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Book 1: The Daughters of Ironvale
 
For every girl who was told to sit still, smile sweetly, and never question the rules —
May you rise like fire, speak like thunder, and burn every false crown they try to place upon you.
This is for you.
 
 
1.

Iron and Ash
￼[image: Line Line]
 
The day begins with grit of ash under my tongue, its fine grains clinging to my teeth, and a sharp tang of hot metal in the air. By the time I crest the market’s middle tier, a dry, gray rind has already formed on my lips and the skin just above my collarbone, flaky as burnt parchment. All around me, faces bear the same crust: blackened brows, lashes, even the whites of eyes dulled beneath the soot. No one bothers to brush it away. Here in Ironvale, you vanish into the crowd when you look like every other ash-eater—just another brittle voice rising in the endless chorus.
 
It’s peak hour, though the market never truly sleeps. The forge-line bell tolled third shift half an hour ago, and now vendors race in ragged waves: hawking salted hams, pit-grown fungus, bundles of rationed grain. Their shouts rise and fall like a storm, barbed phrases sparking amid bent elbows and rattling carts. The uneven flagstones creak beneath wooden wheels, each groan echoing against the plaster walls. Overhead, the upper forges hammer out a relentless anthem, each strike sending a tremor through the press of bodies. Every time the hammer falls, someone in the throng flinches, as though the city itself might shatter.
 
I keep my head bowed, moving with the current of shoulders and hips, letting the tide carry me but never sweep me away. My dark hair is tied back in a rough knot, stray strands swinging at the nape of my neck like a slow metronome. I mark time by the pulse of hammerbeats and the wavering heat shimmer radiating from brick ovens. My left hand skims the cold iron filigree of the wall; my right, hidden beneath my coat’s fold, twitches with purpose.
 
A surge of voices—sharp, raspy, like bone-saws—erupts at the meat stalls. Two burly butchers shove one another, their knives flashing in the torchlight. The crowd ripples, opening a narrow corridor. I slip through, pressing close enough to feel the wall’s chill seep through cloth and skin. Luck, I know, but I’ll take it.
 
He stands outside the ration office, back against the stone, flanked by two lesser drones. His coat is crisp and nearly new, the brass buttons stamped with the Vale’s crest glowing dimly in the half-light. Gauntlets of polished steel encase his hands—no doubt to deter what I’m about to do—but he waves them carelessly, bored by the ritual of authority. Beneath his helmet’s brim, sweat beads and traces a dark line through the soot on his cheek. A neat stack of ration cards bulges under his left arm, pale edges peeking out like a paper tongue. I linger, watching the crease at his brow deepen as he glances down the queue.
 
I align my pace to the crowd’s sway and the forges’ pulse. On the third clang, I fake a stumble—shoulder colliding with his sternum, knee scraping the cold stones—and let out a sharp gasp, the sound of someone bracing for a blow.
 
“Watch it,” he snaps, but his gaze barely drifts my way.
 
I duck my head in mock contrition, mutter a hurried apology, then, as I rise, my right hand finds the clip beneath the cards. A deft pinch, and the stack slips free, softer than a breath drawn between bellows. Pivoting, I fold into the crowd again, disappearing before his gloved fist can rise.
 
I don’t run—footfalls echo in this city like alarms. Instead, I slip into the nearest bakery, where the oven heat wraps around me like a damp blanket, and the warm scents of yeast and sugar mask the stench of sweat. A line snakes toward the counter, but no one spares me a glance as I melt into the far corner. I count my prize: six pale ration cards—protein and oil stamped in dark ink—and one more minor slip emblazoned with the Vale’s black insignia. A bonus, though not one I asked for.
 
The breadmaster, flour-dusted and busy, meets my eye as she ladles dough onto a wooden peel. Her chin lifts in the faintest arch: a silent question. I shake my head once, and the corner of her mouth twitches into something like a smile. I slip out through the back alley, cards pressed to my ribs.
 
The path to Mrs. Embers’ quarters is a narrow stair of dripping stone, each step steeper than the last. Here, the air grows colder, thicker with moisture that slides down the walls in dark rivulets. A pair of children huddle beneath a gutter lamp, picking at brittle bread crusts. They glimpse the ration cards in my hand and look away quickly—already trained to ignore what might doom them.
 
Mrs. Embers’ door bears no sign, but I recognize the rasp of her breathing before I even rap on the wood. It’s a soft, scratchy intake, as though each breath is filed down against her ribs. I tap twice and wait. The lock clicks; the door cracks open, just enough for a pale eye to glint in the gloom.
 
