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			To my mom and brother —

			Thank you for giving me life again.
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			PROLOGUE
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			Sunlight crept across Maplewood Lane, brushing the pavement with gold. Inside the orphanage, morning followed its usual rhythm. Breakfast trays moved from kitchen to table. Staff cleared dishes and swept the floors. It looked peaceful on the surface, a quiet place for forgotten children.

			Thirteen-year-old Emily sat near the window, a tattered book open across her lap. The light barely touched her corner, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t reading anymore. The words were familiar, but her mind was somewhere else. Always alert. Always listening.

			She had learned how to disappear without leaving. To observe without being seen. Her thoughts stayed behind her eyes, impossible to trace, while she memorized everything around her. Voices. Movements. Secrets. Fading into the background had become her greatest skill. And someone had noticed.

			The hallway door creaked open.

			Two men stepped into the room. Their suits were clean and dark, the kind that made people pay attention without knowing why. They didn’t speak. They didn’t look around like visitors. They just walked forward with a purpose that unsettled the routine.

			

			Emily’s eyes lifted, and her stomach turned. Not from fear. From something else. A warning that came before logic. She’d always felt the pull of a moment before it began, sensed when something important was about to happen. These men didn’t belong here. And they weren’t here for everyone.

			They were here for her.

			The director followed them in. Her heels tapped unevenly against the tile, and her hands pressed together too tightly. Her smile looked practiced, her movements forced. Emily caught the little tells.

			The men walked deeper into the room. The walls felt smaller with each step. The furniture looked worn, the paint on the window frames chipped and dull. Everything familiar became background noise.

			They walked in her direction. She didn’t flinch. If she’d learned anything, it was how to bury her thoughts where no one could reach them. She held their gaze until they reached her.

			When they spoke, their voices were even, not condescending like most adults speaking to kids. Each word carried a polite tone, but there was intention behind it. They were studying her responses, looking for something beneath what she said.

			She answered every question with care, choosing her words the way she would place each step on ice. Just enough. Nothing extra. That was all they needed.

			One man glanced at the other. It lasted less than a breath, but it told her everything.

			They had already made their decision. Whatever it was.

			Emily had been tested without her knowledge. The Institution had embedded their exam into a special curriculum offered to the top students at the orphanage. What she thought was just another project had been something far more serious. And she hadn’t just done well. She had broken their scale. Her results had sparked quiet conversations at the highest levels. She wasn’t just qualified.

			She was what they’d been waiting for.

			Without another word, the men turned away, leaving her with the same worn book in her lap, untouched but no longer unseen.

			Their attention moved to the director.

			“We’ll need a private word,” one of them said.

			Inside the office, the men sat across from Director Anderson. One placed a sleek black briefcase on his lap, opened it with a soft click, pulled out a single check, and set it on the polished desk.

			Anderson kept her hands folded loosely, watching them from across the desk. She didn’t reach for the check. Not yet.

			“I administered the test you asked for,” she said. “But I still don’t know exactly what you’re planning to do with her.”

			Her voice didn’t waver. Her eyes held firm. But something in her gut had turned cold.

			She’d fought for children like Emily for years. Made impossible phone calls, pushed through endless forms, done everything short of begging to secure better futures. But this wasn’t one of those cases. This wasn’t about a home or a family.

			This was a transaction.

			Jensen, the one who had done most of the talking, nodded toward his colleague. “You already know me. This is Mr. Muller. We’re with an organization that supports unique talent. The test was designed to help us find candidates who meet a very specific profile. After a full review, we’re certain Emily Taylor is what we’re looking for.”

			Muller gave a quiet nod.

			

			“Our superiors have given us authority to finalize her transfer,” Jensen continued. “She is the exact type of mind that thrives in our environment. We’re confident she’ll succeed.”

			Anderson didn’t respond. Her gaze dropped to the check.

			Jensen kept speaking. “We understand the strain of running a facility like this. It’s clear you’ve done exceptional work, especially with limited resources. That’s why we’re including this contribution. It’s a token of support for your continued efforts.”

			He pushed the check a little closer.

			Anderson stared at the amount. Her breath caught before she could stop it.

			It was enough to change the orphanage. New textbooks. Warm meals. Extra staff. How many nights had she gone without sleep, wondering how to stretch the next budget? How many times had she turned away help because there wasn’t enough?

			Still, her hand didn’t move.

			She thought of Emily. Bright, observant Emily, who had spent every year of her life within these walls. A child without a real home. No family. Just a building, a routine, and the quiet ache of being left behind. Was this her best chance at something more?

			Jensen’s voice cut through her thoughts. “To address any concerns about Emily’s future, let me assure you that at our academy, she’ll receive a specialized education tailored to her strengths. Advanced academics to challenge her mind. Structured training to build discipline. Skill development designed to bring out her full potential. Our goal is to prepare her to make a meaningful impact.”

			Anderson kept her voice even. “So this academy will be adopting her?”

			“Yes,” Jensen said. “We understand adoption is a serious process. We’re prepared to meet your standards and offer Emily a supportive, structured path forward.”

			

			Anderson took a slow breath. “This academy you mentioned—is it part of The Institution? What exactly is its purpose? I need to understand what kind of environment she’s walking into.”

			“It is,” Jensen said. “We also work closely with several private programs. Only a few children are selected each year. Emily earned her place.”

			Anderson studied him. Every instinct told her this wasn’t just another opportunity. Something sat beneath his words, concealed but present.

			“Emily has been with us since birth,” she said. “Left in the hospital by a mother who couldn’t care for her. Most families won’t consider children past a certain age. She’s nearly grown. And yet here you are. Why now?”

			Jensen held her gaze. “We understand your concern, Director. Truly.” He placed a folder on her desk. “Everything you need is inside. Documentation, background checks, a complete outline of our program. We want to be transparent.”

			Anderson opened the folder. The documents were clean and formal, with not a word out of place. Legal forms. Financial terms. Background reports. Everything looked official.

			Still, the unease hadn’t left her.

