CHAPTER SIX: EMBERS OF WAR


Dawn came in fragile streaks of light that barely penetrated the dense forest canopy. Sage was already awake, crouched by the Grandmother Oak, her hands pressed into bark that pulsed with life beneath her fingers. The corruption had grown overnight, winding through roots and soil like invasive, black tendrils. She felt it everywhere—the creeping poison, the forest’s fevered pulse, and the urgent, unrelenting pull of magic that demanded her attention.
Her light responded instinctively, green fire shimmering beneath her skin, reaching into the roots, probing for weakness in the spreading decay. The forest whispered warnings, murmurs of ancient memory, and Sage strained to listen. Every fiber of her being told her that the Everflame was closer than ever, the prison weakening faster than anyone had predicted.
A shadow fell across her.
“I see you’ve been busy,” The Lord of Ruin said, his voice smooth, controlled, almost casual, though there was an undercurrent of tension she could feel without turning. His shadow flickered against the ground, stretching unnaturally, pooling like liquid darkness.
“I can’t stop it,” she admitted, rising, dirt and leaves clinging to her hands and hair. “The corruption… it’s spreading too fast. The Everflame—it’s coming, and we won’t be ready in time if this keeps up.”
He stepped closer, careful to respect the fragile space they had maintained since their last encounter. Even so, Sage could feel the gravity of his presence, a pull that made her stomach tighten.
“Then we must be faster. Smarter. Precision matters more than speed,” he said quietly, watching the forest with a predator’s intensity. “And we need allies. More than what you have now.”
Sage’s gaze dropped to the roots she’d been tending. “I’ve sent messages to the covens we haven’t approached yet. Some are hesitant. Others… hostile. The Council will be watching, and they’ll come for me if they think I’m consorting with Downworlders.”
“Of course,” he said, as though it were obvious. “They will always fear what they do not understand. But fear will not stop the Everflame. Only unity will.” His shadow flicked across the clearing, faintly brushing hers, and a shiver ran through her.
“I don’t have time to wait for everyone to trust us,” she said softly, more to herself than him. “If the Everflame breaks free, no council, no coven, no ally—will matter.”
He regarded her silently, eyes like violet steel. “Then we prepare, and we act. Together.”

By midday, Sage was at her cottage, preparing. Scrolls and grimoires were strewn across the table, her coven’s notes pinned alongside old maps of magical territories, ley lines, and wards. Willow was poring over texts, muttering under her breath, while Ash tested protective circles, and Rowan tried to contact the smaller covens.
“You really think they’ll come?” Rowan asked, doubt clear in his tone. “These covens—many of them would rather die than work with Downworlders.”
“They’ll come,” Sage said, firm. “Or at least, some of them will. We’ll take what we can get. Every hand matters.”
The Lord of Ruin appeared at the edge of the clearing, shadows coiling like ribbons around him, and Sage felt the pull again. “They are hesitant,” he observed, almost gently. “But those who see reason—they will follow. Fear blinds the weak, but the strong are not so easily swayed.”
Sage exhaled, leaning against her table. “I just… I don’t have the luxury of choosing who believes me. Only choosing who can survive with me.”
He stepped closer, careful to respect the invisible boundary between them. “And I will not let anyone—no Council witch, no demon, no hound—harm you if I can help it.”
Sage’s heart lurched. She wanted to argue, to insist she could handle it, but she didn’t. Not with him watching, not with the forest echoing the corruption’s pulse behind her.

The first recruitment trip was brutal. The Thornwood Coven had already rejected them, so Sage and the Lord of Ruin ventured further into uncharted territory, their horses carrying them through winding forest paths that smelled of wet earth and decay.
When they reached the Moonshade Coven, a secluded group known for their secrecy and powerful wards, the reception was icy. The leader, a tall woman with silver hair braided like a crown, barely glanced at Sage before addressing him.
“You brought the abomination with you,” she said, voice sharp, like a whip through the air.
“I brought an ally,” Sage said evenly, stepping in front of him. “We’re not here to fight you. We’re here to survive—and you will not survive alone.”
The Lord of Ruin’s shadows flickered behind him, subtle but palpable. “I mean no disrespect,” he said smoothly. “But if you reject this alliance, it will cost lives. Your coven’s lives. And you will know why.”
The coven leader’s eyes narrowed. “Threats from a Downworlder? Do you forget what your laws say? The Council will—”
“Not if the Everflame arrives first,” Sage interrupted sharply. “You’ve seen the signs. You’ve felt the shift. If you refuse, you doom yourselves.”
A tense silence fell. The Lord of Ruin’s power rippled subtly through the air, shadows brushing against walls and trees, a reminder that he was not a creature to test lightly.
Finally, the leader sighed, her shoulders slumping. “We will consider your proposal. But we take no guarantees from you—or your… companion.”
Sage allowed herself a small nod, though her chest burned with frustration. Every step forward seemed harder than the last. And yet, even tentative alliances were progress.

Back in Elderwood, nights were the hardest. The Lord of Ruin never stayed, insisting the forest would protect her. And yet, every creak of a branch, every whisper of the wind through the leaves, reminded Sage of him. The connection between their magics made distance almost unbearable, a constant tug at her chest. She would wake, breathless, heart pounding, his presence in her mind like a shadow she couldn’t shake.
She found herself pacing, hands trembling, muttering incantations she didn’t need. Every part of her longed for him, but she knew—he had warned her. If she allowed herself, she would be consumed.
And part of her wanted that.
The other part of her hated it.

Three nights later, they were forced to act. A breach in a barrier near Elderwood’s borders caused a flare of magical energy that lit the sky like fire. Sage could feel the Everflame’s influence growing, corruption twisting the land.
The Lord of Ruin appeared instantly at her side, as if drawn by instinct. His presence grounded her, gave her the focus she desperately needed. Together, they melded their magic, light and shadow entwining, to reinforce the wards and stabilize the land.
It was exhausting, draining, but necessary. They worked in near silence, the connection between them thrumming like a heartbeat too fast to measure. And yet, in that quiet, shared focus, Sage felt the pull again—the pull of him, closer than ever.
When the wards finally held, he stepped back, shadows recoiling. “You are stronger than I gave you credit for,” he said quietly. His eyes flicked to hers. “But you cannot do this alone.”
“I never was,” she whispered.
He let the words hang, unspoken between them, before disappearing into the forest once more.
Sage collapsed against the Grandmother Oak, exhaustion pulling her down. She thought of the covens, the Council, the Everflame, the forest, the connection that tethered her to him. Every piece of her life had been pulled into this war, this storm of magic and emotion.
And she knew, with a certainty that made her chest ache: whatever came next, she would face it with him—or not at all.
Because the Everflame was coming. And nothing would survive its fire unless light and shadow, life and ruin, stood together.