“You came,” she whispers, her voice as thin as parchment in the draft.
 
“I said I would.” My hands hang at my sides, cards folded discreetly in my palm.
 
She steps back, beckoning me into the cramped warmth of her room. A single stove hisses in the corner, and scrap-cloth strips flutter at gaps in the walls. Orange peels hang like faded banners, their citrus tang a ghost against the damp chill. She settles on the edge of a narrow cot, patting beside her—an invitation I decline by remaining upright.
 
“You found them?” Her fingers tremble as she reaches, the blue veins standing out beneath translucent skin.
 
I nod and offer the cards. She nearly lets them slip, then gathers them as though they might shatter. Gratitude and fear waver in her eyes; she turns her face toward the wall, as if expecting its stones to betray her.
 
“Thank you,” she breathes. “It’s more than I dared hope for.”
 
“They’ll last a week,” I warn. “You’ll need more after that.”
 
She coughs, a rumbling rattle that seems to shake her very bones. “First, I need to be here still.”
 
I glance at the kettle on the stove, water bubbling in a crusted tin. “The oil’s for you, too. Don’t trade it away this time.”
 
She tries to smile, but only half-succeeds. “Old habits die hard.”
 
“I’ll check in next week.” I turn to go, but her slender hand closes on my sleeve with surprising strength.
 
“Cyria,” she murmurs, voice tight. “Be careful. They’re watching—after last month—”
 
“I know.” I cut her off, steeling myself against what she might say. “It’s fine.”
 
She releases me, her hand dropping away like a fallen leaf. I nod, then slip back out into the corridor, closing the door against the hush and the faint glow of stove-light.
 
The corridor’s air feels sharper now, each breath carving fine scars across my lungs. I retrace my steps, shifting direction twice to guard against pursuers. At the top of the stairwell, I pause and press my shoulder to the wall, heart pounding a steady drum. I count the beats, measure out the silence, waiting until the world is as still as it ever gets here.
 
Ash still coats my tongue, but beneath its bitter bite I catch a trace of something sweet—hope, maybe. For now, that’s enough.
—
Home is a ten-by-ten steel chamber welded into the twisting veins of Ironvale’s underbelly. My mother once called it “the garden,” lips straight but eyes dancing with some forgotten joke. Somehow that name stuck—though she never lived to see how I’d coax life from these iron walls.
 
I let the heavy hatch thud shut behind me, sealing out the muffled clang of forges and trapping the thin pall of cold that drifts down these shafts. There’s no warmth this deep; I ward off the chill with layers of wool and steady motion. Inside, I’ve carved order from neglect: a narrow cot pressed against one bulkhead, a fold-out desk opposite, and shelves above the headboard heaped with scavenged volumes, dented ration tins, and the dry tang of old paper. Twice daily, I sweep the floor; I’d do it thrice if I believed the dust could feel neglected.
 
My sole luxury is a battered metal rack set beneath a slit of window so slim I must tilt my skull to glimpse the world above. Even at high noon, the sun here is a hesitant smear—pale, watery, as though reluctant to trespass this deep. Yet it is enough. Three pots squat on the shelf’s edge: two yield scraggly green shoots, and one bears a single rigid stem tipped with a bud that stubbornly refuses to bloom.
 
I cross the concrete floor on bare toes, kneel before the window, and cradle the first pot in calloused hands. My fingers still sting from the alley’s bite, but the cold earth feels alive, as if humming some secret I’ve lost. The plant is chive—thin, knuckled stems tipped yellow. I pinch away the dead tips and murmur low, “You’re not done yet,” trusting only the iron walls to carry my words.
 
Next comes the mint, its brittle leaves folding inward like an old wound. I twist the pot a hair toward the slice of daylight, then snap a stem free and press it into fresh soil. The crack of wood under pressure is hopeful. I pat the dirt around the break, imagining roots fanning out in search of life. I’ve seen worse shoots survive.
 
The final pot holds my purpose. Its soil is darker here: a blend of compost scavenged from refuse and smuggled loam scented faintly of pine and decay. The stalk rises straight as a soldier, leafless save for that clenched bud. Each dawn, I sweep ash from its scales, polish the rim with a thumb calloused by routine, then draw the small tin can toward me. Today’s ration of water is barely a finger’s depth, but I pour with ceremony—drop by careful drop—listening to each bead hiss and soak in.
 