			“I’ll review it carefully,” she said. “Our legal team will go through every section before we proceed.”

			“Of course,” Jensen replied. “We’re in no rush.”

			But he was lying. The timeline had already been decided. The paperwork would pass. The approvals would follow. This meeting was a formality.

			As they left the office, their footsteps echoed down the corridor. They slowed near the common room window and looked through the glass.

			

			Emily hadn’t moved.

			She sat in the same spot, book in hand, spine straight, legs folded beneath her. She glanced up, sensing their presence before she saw them. Her eyes met theirs. She held the contact for a moment, then returned to her book, dismissing them without a word.

			“She’s perfect,” Muller said, his voice low.

			Jensen didn’t answer right away. His eyes stayed on the girl behind the glass.

			Then he nodded. “Let’s hope so. Expectations are high.”

		

	
		
			

			1 
DEPARTURE
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			Emily

			I was curled into the corner of the worn-out couch in the common area, a book resting in my lap. The background hum of children’s laughter and the muffled conversations of staff moved around me like static. I barely heard it. My mind was deep inside the world the pages offered, far from the questions I didn’t have answers to.

			Footsteps stirred me from my thoughts. I looked up as Director Anderson entered, a folder in her hand.

			“Emily, can we talk for a moment?”

			I slipped my bookmark in place and set the novel aside, following her down the hallway. Her office had always felt unnaturally still, the kind of place where things ended. Where decisions were made and lives were altered. I sat without a word, letting my eyes drift over the shelves lined with awards and neatly stacked files.

			Director Anderson folded her hands and gave me a small smile, gentle, but heavy with something more. “Emily, I have some important news. We’ve had visitors this week, people who are very interested in you.”

			My pulse ticked faster. So that’s what this was about. The strangers who had been watching me. “Interested in me?” I asked, my voice cautious.

			She nodded. “The two gentlemen you met represent an academy. A place that nurtures exceptional talent. They believe you have immense potential. They’ve made a generous donation to the center, but their true purpose was to meet you. They want to adopt you. They want to offer you a place in their program.”

			I blinked. “Adopt me? What kind of program?”

			“A prestigious one,” she said. “Advanced education, physical training, specialized development. They believe they can help you become something greater.”

			I leaned back slowly. This wasn’t just another family. This was something different. “Do I get a say in this?”

			Her eyes met mine. “Of course. Your opinion has always mattered. You can stay here, where your future is uncertain. Or you can take a leap of faith. The Academy offers structure, opportunity, a path forward. But it’s a big decision. One you should think through.”

			I looked away. “It’s a lot to consider.”

			“It is,” she agreed. “Emily, you’ve grown into a strong young lady. This could be the moment you’ve been waiting for. A chance to find your place.”

			Her words stayed with me, even after the room had gone quiet.

			I wanted that, a place to belong. But I’d been fed stories before. Promises that didn’t hold. Dreams that cracked the moment I reached for them.

			

			I’d never known my parents. Just the story the orphanage told: left at the hospital without a name. The system took me in and reduced me to paperwork. People came and went, looking for children who could blend into their curated lives. But not me. Too observant. Too guarded. Always too much of something.

			When I was six, I almost had a home. A foster placement, paperwork signed, a move-in date on the calendar. Then it vanished. No explanation. Just, “the placement would no longer proceed.” I was crushed. Still, a part of me had been relieved. They hadn’t looked like me—blonde, pale, picture-perfect. I would’ve stood out like a sore thumb, a constant reminder that I didn’t belong.

			At nine, another couple showed interest. Something about them set my instincts screaming. Their smiles were tight, too polished. I refused the match outright. The adults labeled me difficult. I didn’t care. I knew something was wrong.

			After that, I made myself unadoptable, cold when I needed to be, guarded when it counted.

			I didn’t smile. Didn’t try. The older I got, the less desirable I became. Just another number, aging out of a system that had nothing left for me.

			They’d given me the name Taylor. Functional. Empty. I used to imagine having a real last name, something tied to a history. But that dream had withered. Names didn’t mean anything when no one said them like they mattered.

			I was smart. School had been easy. But what was the point of trying when I had nowhere to go with it? Teachers saw potential. But potential without guidance is just noise. No one ever gave me path.

			Now, for the first time, someone was offering one. This wasn’t a family asking me to pretend. This was an academy seeing me as something useful. Important. Like I had value beyond what I looked like in a picture frame.

			It felt right. Strangely right. As if all the waiting had led to this.

			But fear crept in. What if it was another false promise? What if the unknown swallowed me whole?

			I’d lived inside these walls my entire life. Leaving meant letting go of every routine, every bit of safety, even the worn-out parts. The familiar, no matter how flawed, was still known.

			I flexed my fingers against the armrest. Fear had never served me. It only ever held me back.

			I drew a slow breath, straightened up, and met the director’s eyes.

			“I’ll do it,” I said, my voice firm. “I’ll join The Academy. It feels right.”

			Director Anderson’s smile softened, but something flickered beneath it, something cautious. “Emily, this is a life-changing choice. You don’t have to decide this minute. Take time. Think it through.”

			I shook my head. “No. I’ve spent my whole life waiting. I know what I want. More time won’t change that.”

			She studied me, probably searching for cracks in my certainty. But I didn’t waver.

			Finally, her expression shifted into one of pride. “You’ve always known your mind, Emily. We’ll move forward.”

			As I left her office, I didn’t feel regret. There was fear, yes. But fear could walk beside direction. For the first time in years, I wasn’t drifting. I had something that looked like a future.

			I returned to the common area, my book forgotten, my mind alive with visions of what was to come.
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			Two months later, just one day before my fourteenth birthday, I stood at the entrance of the adoption center with a small, beat-up brown suitcase at my feet. One hand stayed curled inside my pocket, fingers wrapped tightly around the cold metal of the locket I’d taken years ago from the donation pile. It was oval-shaped, meant to hold a picture, but it was still empty.

