from Daphne’s hands.

	The pendant hit the hardwood with a sound like a bell tolling underwater.

	The stag, raven, and hound blazed — garnet red, amethyst violet, aventurine green — each light bleeding into the next until the room was drenched in color.

	For one suspended heartbeat, it was whole — radiant — a thing that belonged to no mortal world.

	Then, with a shattering like thunder, it exploded. Nine shards burst into the air —

	three garnet, blood-red; three amethyst, storm-violet; three aventurine, sea-green.

	They hovered, whirling in a storm of light. Daphne saw only chaos

	— light and movement that burned against her retinas. Elaine saw something more: bearings and ley lines, a compass folding in on itself, waves crashing inward.

	Then — gone. The shards vanished, torn into unseen currents, ripped apart by realms unseen.

	“It broke!” Daphne gasped, voice cracking. “It just—vanished—what’s going on?!”

	The Fourth laughed — a sharp, awful sound that vibrated in the walls. “Fool! You’ve scattered the Wayfairer. The Princess will bleed you dry for this.”

	Elaine’s instincts surged. She grabbed Daphne’s arm, dragging her backward. “Go! Now!”

	The boy-thing moved first.

	He convulsed. His chest split with a wet sound, bark cracking, flesh bulging outward. Roots coiled from his ribs; his fingers twisted into branches slick with sap. The transformation wasn’t instant — it was agonizing, a grotesque parody of birth. When it ended, he was a tree-man — gnarled, knotted, reeking of decay and sweet rot.

	He slammed himself in front of the door, the frame cracking

	 

	
[image: Image]beneath the impact. The air filled with the stench of sap and mold. Elaine gagged, pressing a sleeve to her mouth.

	Jonni’s grin widened. She twirled her bone knives in slow circles, the sound of their edges scraping together sharp enough to make teeth ache.

	“Wouldn’t that be fun, Billy?” she crooned, voice a singsong mockery. “The Fourth will flay the bratty heir, and we can slice these two pretty girls. Slowly.”

	Billy — if that name had ever belonged to something human — let out a wet, creaking laugh. Sap dripped from his mouth like saliva. His body swayed, rooted to the floor, but his reach stretched wider, branches groaning as they scraped the ceiling.

	The door was gone now, buried beneath him. The air tightened, thick with rot and fear.

	Even the fog held still, waiting. The house itself seemed to hesitate

	— as though the walls were listening, the wood deciding which side it belonged to.

	And for one long moment, everything — even the heartbeat of the world — held its breath.

	 

	
Chapter Three — BlackFyre Unleashed

	 

	The Fourth Handmaiden moved like a dancer — a slow, circling rhythm, half hunt, half art. Her boots whispered over broken glass. The wire hummed softly, razors whispering against one another.

	She flicked her wrist. The cord hissed through the air — faster than thought. It sliced across Branwen’s chest and wrapped around her torso, the razors biting deep as it coiled. The sudden pull wrenched her arms tight to her sides, crushing breath from her lungs. The blades dug in, cutting through cloth and skin alike, and Branwen cried out, stumbling back into Daphne.

	Blood welled along the wire in fine red beads. The Fourth’s smile widened.

	“Soft,” she murmured, her voice lilting like mock affection. “So soft for something that’s supposed to burn.”

	Elaine pulled Daphne back toward the wall, both of them trembling. The Handmaiden’s grin stayed patient, amused, her hand twitching as she gave the wire another little tug — not enough to kill, but enough to make Branwen gasp.

	Branwen’s breath came in shallow bursts. Her heart pounded too loud, too fast. Beneath the pain, something ancient stirred — the BlackFyre, coiling tight and hot beneath her ribs.

	Let me out.

	 

	 

	“To find out what Branwen does next—and what the BlackFyre truly is—continue reading BlackFyre: Shattered Shards.”
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