“Come on,” I plead in a whisper. “Show me something.”
 
I press my cheek to the cool iron frame, breath clouding the glass. Outside, everything is gray silence; somewhere above, hammers pound molten ore into shape. Here, only the soft drip of water and the faint tremble of metal.
 
This flower is meant for him—my father, branded traitor, the man they forced us to watch.
 
I remember the plaza: the sudden hush in the crowd when they dragged him forward, how shoulders straightened and eyes dropped. Mother stood at the front, jaw locked so tight I half expected her teeth to splinter. I clung to her hand until she shook me loose and stepped forward, meeting the officials’ glare.
 
Sedition, incitement, distribution of subversive thought—each charge read without inflection, as if words were ashes rattled from a tin. They said his name once, then called him nothing but a number, as though erasing a name could unwrite his story. The final sentence—death by the Sword of Unity—was swift, ritualized to terrify and remind us all where loyalty lay.
 
Before the blade fell, the hush was so complete it felt thick, like water. I tasted copper in the air, saw my own breath swirl in front of me. The crowd leaned in, their faces pale with fear and hunger. The sword sang as it dropped, a high whistle against the groan of the platform. Then the scent: iron so fresh it burned memory into every nerve.
 
They washed the plaza with salted water afterward, scrubbing away both blood and the faint shimmer of courage. They returned to us a burlap sack of his things: a threadbare coat, a handful of battered volumes, and a photo strip from some long-forgotten festival. Now that the strip is tucked beneath my mattress, hidden from these walls that know too much.
 
I set the watering tin back on the sill, jaw aching from hours of clenched teeth. I straighten my spine, inhale slowly, and count backward from fifty until the tremor in my chest stills.
 
When I peer again at the bud, it remains defiantly closed—unyielding yet alive. I trace the curve of the green scales with a fingertip, as gently as I can.
 
“Tomorrow,” I vow. “You’ll open tomorrow.”
 
The rest of the room stands indifferent. I rise and brush soil from my palms, then methodically realign the tins so their labels face outward. I smooth the cot’s threadbare blanket, folding each corner tight against the cold. I pause on the edge of the bed, staring at nothing until the ache in my ribs dulls to a steady thrum.
 
Above, the forges shift—anvil strikes fading, signaling the end of a shift. The echo quivers the glass. I reach for the manual on metallurgy beside my pillow, its pages heavy with diagrams I know by heart. I open to a marked page and stare down at the lines of text, but they blur into the memory of my father’s jaw set as he walked to his end.
 
Tomorrow, I think, easing the book closed—and turn out the scant light.
—
Dusk seeps into the room like spilled ink, softening every edge until walls and ceiling bleed into one another. Pale mauve light pools against the riveted iron floor, tracing each bolt and seam in shadowed relief. For a brief heartbeat, the city’s roar dulls to a distant sigh, and even the stubborn forges that stoke Ironvale’s life seem to hold their breath. This delicate hush—an interlude between hammer-strikes—is my sanctuary.
 
I fold my legs beneath me on the thin, woolen blanket thrown over the narrow cot. My palms rest, open and heavy, on my knees. Inhale—four count, the cool evening air sliding past my nostrils like silk—Exhale—eight count, slow and steady, as though I’m coaxing the world to pause. Above, the tin rations on the shelf catch the dying light in dull, metallic glints. Each can, coated in matte government gray, feels like a silent witness to countless half-starved nights and whispered bargains. I strain for another clang from the forges, but the only echo is almost kind, softened by distance. Even the walls seem less oppressive, their cold steel a quiet companion rather than a prison.
 
Tonight is my last in this room. At dawn, the Trials begin atop the mountain—an arena carved into scorched rock, where Ironvale’s hopefuls battle fate and one another. My cohort is smaller this year; the last cull left only ghosts and memories in its wake.
 
Reaching beneath the cot, I draw out my boot. The leather is cracked and stained with sweat and ash; I peel back the tongue and withdraw the blade hidden within. Its edge shimmers in the twilight—a delicate whisper of steel—and the handle, wrapped in frayed twine, feels snug in my palm. Not elegant, but truthful. I slide it back, heel-first, and savor the familiar drag as the blade clicks home. From the other boot, I fish out a tiny packet stuffed between the sole and insole: dried feverfew and willow bark, bundled in parchment that smells faintly of damp earth and old gardens—the remedy magic of Mrs. Embers, handed down like a secret blessing. I cradle it against my heart before tucking it into my pocket.
 