			I used to believe I’d fill it one day. That when I finally found the family meant for me, I’d place a photo inside, a picture of us. Of belonging. That dream had died a slow death, but I couldn’t bring myself to throw the locket away. It didn’t stand for that anymore. Now, it meant something else. Not family. Not love. But survival. Hope, reshaped into something I could claim as mine.

			The early sun spilled golden light across the walkway, stretching long shadows ahead of me. I pulled in a deep breath, trying to steady my racing heart. This was it. My leap into the unknown. A future wrapped in mystery, but one I had chosen.

			Director Anderson stood beside me, her hand resting lightly on my shoulder. The gesture was warm, meant to comfort, but it barely pierced the whirlwind inside me.

			“Can we stay in contact?” I asked, my voice small but determined.

			She paused, just long enough for me to notice her discomfort.

			Anderson’s hand tightened slightly on my shoulder, like she needed something to ground her. “Trust your instincts, Emily,” she said instead. “You’ve always been strong. I know you’ll do amazing things.”

			I searched her face, trying to read between the words. I saw the hesitation there, the words she didn’t say. But I didn’t press. I just nodded and swallowed the lump forming in my throat.

			“Thank you,” I whispered. It wasn’t enough for everything she’d done, but it was all I had.

			

			She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Focus on what’s ahead.”

			I knew what she meant. The past, this place, was no longer mine to hold onto.

			A few steps away, Jensen and Muller waited in their crisp black suits, perfectly still, perfectly unreadable. They looked less like people and more like parts of a machine. They were here to take me to The Academy in Colorado. My new home.

			I turned for one last look at the building behind me. The center that had been my shelter, my cage, my battlefield. Every scar I carried had been earned within its walls. I drew in a breath, reached for my suitcase, and stepped forward.

			The drive to the airport blurred past in streaks of color and motion. I barely noticed the scenery. I’d never been outside my town before, and now I was leaving it all behind. Jensen and Muller chatted lightly, tossing a few questions my way to keep the mood casual, but my mind couldn’t keep up.

			At the airport, they didn’t take me through the usual crowd of travelers. Instead, they guided me through a private entrance, where everything moved like clockwork. At the lounge, my ID was checked, my name confirmed, and no one asked questions. It all felt choreographed, like I was stepping into a plan that had been in motion long before I ever said yes.

			We crossed the tarmac under the wash of floodlights, the air sharp with the smell of jet fuel. The jet waiting for us gleamed like something out of a fantasy, sleek, silent, unreal. I’d never seen anything like it.

			Inside, I sank into a soft leather seat by the window. My fingers traced the armrest as the engines began to hum.

			The plane taxied, the world outside shifting. Jensen turned to me, his voice relaxed. “This, Emily,” he said with a faint smile, “is where everything changes. Think of it as the prologue to something extraordinary.”

			I didn’t answer. I just turned to the window, watching as the ground pulled away beneath us. The lights blurred. My grip on the seat tightened.

			My stomach twisted as the plane climbed. Outside the window, the world shrank, streets, buildings, lives I no longer belonged to. Each mile put more distance between me and the girl I used to be.

			And yet... I didn’t feel regret. What I felt was harder to name. A strange ache of fear, yes, but underneath it was something else. A flicker of excitement. A spark.

			Possibility.

			I inhaled slowly, letting the moment settle inside me. I didn’t know what was coming. I didn’t know what The Academy really was, or what they saw in me. But I was done being afraid of the unknown.

			Whatever waited for me out there, I wasn’t turning back.

		

	
		
			

			2 
ARRIVAL
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			Emily

			The flight to Colorado dragged, but Jensen kept me distracted with stories about The Academy. He painted a world of high-stakes training, top-tier facilities, and advanced classes that could turn raw talent into something formidable. It sounded intense, maybe overwhelming, but thrilling too. For the first time, I felt something close to clarity. A purpose I hadn’t felt in years.

			As the plane began its descent, I leaned against the window, staring out at Colorado’s rugged terrain. Endless blue stretched above jagged peaks, their hard outlines carved in stone. Forests sprawled through the valleys, vivid and wild, so different from the hazy flatlands I’d known all my life.

			When we finally landed, the air hit me immediately, cool, clean, and touched with the scent of pine. I breathed it in, letting it settle deep in my lungs like a promise.

			

			“Is The Academy in Denver?” I asked Jensen as we stepped off the plane. I remembered reading about it in a brochure I had requested days before my trip.

			He shook his head. “No. It’s in a town called Silverton, tucked in the San Juan Mountains.”

			I frowned. “Silverton? Never heard of it.”

			“Most people haven’t,” Muller replied from behind. “It’s remote by design. Privacy isn’t just a feature, it’s a necessity.”

			“Remote?” I repeated, trying to keep my voice even. “How remote are we talking?”

			Jensen smiled. “Far enough to eliminate distractions. The environment is peaceful. You’ll adapt quickly.”

			“Right. Silverton it is,” I said, though the edges of my excitement had started to fray.

			Jensen glanced at his watch. “We should get going. It’s a long drive.”

			“How long?” I asked, eyes narrowing.

			“About six hours,” he said casually.

			“Six hours? That’s... really far. Why so isolated?”

			Muller turned to look at me. “It’s necessary. The Academy requires discretion, for your safety as much as ours.”

			An SUV waited near the steps, sleek and black, its windows tinted so dark they reflected the runway lights like mirrors. I tightened my grip on the suitcase, grounding myself in the moment.

			Inside, everything smelled like polished wood and expensive cologne. The seats were cool to the touch. Jensen slid in beside me. Muller took the passenger seat. The driver wore the same tailored suit and operated the vehicle with the kind of accuracy that made my skin prickle.

			As we left Denver behind, the urban sprawl gave way to wide-open fields. At first, I watched the distant mountains, their silhouettes growing sharper with every mile. But as we twisted deeper into rough terrain, the towns became fewer, smaller, and serener, like the mountains themselves had swallowed the sound.