Next, I lift the thin mattress and retrieve my ration book. Its spine is soft from being bent backward; the pages are dog-eared and smeared with soot. Beneath it lies a torn scrap—names and numbers scrawled in my own hasty script: entry points, guard rotations, patrol rhythms. I let each detail settle in my mind, not as a rigid plan but as a mantra to steady my pulse.
 
Lastly, I unfold the folded portrait. The paper’s edges are curled and browned by too many suns. My mother’s face emerges in gentle charcoal lines—her smile wide enough to carve crinkles at her eyes. She holds me, a toddler crowned in wild hair, grin half-mischievous, half-terrified. Behind her, my father stands, hand resting on her shoulder, his gaze cast off-stage as though anticipating his own vanishing act. Every time I touch her face, I feel a tremor of longing—some days her voice is a clear bell in my memory; other times it drips away like melted wax. She disappeared the night of the purge, swallowed by the crowd before anyone could scream. Official records call her “unaccounted for.” I call her alive.
 
I fold the drawing into my shirt against my ribs, where its warmth pulses like a hidden ember. At the room’s center, I pause before the bare desk: a stub of pencil and a dented metal cup that serves for ink and water, both stained with drips of graphite and coffee. I run through my mental checklist—knife, herbs, ration slip, drawing—ticking each off in turn. Nothing more remains.
 
Then the hum begins, a low, insistent vibration that thrums through joints and bone. At first, I suspect the water pipes; then I know it—the Iron Echo, Ironvale’s ever-listening network of steel and sensors. My body stiffens, breath hitching. They say you never know which walls are live. I still my heart, unclench my fists, school my face into emptiness. For sixty heartbeats, I sit unmoving as the hum fades, giving way once more to the distant hammering of hammers forging blades and armor for soldiers I will never meet.
 
When at last I rise, I feel taut as drawn wire, balanced on a promise. I press my forehead to the windowpane’s chill and survey the city laid out below in shades of ash and lead. Above, the mountain’s rim glows orange from forge-fire’s last breath. Thin spirals of ash drift down like mocking snowflakes, settling on rooftops and girders.
 
How many others gaze up from their rooms, hands pressed to the portrait of their own lost home? How many will return alive when the Trials end? I exhale, steady and unafraid. Tomorrow, this city will know my name.
 
I step back from the glass, hand resting over my heart, and let a slow smile unfurl. I am ready.
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.

Whispers of Rebellion
￼[image: Line Line]
 