			My earlier anticipation faded, replaced by something heavier. The outside felt unnatural, the kind of stillness that made you look over your shoulder. I glanced at Jensen. His confidence had once felt reassuring. Now it felt theatrical. The suits, the perfect timing, the way they moved without speaking. It was all staged.

			“How much longer?” I asked.

			Jensen smiled without looking at me. “An hour. We’re almost there.”

			I nodded, but the knot in my stomach twisted tighter. The mountains felt like they were closing in, the road endlessly winding, dragging me deeper into something I couldn’t define.

			I stared out the window, my thoughts spinning. Was I overthinking it? Letting fear mess with my head? Or was something inside me trying to warn me?

			The words slipped out before I could stop them. “Why is The Academy so far from everything?”

			Muller didn’t hide his irritation. “The isolation keeps our students focused. No distractions, no outside noise. It works.”

			I nodded, but the answer rang hollow. I’d heard the same lines before, polished, practiced. Everyone had said the same thing. Anderson. Jensen. Now Muller. It was starting to sound like a script.

			I curled my fingers against the armrest, searching for something solid. But nothing felt real anymore.

			My instincts were going wild. And they’d never failed me before.

			Still, I’d ignored them. I’d signed away my life to something I barely understood.

			

			What if this wasn’t an elite school at all? What if I’d been lured into something far more dangerous? A trafficking ring? A cult? A pawn in some twisted game?

			I almost laughed at myself, but the fear wouldn’t let me. Not when everything felt so staged.

			If something went wrong, what could I do? Three men. One girl. I’d never stand a chance. Scream? Run? No plan. No backup.

			My hands clenched tight. I couldn’t panic. I had to stay alert.

			The road narrowed again, winding into sharper curves, the trees closing in on all sides. The air felt thinner here.

			This was supposed to be a fresh start. A place to become something more. But the deeper we drove, the more that hope unraveled.

			Then, the trees thinned.

			And The Academy came into view.

			It rose from the mountains like something carved from a dream, or maybe a nightmare. Glass and steel gleamed in the moonlight. At the entrance, an iron gate split apart, bearing an emblem of a rose wrapped in thorns. As we approached, the gate creaked open.

			My pulse thundered.

			We rolled through in silence. The grounds were flawless. Manicured gardens, towering structures, perfect symmetry. Beauty with jagged edges.

			The SUV came to a stop at the grand entrance. The driver stepped out and opened my door.

			The air smelled like flowers, and something else I didn’t recognize.

			Jensen stepped out beside me. “Welcome to The Academy, Emily.”

			

			His words cut through me. The long climb was over, but standing here now, the consequences of my choice pressed in from all sides.

			I looked back down the mountain. The lights of the world below flickered like distant stars, far to reach, far to return to. I adjusted my grip on my suitcase and followed them to the entrance.

			A boy, maybe seventeen, waited just inside. Dressed in white pants and a crisp shirt, he gave me a disarming smile. “Welcome, Emily. I’ll show you to your room.” His tone was polite, polished. “May I help with your bag?”

			I tightened my grip. “No, thank you,” I said.

			“Get some rest. We’ll go over your schedule after breakfast tomorrow.” Jensen said.

			“Thanks,” I murmured, barely hearing myself.

			“Good night,” he replied and disappeared with Muller into the hallway.

			The boy, concierge, I guessed, hadn’t even been introduced, yet he knew my name. That detail settled wrong in my chest.

			I followed him through the gleaming lobby. The floors were marble. The air carried a soft floral scent. A few students moved through the space.

			We reached the elevator. “This way, Miss,” he said, pressing the button. I stepped inside beside him, catching a glimpse of my reflection.

			The ride up was silent. When the doors opened, he led me down a hallway lined with identical doors. He stopped at one labeled New Recruit.

			He handed me a key card. “If you need anything, press 1 on the phone by the bed.” Then he turned and walked away.

			I stared at the door, the words on the plaque cold and impersonal.

			

			“Thanks,” I said, mostly to myself, and stepped inside.

			The room was simple. A bed. A desk. A wardrobe. Through the window, I could see the edge of the campus, the gardens, the distant lights of some facility. I dropped my suitcase and sat on the bed.

			The reality was sinking in. I was here. I had chosen this. But the unease wouldn’t let go.

			I walked back to the window and looked out. Students in white moved through the garden below, their uniforms neat, movements precise. Everything about this place was… exact.

			There was a knock at the door.

			I opened the door to a girl, older than me. She stood with perfect posture, dressed in a white uniform with a crest over her heart. Her gray eyes locked on mine.

			“I’m Anouk,” she said in a crisp European accent. “I’ll be your guide after your initial meeting with the directors. Meet me in the library. The building across from the pond.”

			Then she turned and walked away.

			Just like that.

			I stood in the doorway, alone again, watching her disappear down the hall.

			And for the first time since the flight, I let myself whisper the question out loud.

			What have I gotten myself into?

		

	
		
			

			3 
BREAKING GROUND
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			Emily

			I sat stiffly in the vast conference room, my gaze drifting across the walls lined with shelves. Every book was perfectly aligned, topics I could barely recognize stared back at me.

			The order in the room reminded me of The Academy itself. Immaculate. I fidgeted, waiting.

			The door creaked open, and I snapped to attention. Jensen walked in first. Something about him was both calming and unsettling. Muller followed close behind, his permanent scowl in place. Then came a woman I hadn’t seen before. Everything about her screamed control. Her suit, her stride, her eyes. When she looked at me, it felt like she could see straight through me.

			“Good morning, Emily,” Jensen said as he entered. “Hope you slept well?”

			I nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

			He gestured to the others. “You already know Mr. Muller and me. This is Ms. Mira Moreau.”

			

			Moreau nodded. “Emily, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. We’ve been anticipating this.”

			My stomach tightened. “Thank you,” I said, barely louder than a whisper.

			Her French accent caught me off guard. The second European accent I’d heard. The brochure never mentioned anything international. What else hadn’t they told me?

			Muller’s eyes pinned me in place. He wasn’t one for small talk. He just dove straight in.