The middle tier presses in on me, a crush of elbows, carts, and shouts so loud I can’t hear my own footsteps. Every clang from the forges feels like it lands between my shoulder blades. I keep glancing back—three times in the space of ten strides—but the Vale guards aren’t stupid. If they’re trailing me, they’ll do it from the blind spots, the places where shadows swallow an entire body.
I cut left into an alley no wider than my outstretched arms. The air shifts instantly—cooler, heavier—and the noise of the market drops to a muffled throb behind me. A dead-end to anyone else, but halfway down the wall bears a mark only the right eyes will catch: a faint curve of glyph etched into stone, as if the ash itself has burned its memory there.
It’s barely visible until I’m close enough for it to react. The lines flare, a dull blue, the way dying coals sometimes pulse before they give in to black. I lay my palm against the rough surface. Cold grit bites into my skin before the stone shivers under my touch. Then—movement. The wall slides back with a grinding sigh, dust sifting down like gray snow.
I slip inside.
The alcove is barely more than a carved-out pocket of space, but the moment the wall seals behind me, the world outside is gone. Only the glyphs remain—thin lines running along the walls in looping patterns that breathe light in steady rhythms. They paint everything in blue: the cramped ceiling, the uneven floor, the sharp edges of Roran Whitmore’s face as he turns toward me.
He’s too tall for this room. His head nearly grazes the low metal beams, forcing him into a permanent hunch that makes him look like he’s bracing for a blow. His coat is clean, the dark wool pressed into sharp lines; his boots hold their shape, even in the damp. Everything about him says prepared.
I glance down at myself—dust-caked boots with the sole half gone, coat seams fraying at the elbows, ash ground so deep into the fabric it’s part of the weave now. We’re from the same city, breathing the same air, but it’s like we live in different worlds.
“You’re late,” he says, but the tightness in his voice isn’t anger. It’s fear.
“Had to take the long way,” I answer, scanning the glyphs. Their pulse is steady—no sign of intrusion. Still, I stay near the wall, my back to the cold stone, every muscle wound tight.
Roran shifts, ducking lower to pull something from inside his coat. A packet, wrapped in oiled cloth, edges worn soft from handling. He keeps his hands close to his chest, like he’s shielding a flame from the wind.
“This is it?” I ask.
He nods. “Don’t open it here.” His gaze darts to the ceiling, as if the iron beams might sprout ears.
The glyph-light cuts harsh shadows into his face. It makes his eyes look sharper, hungrier. “They doubled patrols on the eastern walk. Someone’s been talking.”
“Not me,” I say. My voice comes out harder than I mean.
“I know. But it doesn’t matter. If the Vale suspects, everyone’s marked.”
I glance toward the sealed wall, feeling the weight of the city pressing against it. “Then we finish before they get the chance.”
For a moment, neither of us moves. The glyphs continue to emit their cold, blue light. Somewhere far above, a hammer strike echoes—a reminder of the world still grinding on without us.
Roran finally steps back, giving me room. “Go. And don’t let anyone see you leave this way.”
I nod once, tucking the packet deep under my coat. The wall shudders when I press my palm to it again, opening just wide enough for me to slip into the dark.
The wall seals behind me with a heavy sigh, shutting out the street. Roran doesn’t waste a breath.
“They’re saying the lower tiers are stirring,” he murmurs. “Talk of strikes. Sabotage.” His eyes flick to the glyphs, as if their steady glow could betray us.
I wait. He leans in, lowering his voice even more. “From the upper tiers, I’ve heard worse. Guards everywhere. Lists of names.” He swallows hard, jaw tight. “They took the baker’s son last night.”
I arch a brow.
“Just for having a book,” he says. “Not even a dangerous one—just… questionable.” The word grinds out of him like he’s forcing it past his teeth.
I keep my face still, though my fingers tap against my thigh in a slow, uneven rhythm. Roran notices but doesn’t call me on it.
“We should keep our distance,” he says finally. “Anything that even smells of rebellion—”
“I’m entering the Ash Trials.”
His head jerks up. “What?”
“I’m not trying to win.” My voice is calm, deliberate. “I’m going to find out what happened to my parents. And when I do, I’ll make sure everyone knows the truth.”
The space feels smaller now. Roran starts pacing, bent nearly double to avoid hitting the ceiling. His boots scuff the stone with each turn. He shoves a hand through his hair, fingers catching, then does it again like he can’t stop.
“Cyria, you can’t—”
“I can.”
He stops pacing but stays hunched, his shadow stretching across the wall in sharp blue lines. “They’ll kill you before you even get close.”
“Then they’ll have to try.”
Roran’s mouth works, but no sound comes. Finally, he steps closer, his voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. “If you do this, you’re not just risking yourself. You’ll pull every name you’ve ever been tied to into the fire.”
I don’t look away. “Then you’d better make sure they can’t find yours.”
The glyphs continue to pulsate, marking time with cold, blue light. Neither of us moves. Somewhere above, a forge bell tolls the shift change, the sound rolling down like a warning.
“No one who challenges the regime survives,” Roran snaps, stepping in close. His hands clamp down on my shoulders, the grip almost painful. “Your father didn’t, and—”
“Don’t.” I wrench free, the word sharper than the knife in my boot.
He exhales hard, but I don’t give him space to recover. “My mother’s alive.” His head jerks up. “I’ve found pieces—records they didn’t burn. Transfer logs. Dates that match the purge. She’s not dead, Roran. She’s here. In the Vale.”
The fight in his eyes falters, replaced by something heavier. Resignation.
“I can’t talk you out of this, can I?”
I shake my head. The corner of my mouth lifts, but it’s nothing like a genuine smile.
He runs a hand over his face, muttering something I can’t catch. “Then I’ll help. However, I can.” The words sound reluctant, but solid.
We both know better than to leave together. He reaches for the wall, ready to open the passage for me, when I catch it—movement, just beyond the seam of stone.
Through the narrow slit of daylight, a figure lingers. Tall, angular. Elara Nightshade. Even in silhouette, she’s unmistakable—sharp collar, hair pinned like a blade, every line of her posture calculated for power. Her gaze sweeps the street, then snags on me.
It’s only a heartbeat, but I feel the weight of it, the way her eyes seem to measure every hidden thought. Then she turns, vanishing into the crowd.
The air in the alcove feels suddenly thinner. My pulse kicks hard in my throat. If Elara saw, if she understood—
Roran catches my expression. “What is it?”
“Nothing,” I say, already knowing it’s a lie.
The glyph-light pulses on, steady and cold, but the chill crawling up my spine tells me the Vale may already be watching.
 
3.

The Iron Decree
￼[image: Line Line]
 
The square swells with bodies, packed so tightly that elbows graze ribs and shoulders knock with each hesitant step. The cobblestones are slick with ash and sweat, each footfall sounding hollow against the echoing walls of the Citadel. Flags of Vale, black and iron, hang from every balcony, the fabric stiff and motionless, like the city itself has stopped breathing.
Whispers ripple through the crowd, low and anxious, curling around pockets of mothers clutching children, young men shifting from one boot to the other, eyes darting to every guard stationed along the perimeter. The air is thick with the metallic tang of fear, of expectation, of something terrible about to be unveiled.
Above, the sun fights a weak smear of daylight through the ash-gray haze. Every tower, every balcony bristling with soldiers, looms like a finger pointed down at the crowd, reminding everyone exactly who is in control. The murmurs swell into a hush when the first clang of the Citadel bell echoes across the square, signaling that Lord Arcturus Vale is about to appear.
Even the air seems heavy, pressing down on the backs of the gathered throng, and for a heartbeat, the city feels suspended—on the edge between anticipation and despair.
The crowd stiffens as the heavy doors of the Citadel swing open. Lord Arcturus Vale emerges, framed by sunlight that glints off the polished brass of his armor. Every step he takes across the balcony is measured, deliberate, and the soft scrape of boots against stone echoes over the square like a drumbeat of command.
His cloak, black as the ash coating the city streets, fans out behind him, adorned with the Vale crest in cold, reflective metal. Even from this distance, his presence bends the throng into stillness. Mothers hold their children closer; men straighten their spines, eyes lowering instinctively.
When he lifts a hand, the silence deepens, a palpable weight pressing down like the iron walls surrounding the square. His voice carries then—deep, resonant, and unyielding—cutting through the tension like a knife; every word is measured, every pause a reminder that the crowd is not a witness but a subject.
The first syllables of his speech scrape against ears like iron on stone, and the square holds its breath, waiting for the decree that will once again decide who will survive.
Lord Arcturus Vale’s gaze sweeps the square, unblinking, measuring, weighing. Then he speaks, voice low but carrying over the silent throng:
“The Ash Trials commence.”
The words land like iron drops. Mothers press children closer; men shift on their feet, whispering names under their breath. The declaration hangs in the ash-laden air, cold and absolute.
Vale’s tone never falters—no warmth, no mercy. Each syllable is a command disguised as ceremony, reminding every listener that the Trials are not a test of skill but of obedience. “This year,” he continues, “the Trials shall be conducted under stricter decree. Any deviation, any sign of defiance, will be met with consequences appropriate to the offense. No plea shall sway the judgment of the Vale.”
A ripple passes through the crowd, a mixture of fear and reluctant awe. People bow their heads, shoulders tightening, as if drawing their own spines in, bracing for what comes next. The square feels smaller, the Citadel looming higher, and every heart beats in sync with the unyielding rhythm of Vale’s words.
Vale’s eyes sweep the square again, and the air seems to shrink under his gaze. His voice drops slightly, deliberate, each word a sharpened edge.
“This year’s Trials will bear new measures,” he declares. “Participants failing to meet their assigned tasks will face consequences not merely private, but public humiliation, labor, or worse.”
A shiver passes through the crowd. Mothers clutch their children tighter; a young man swallows hard and glances at the guards posted along every street corner.
“Withdrawal will no longer be permitted after the initial registration,” Vale continues. “Those attempting to abandon their post will be deemed traitors to the Vale, and punished accordingly.”
The implication hangs heavier than any chain. Eyes flicker around the square, noting who might be listening, who might report dissent. Even the tallest, most confident faces flatten into masks of caution.
A subtle murmur rises—a ripple of unease—but no one speaks above a whisper. The message is clear: the regime’s grip tightens, and those who underestimate it will vanish quietly… or not at all.
Vale’s eyes sweep the square again, and the air seems to shrink under his gaze. His voice drops slightly, deliberate, each word a sharpened edge.
“This year’s Trials will bear new measures,” he declares. “Participants failing to meet their assigned tasks will face consequences not merely private, but public humiliation, labor, or worse.”
A shiver passes through the crowd. Mothers clutch their children tighter; a young man swallows hard and glances at the guards posted along every street corner.
“Withdrawal will no longer be permitted after the initial registration,” Vale continues. “Those attempting to abandon their post will be deemed traitors to the Vale, and punished accordingly.”
The implication hangs heavier than any chain. Eyes flicker around the square, noting who might be listening, who might report dissent. Even the tallest, most confident faces flatten into masks of caution.
A subtle murmur rises—a ripple of unease—but no one speaks above a whisper. The message is clear: the regime’s grip tightens, and those who underestimate it will vanish quietly… or not at all.
I keep my head down, letting the crowd carry me closer to the front while my eyes skim over the throng. The fear is written everywhere—clenched jaws, fists pressed tight against thighs, eyes flicking toward the guards before dropping to the cobblestones.
Some whisper under their breaths, short, frantic words that vanish almost as soon as they’re spoken. Mothers pull children into the curve of their bodies, and young men shift their weight from one foot to the other, as if the act alone might protect them.
And then there are the rare ones who don’t look away—defiant, stubborn. Their glances linger for a heartbeat too long, only to be quickly cut short by the heavy sweep of a sleeve across their face, or the subtle lowering of their gaze. The repression is instinctive, rehearsed, a survival ritual ingrained in the city's veins.
I feel the weight of it pressing against me; the crowd is a living mirror of what this regime can take and what it can break. Every expression, every subtle twitch, reminds me that my choice to enter the Trials is no longer just mine—it is a challenge in full view of a city that knows how to punish even the slightest spark.
 