			“Your curriculum will be unlike anything you’ve experienced. Advanced sciences, strategic thinking, and physical training. Every component is crucial.”

			Physical training? Strategic thinking? This wasn’t what I signed up for.

			I thought of my old school. Underfunded, overlooked, but I had always stayed ahead, outperforming everyone. Here, surrounded by students I assumed were groomed for this place, I wasn’t so sure anymore. “What exactly will I be majoring in?” I asked, my voice faltering.

			Moreau smiled. “The curriculum pushes both your intellectual and physical limits. You’ll study biochemistry, genetics, nanotechnology. And yes, martial arts, surveillance, tactical operations.”

			I blinked. “Martial arts? Surveillance?”

			Jensen leaned back. “We train for the real world. A holistic approach.”

			Before I could ask anything else, the lights dimmed. A screen dropped from the ceiling, flashing diagrams, chemical formulas, surveillance footage, and clips of people in labs and training fields. It felt like a fever dream.

			

			“You’re here,” Moreau said, her tone harder now, “because you possess a rare blend of intelligence and resilience. The Academy belongs to a larger institution. One that uses talent like yours for specific, high-stakes missions.”

			My heart kicked harder. “What kind of missions?”

			“This isn’t ordinary education. You’ll become an operative. Someone who can carry out missions that require adaptability, discipline, and pressure management,” Muller said.

			Operative. The word landed like a brick.

			“Operatives? You mean like... spies? Soldiers?”

			“In a way,” Moreau answered. “But it’s more than that. You’ll be part of an elite group tasked with protecting global stability.”

			The walls felt closer now, the air thick. I came here to learn. To be a scientist. To cure diseases. Not... this.

			“But I’m only fourteen,” I said, my voice breaking. “I wanted to make a difference through science. That’s why I came here.”

			Moreau looked amused, almost sympathetic. “And you will. But not in the way you expected.”

			I stared. “What does that mean?”

			“Do you remember the aptitude test you took at the orphanage?”

			I hesitated. It had been strange. Abstract puzzles, unfamiliar symbols, questions that felt more like riddles. I’d forgotten about it.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“It wasn’t academic. It measured cognitive adaptability, memory, and recognition patterns. You didn’t just pass, Emily. You scored higher than anyone in our history.”

			A chill moved through me. “But... it was just a test.”

			“No,” she said. “It was a blueprint of your mind. You don’t just remember, you absorb. You store data like a living archive.”

			

			I curled my fingers into my palms. “What does that have to do with any of this?”

			“It has everything to do with it. Intelligence can be taught. But learning like you do, on the fly, under stress? That’s power.”

			My voice came out soft. “Power for what?”

			Moreau leaned in. “To change the world.”

			Jensen spoke again. “We know this is overwhelming. But you were chosen for a reason.”

			I breathed in slowly, trying to slow the storm building in my head. I looked at each of them. Jensen, measured. Muller, intense. Moreau, cool and composed. They all believed I could do this. Maybe I could too.

			“Okay,” I said under my breath. Then louder, “I want to learn. I want to help.”

			Jensen raised an eyebrow. “Good.”

			Muller gave the smallest hint of a smile. “That’s the spirit.”

			It wasn’t like I had a choice. There weren’t opportunities waiting for me. This was my way out of the orphanage. Out of a life that offered nothing but dead ends.

			“You’ve made the right decision,” Moreau added. “The world needs minds like yours.”

			“So... what happens now? When do I start?”

			“Your new life begins tomorrow,” Jensen said. “Your schedule will be customized based on your strengths.”

			“You’ll also be assigned a mentor eventually,” Muller added. “For now, Anouk will help you adjust.”

			Anouk. The name brought a tiny sense of relief.

			“I’ll do my best,” I said.

			Moreau’s smile was tight. “We expect nothing less. This is only the beginning.”

			Muller slid a large white envelope across the table. “Open it.”

			

			My fingers trembled slightly as I opened it. A photo of me was inside. But under it, a name I didn’t recognize: Elara Everhart.

			“Who is Elara Everhart?” I asked.

			“Elara Everhart is you,” Moreau said. “It’s your new identity. For your safety and the confidentiality of your missions.”

			My pulse thudded in my ears. The name sounded foreign. Like a coat that didn’t fit. I gripped the envelope tighter.

			“I...” My mouth felt dry. “I understand.”

			I didn’t. Not really. But I said it anyway.

			“Good,” Muller said. “This is the first step. Embrace it.”

			Elara. My new name. My new life.

			I stood slowly, the reality folding over me like a shroud. I turned to the door, trying to steady myself. As I stepped out, I let the name slip past my lips.

			“Elara Everhart.”

			The sound felt wrong. But it was mine now. I whispered it again, a little softer. There was weight in it. Weight I’d have to carry. Whether I wanted to or not.

			And somewhere in that moment, despite everything, I caught myself smiling.

			Not because I felt brave. Not because I understood.

			But because I didn’t have a choice.
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			I stood before the library, its grand exterior catching the sunlight like it had something to prove. I drew a breath and pushed open the heavy doors. Cool air wrapped around me, laced with the scent of aged paper. Shelves stretched toward the vaulted ceiling, books arranged in orderly rows.

			

			At a table near the center, I spotted Anouk. Her eyes were fixed on a book. When I approached, she looked up.

			“Good morning,” I said, trying to sound cheerful.

			She nodded. “Good morning, Elara. Please, sit.”

			Her voice was calm but distant. Cold, maybe. Yet something about her made me feel oddly at ease.

			I sat down and placed my hands on the table. The name still felt foreign in my mouth. I scoffed at the way she used it without hesitation. Everyone was part of the game except me.

			“Thank you for meeting me.”

			Anouk closed her book and met my eyes. “I’m here to help you adjust and answer any questions you might have. We’ll start with a tour of The Academy.”

			I nodded. “I appreciate that. How many students are enrolled here?”

			“Currently, there are 126 students,” she replied as she stood and motioned for me to follow. “Each one has been selected for their unique abilities and potential.”