 
A ripple passes through the square, subtle at first, then sharp—a hush that travels faster than the wind. I don’t hear my name at first, only the sudden silence, the way bodies freeze mid-step, hands tightening on children and satchels.
“Cyria Dareth,” a voice calls, precise and cutting. It carries across the square, slicing through murmurs and gasps.
Every eye swings toward me—my stomach knots. The crowd begins to part like water, soldiers forming a narrow path, civilians pressed to the sides, their faces pale and unreadable.
I step forward, careful to keep my head low, every footfall echoing in rhythm with the pounding in my chest. The noise of the square—the chatter, the scrape of boots, the whisper of cloth against stone—shrinks to nothing. Only my eyes remain.
As I reach the center of the path, the weight of their attention presses down, and the gravity of what I’ve chosen—what I am about to do—settles in my chest like a stone.
At the center of the square, Tiberius Blackthorn waits, motionless as a statue. His coat is immaculate, the polished leather catching the dim light; every line is precise, every crease intentional. Even from a distance, his presence radiates authority—the kind that makes the air itself feel brittle.
When I step forward, his gaze locks on me. It lingers just a fraction too long, a calculated study, as though he’s weighing the worth of every secret I carry. His eyes are cold, dark, and sharp, and I feel them probe deeper than the uniform or the summons in his hand.
He extends a gloved hand, and the parchment flutters against the wind before I take it. The touch is measured, deliberate, like the act itself could betray more than the words on the paper.
“Do not disappoint,” he says, voice low, carrying over the hushed square, though meant for me alone.
I nod, hiding the quickening of my pulse beneath a mask of calm. The crowd swirls around us, oblivious, but under Tiberius’s gaze, I feel the weight of every eye, every whispered fear, every consequence the Vale could exact.
When I step back, he doesn’t release me from scrutiny. Only when I disappear into the crowd does he allow his attention to shift elsewhere, leaving a chill that trails me like smoke.
I push forward through the crowd, clutching the summons to my chest, trying to keep my head low. Then a sharp cry cuts through the murmurs, and my gaze snaps up.
A girl, no older than thirteen, is being dragged toward the Citadel steps by two guards. Her small hands claw at their arms, her face streaked with tears and dirt. Behind her, her parents reach out, their fingers brushing hers for the last time, but the guards are relentless.
“Please—no! She’s all we have left!” the mother wails, voice cracking like dry timber.
The father’s face is pale, jaw clenched, shoulders trembling. He strains forward, trying to intervene, but the crowd presses him back. His hands curl into fists, nails biting into palms, and then he straightens, knowing resistance is futile.
The girl struggles once more, her sobs sharp and raw, before the guards drag her up the steps. She glances back, eyes wide, locking with her parents for a heartbeat that stretches like eternity. Then she is gone, swallowed by the shadow of the Citadel.
The square is silent now, the echo of her screams lingering like ash in the air. Mothers pull their children closer. The men shift uneasily, faces tight with fear. And I feel it—the weight of what I’ve chosen to step into.
This is not a game. The Trials do not forgive. And now, more than ever, I know the stakes are real.
I step away from the square, the summons pressed tightly in my hand. The faces of the chosen girl and her parents burn in my mind, a cruel mirror of what could have been my own family’s fate. Each step feels heavier, as if the cobblestones themselves know the cost of what I’ve signed up for.
The wind bites at my cheeks, carrying the acrid tang of ash and smoke from the forges, but it does nothing to cool the fire building in my chest. Every whisper I pass, every hurried glance from a frightened civilian, reminds me that the city is watching, and the Vale is always listening.
I fold my thoughts inward, letting the crowd swallow me, and yet I cannot fold away the certainty: there will be no turning back. Not now, not after seeing what the Trials take.
The weight presses down, sharper than any blade, heavier than any pack I’ve carried through the streets. And yet, beneath it, a small ember of resolve stirs. This is why I came. This is why I will endure.
I slip through the thinning crowd, the summons folded carefully in my coat. The girl’s cries trail behind me, a raw, ragged thread that winds through my chest and tightens with every step. Mothers press their children closer, men avert their eyes, but I cannot look away; the echo clings, a reminder of what the Trials demand, what the Vale can take.
The square fades behind me, its ash-coated stones and looming towers shrinking with distance, yet the weight remains, settled deep in my bones. Each step carries me forward, but forward toward what? Danger, uncertainty, a city that will not forgive mistakes.
I press a hand to my chest, feeling the steady thrum of my own pulse. The summons feels heavier than paper—heavier than the choice I’ve made. Shadows stretch long across the streets as the sun dips low, and I move with them, a single figure threading through a city poised on fear and fire.
Tomorrow, the Trials begin. And with them, the truth I’ve sworn to uncover.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4.

Ashes of the Past
￼[image: Line Line]
 
Under the veil of night, the Archive Hall loomed before Cyria like a fortress carved from shadow and stone. Its tall, iron-banded doors reflected the torchlight in sullen glints, as if guarding not just history, but secrets meant to be buried. She tightened her grip on the forged papers, the ink still faintly smelling of smoke from the hidden press. Each step toward the entrance felt heavier, the cobblestones cold beneath her boots.
A sentry stood at the threshold, his posture rigid, eyes sharp beneath the rim of his helm. He held out a gloved hand without a word. Cyria’s breath caught as she passed him the papers, forcing her expression into one of bored entitlement. The guard’s gaze lingered on the seal—just long enough to make her pulse roar in her ears—before he gave a curt nod and stepped aside.
The doors groaned open, swallowing her into the dim, echoing corridors of forbidden knowledge.
The air inside the restricted archives was thick and dry, carrying the weight of centuries in every breath. Candlelight guttered in iron sconces, throwing long, twitching shadows across the endless shelves. The wood was blackened with age, groaning softly under the strain of tomes bound in cracked leather, their spines stamped with titles in languages long forgotten—or deliberately erased.
Dust motes drifted lazily through the air, catching in the golden haze like silent witnesses to countless acts of quiet treachery. The faint scent of old parchment and sealing wax mingled with something sharper—an undercurrent of secrecy that clung to the skin. Here, even the slightest sound seemed intrusive, every footstep echoing like a confession in a room that had heard too many.
A figure emerged from between the shelves, robes the color of old ink, whispering across the stone floor. Mira Estelle’s face was pale in the candlelight, framed by a severe braid that looked as though it had never yielded to a stray hair. Her eyes—sharp, grey, and unblinking—settled first on Cyria’s forged papers, then on Cyria herself, with the incredible precision of someone trained to spot falsehood.
She took the parchment without a word, her long fingers tracing the seal as if feeling for some hidden flaw. For a moment, the silence deepened until even the flames seemed to hold still.
“These are… unusual,” Mira said finally, her voice low and measured. Her gaze lingered on Cyria’s face a heartbeat too long, weighing, testing, before she handed them back. “Follow me. But stay close—and touch nothing.”
Without waiting for an answer, she turned, her footsteps echoing down the narrow aisle toward the heart of the archives.
In the dim alcove between two towering shelves, Mira kept her voice barely above the rustle of parchment. “You’re looking for someone,” she said, not as a question but as a statement carved from certainty.
Cyria’s reply was careful, each word a coin spent with intent. She offered the name, watching for a
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