			She knew the exact number. Of course she did.

			As we walked through the library, I couldn’t help admiring the vast collection and the peace that wrapped around the space like a blanket.

			“What’s your area of specialty, Anouk?”

			“Bioengineering and strategic operations,” she answered. “The curriculum is demanding, but it’s designed to prepare us for the complex challenges we’ll face.”

			The same script the higher-ups used. They were all rehearsed. Like robots. And someday, that would be me.

			“How long have you been at The Academy?” I asked.

			“Three years. I was recruited when I was fourteen, just like you.”

			

			We stepped out of the library and crossed a garden that looked like it belonged in a magazine. Every flower bed, every blade of grass, perfectly placed. Nothing was out of order.

			“What’s the next step for me?”

			Anouk glanced over, and for the first time, I thought I caught the faintest flicker of approval. “Your orientation includes a series of assessments to determine your strengths and areas for improvement. After that, your schedule will be customized to your potential. Physical training and tactical exercises will begin almost immediately.”

			“Sounds intense.” My nerves buzzed beneath my skin.

			“It is.”

			She took me through the research labs, the training fields, and the dormitories. Each place more advanced than the last. Everything here was built for one purpose: transformation.

			Despite Anouk’s reserve, I felt something between us. Maybe not friendship, but understanding. I saw myself in her: that focus, that need to stay two steps ahead. Without realizing it, I had begun to mimic her. My posture straightened. My steps matched hers. She didn’t demand it. She simply made it feel necessary.

			As we walked, I couldn’t help wondering if Anouk was her real name or another manufactured identity. Maybe she had gone through the same thing I had, standing where I stood now, trading a life for a mission.

			Eventually, we arrived at a sleek building. She stopped outside the glass doors.

			“This is where you’ll meet with the administration for your initial schedule,” she said. “Any last questions before we part ways for now?”

			I shook my head. “No. I think I’m ready. Thank you, Anouk.”

			

			“Good luck, Elara. Remember, you’re not alone here. We all want you to succeed.”

			She turned and walked away, leaving me at the entrance. I stood there for a breath, then stepped through the doors and approached the reception desk.

			The woman behind it didn’t smile. “Elara Everhart?”

			“Yes,” I said. Still not used to hearing it out loud.

			“Follow me.”

			She led me down a long corridor that echoed with each of our steps. At the end, we entered a large office. A man sat behind a desk, everything in front of him arranged in straight lines.

			“Welcome, Elara,” he said, rising to shake my hand. “I’m Edward Carlisle. I’ll be overseeing your orientation.”

			“Thank you,” I said and sat down across from him.

			He handed me a folder. “Inside, you’ll find your schedule for the next six months. It includes training details and your dietary plan. Our expectations are high, but we believe you can meet them.”

			I opened the folder. Each line I read tightened the knot in my stomach. This wasn’t a schedule. It was a blueprint for a life I had never asked for. Mornings would begin before sunrise with exhausting workouts. The rest of the day would belong to science and strategy, taught at a pace meant to break most minds. Combat drills filled the afternoons. Tactical exercises followed. Every minute accounted for. Every indulgence removed. Even my meals were structured to fuel performance, not pleasure.

			By nightfall, when most people would collapse, I’d be expected to keep going. Lessons in warfare. Analysis. Application. No room for failure. No air to breathe.

			This wasn’t training. It was reconstruction.

			

			I thought back to Mr. Jensen’s calm voice. Muller’s stare. That woman in the suit. None of it had sounded real until now. Now it all fit. Like puzzle pieces I hadn’t known I was collecting.

			Carlisle spoke again. “Your diet is critical to maintain both mental and physical performance. You’ll be assigned a mentor to guide you.”

			“Who will my mentor be?” I asked, trying not to sound desperate.

			“That information will remain confidential until after your orientation. These six months are not just about preparation. They are a trial. Only when we are certain of your readiness will a mentor be assigned.”

			His words felt like a closed door. One more variable I couldn’t control. I had hoped for a lifeline. Instead, I was handed nothing.

			I closed the folder. “I’m ready to begin.”

			He nodded. “I’m glad to hear that. Your journey here will be difficult, but I believe you will rise to meet it. Welcome to your new life, Elara Everhart.”

		

	
		
			

			4 
SHADOWS AND DISCIPLINE
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			Elara

			I woke before dawn to the trill of my bedside clock, the sound slicing through the stillness. My muscles protested as I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, every movement heavy from a night that offered little rest.

			My uniform sat neatly folded on the chair where I’d placed it. I’d received it just before lying down the night before.

			As I pulled on the standard-issue training gear, the snug fit clung to my frame like a warning. My gaze dropped to the crest over my chest, a black rose, petals curling in mid-bloom. Around it, a ring of jagged thorns wrapped in an unbroken circle, one thorn longer than the rest, its tip shaped like a blade.

			I studied it more closely. The contrast of ink against fabric caught my attention. It was elegant. The meaning behind it felt like a secret, just like The Academy itself.

			Every step I took was a tug-of-war between exhaustion and the mounting weight of what was ahead. The gear, still spotless, felt like it mocked me. I paused at the mirror, my fingers brushing the crest’s edge. It was a symbol I now carried, one I had to live up to, one that hinted at the path I was being forced to walk.

			I breathed in, deep and slow, pulling myself together. I didn’t know what the day would bring, but I knew it wouldn’t be easy.

			We gathered in the courtyard, mist clinging to our gear, breath visible in the cold air. Ten recruits. Nine boys. They shifted restlessly, stealing glances at me. The only girl.

			I stood a little apart, watching them, my heart pounding.

			The isolation clung tighter with every passing second. I was loud in my own head while the others murmured in low, cautious voices.

			I scanned the compound. Every motion. Every detail. That’s when I saw him.

			He had already been there, waiting just outside the light. Watching. The others hadn’t noticed. But I had. I felt his presence before I saw him move.

			And then he stepped forward.

			Out of the shadows, he came with the slow confidence of someone who didn’t need to prove himself. Conversations died instantly.

			He was broad-shouldered, his posture disciplined. His eyes swept across us without pause. The streaks of gray in his hair looked earned, not aged. A man shaped by years of something brutal. His uniform was crisp but worn. He belonged to a different world. One not many survived.

			The others stiffened instinctively. No orders were given, yet every spine straightened. Feet planted firmly to the ground. Something about him demanded it.

			My throat tightened. I had seen him before anyone else.

			

			His gaze swept over each of us. When his eyes found me, something electric passed between us. And just as quickly, he looked away.

			That was Commander Varek. Head trainer. His name traveled in whispers among recruits. A leader, yes, but more than that, a gatekeeper. The one who stood between who we were and what we were meant to become.

			“Welcome to the beginning of the end,” he said. His voice didn’t rise, but it carried all the same. “You’ve all been chosen because someone, somewhere, thought you had potential. Today, we find out if they were wrong.”

			He paced slowly with his hands behind his back.

			“Some of you will rise. Most of you will not.”

			No one moved. No one breathed.

			Then he smiled, just enough to stretch the moment thin.

			“Shall we begin?”

			He looked at our crests. “On your chest is the mark of the Black Rose. Sub rosa— ‘beneath the rose.’ In Latin, it meant secrecy. Silence. Here, it means more.”

			His smile deepened, faint but knowing. “The black rose is strength hidden in mystery. Beauty turned to a blade. If you wear it, you will suffer. You will grow in darkness. And you will guard what others cannot.”

			Then his tone shifted. “Florent in tenebris, robur invenimus. In darkness, we find strength. That is your creed now. Speak it. Live it. Or be broken by it.”

			We echoed the phrase. Humbly at first. My voice barely audible, but the words were rooted deep.

			“Now,” Varek barked, “your first test: a five-mile run. The terrain will break you if you let it. Steep hills. Sharp drops. No clean paths. If you fall behind, you don’t belong here. Move!”

			

			We ran.

			The terrain punished us. My lungs felt like fire. My legs shook with every stride. By the time we staggered back to the courtyard, soaked in sweat, I could barely keep my footing.

			There was no break. No pause.

			Varek stood over us like a storm cloud.

			“That was the warm-up. Welcome to the Black Rose Academy.”

			Combat training followed. They paired me with Orion, one of the new recruits, whose strength was unmatched. Towering. Brutal. Every hit he landed stung like fire under my skin. I struggled to stay up. My limbs felt like lead. The bruises were nothing compared to the weight in my chest. Each mistake was loud. Each failure, a crack in my armor.

			Noon came, and I was bruised head to toe. But it wasn’t over.

			Weapons drills came next. I gripped weapons I had never seen before, hands trembling, mind fractured. Every correction from the instructors chipped at me. I swung harder. I missed. I swung again.

			And still, it wasn’t over.

			The last test of the day was psychological.

			We were placed in a cold room. Isolated.

			They pushed us into ourselves, made us confront what we tried to bury. My fears. My doubts. My memories. They found them. They used them. I held back tears. Barely.

			By the end, I was wrecked.

			I crawled to my bunk, each step like dragging a corpse. My body screamed. My mind echoed with silence.

			I collapsed into bed. The blanket scratched at my skin, but I didn’t care. Pain lived deeper now. Past the muscle. Past the skin.

			I stared at the ceiling and wondered if I had what it took. I didn’t have an answer. But I was still here.

			

			That had to count for something.

			By day seven, the bruises from before had started to fade. New ones took their place. My body was a map of survival.

			Combat didn’t care who you were. They paired me with anyone. Older. Younger. Bigger. Smaller. Every fight was different. Every fight forced me to adapt or fall.

			And I fought. I took hits. But I landed them too. My hands learned the rhythm. My mind stopped hesitating. I got better. Not good. Not yet. But better.

			Then came the academics.

			Advanced Biochemistry. Genetics and Nanotechnology.

			In biochem, Dr. Varma ran us hard. No shortcuts. No excuses. I memorized pathways. Studied enzyme reactions. Mixed compounds in tight windows. Mistakes mattered.

			In nanotech, Professor Koenig was brilliant and unpredictable. We studied CRISPR. Edited DNA. Built nanoscale devices that could change lives, or destroy them. He reminded us often of that line. That thin, dangerous line.

			Every class left me drained.

			By nightfall, I was split in two. A body learning how to fight. A mind barely holding itself together. But I kept going.

			Because the pain meant I was still here.

			And each day, I became someone new.

			Someone harder. Smarter.

			Someone who might just survive.
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			The training compound stretched out before me, the air crisp and brimming with anticipation. I stood at the edge of the sparring ring, my breathing steady. Six months had passed since I’d been recruited, and in that time, I had pushed through every layer of pain, every demand, every test. My body was lean and strong now. My mind? Sharper than it had ever been.

			But none of it had come easy. Every single day had been a war. The instructors, hard and unforgiving, offered no praise, but I caught the shifts in their eyes, the grudging respect they never said out loud. Among the recruits, I wasn’t a leader by choice. It happened because I kept going when they didn’t.

			Today’s evaluation was designed to break us again. Physical, mental, academic, another gauntlet to separate the weak from the ready. I welcomed it. As I stepped into the ring, I locked eyes with Jordan, one of the combat trainers. There was something fierce in his stare, like he was baiting me to surpass what he thought I could do.

			“Show me what you’ve got,” he dared me.

			I nodded and fell into a defensive stance. His first strike came fast. I was faster. I slipped beneath it, pivoted, and drove my foot toward his side. He grinned, that glint of pride flashing in his eyes, and we kept moving, trading blows. His attacks were quick. Mine were quicker.

			“Impressive,” he muttered between strikes. “You’ve come a long way, Elara.”

			“Thank you,” I said, keeping my breathing tight and even.

			He feinted left. I blocked it without thinking. “Remember when you first got here?” he said. “All nerves and raw potential.”

			“And you were all bark and intimidation,” I said, letting a grin tug at the corner of my mouth. I answered with a flurry of punches. He deflected them with a laugh.

			A real laugh. Loud enough to bounce off the training hall walls. “Fair enough. But look at you now. Top of the class.”

			

			Eventually, he called a halt. “Excellent. Your progress is... something.”

			I wiped sweat from my brow, still catching my breath. “Appreciate it, sir.”

			As I stepped out of the ring, Muller approached. He was always lurking at the edges with that ever-present tablet. “Next up, lab evaluations,” he said without looking up. “You’ve set the bar high.”

			Muller didn’t waste words. He didn’t need to. Years of experience made him see through people fast. He had watched hundreds of recruits pass through these doors, but I knew I was different. He knew it too.

			I followed him to the lab. Clean lines. Silver surfaces. Rows of machines that blinked and hummed like they were waiting to test our limits. I put on my lab coat.

			“Elara, over here,” Muller called, pointing at a simulation that looked messier than the others. “This one’s tripped up everyone else.”

			I walked over and scanned the interface. “Looks like a molecular disassembly with encrypted sequencing.”

			“Exactly. Think you can crack it?”

			“I can.” I didn’t hesitate. My fingers moved fast. My mind faster. I pieced the layers together, followed the pattern hiding beneath the chaos. Muller stood behind me, saying nothing.

			When I finally solved it, I didn’t wait for praise. I moved on to the theory evaluations. Strategy, psychology, problem-solving under pressure. I answered each one, methodically, like I’d trained myself to do.

			By the time the day ended, I was back in my quarters, and for the first time since morning, I let myself breathe. The training, the academics, the sparring, all of it had shaped me. But it had also pulled back the curtain on what this place really was.

			

			The Institution was more than just a school. It was a machine. And I was being forged into something specific, something calculated. I’d earned respect. I’d made it this far. But the questions stayed with me.

			What was the true endgame of this place? What kind of missions would they send us on? And what exactly was I being shaped to become?

			I didn’t have answers. Not yet. But I wasn’t sitting idle.

			I pulled out my notebook and flipped through the pages. Notes. Observations. Questions. It was my way of keeping things straight. I needed to see the full picture, even if I was still in the middle of it.

			A soft knock pulled me from my thoughts. The door creaked open.

			Anouk stepped inside.

			“Elara, I need a word,” she said, already moving into the room.

			I slid the notebook closed and stood. “Of course.”

			She shut the door behind her. “You’ve done exceptionally well. But you need to understand, this is only the beginning. The real test is still ahead.”

			I met her gaze without blinking. “I’m ready.”

			Her expression softened, just barely. “I believe you. But readiness isn’t just about skill. It’s about knowing what you’re really fighting for. Understanding your endgame.” She paused. “I just thought you should know.”

			Anouk never said anything without reason. Her words always felt deliberate, dropped like stones into still water. Ripples came later. I understood her. We were similar that way. Both withdrawn. Both observant. Silence wasn’t uncomfortable for us. It was necessary.

			For me, silence had always been safer. I learned early on that talking didn’t get you anywhere. Not in the orphanage. Not in the world. No one ever came for me. No one ever chose me. So I stopped waiting. I stopped speaking. I learned to stay in my head, where I was safe. Where I was smart.

			And I was smart. Smarter than most. So why bother with words when they rarely reached anyone who could understand?

			“Thank you, Anouk,” I said.

			She nodded once, turned, and left the room.

			And just like that, I was alone again. But I didn’t mind. I had work to do. And I had purpose to find.

		

	
		
			

			5 
THE MENTOR
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			Elara

			I sat before Moreau and Carlisle, my back straight, hair pulled into a tight bun, heart pounding against my ribs. The past six months had blurred into a storm of pain, progress, and pressure, but today felt different. Heavier. It hung in the air like a warning.

			Moreau spoke first, her voice composed, matching the clean lines of her charcoal-gray suit.

			The fabric hugged her frame neatly, each edge mirroring the keen focus in her dark eyes. Those eyes moved across the room slowly, framed by brows that didn’t so much as twitch.

			Her raven hair was coiled into a sleek chignon. Not a strand out of place. She carried herself like she had nothing to prove.

			“Elara, your performance has been exemplary. You’ve surpassed our expectations in every facet of your training.”

			I nodded, though my mind clung to the unspoken. Praise was never without purpose. I glanced at Carlisle, hoping for some indication of what was coming, but his face gave nothing away.

			

			He cleared his throat. “It’s time for the next phase of your development. You’ll be leaving at dawn.”

			My stomach tightened. “Leaving?”

			“Yes,” Moreau said. “You’ll be traveling to Barrow, Alaska, where you’ll spend the next two years under the guidance of one of our most esteemed mentors. Xander Tremblay.”

			The name struck something in me. I repeated it out loud, slower. “Xander Tremblay.” I tilted my head slightly. “The mysterious mentor.”

			For the briefest moment, something like amusement flickered at the corner of Moreau’s mouth. Then it vanished.

			Carlisle spoke up. “Xander is an Alaska native. His background is... formidable. He trained with elite international defense units and later with American Special Forces. He’s one of our most skilled operatives and one of the toughest mentors we have.”

			I felt the chill then. The word toughest sat like a stone in my gut.

			“What exactly will I be doing there?”

			“Your training will continue,” Moreau said. “The specifics will be revealed when you arrive.”

			I narrowed my eyes slightly. “Why all the secrecy?”

			“This is an extraordinary opportunity,” she replied. “Xander is more than a soldier. He’s a strategist, and you’ll learn a great deal from him.”

			I wanted to say more. Wanted to ask the questions forming rapidly in my head. “Two years in Alaska... what about everything I’ve built here?”

			Carlisle’s expression shifted, just enough to register. A touch of softness. “This is part of your commitment to The Institution. It’s a sacrifice, yes, but one that will shape you into who we need. Understand something, Elara. You’re not here to feel at home or find comfort. This world demands mobility. Adaptability. When duty calls, you move.”

			The chill spread down my spine.

			Moreau offered something that resembled a smile. “You leave at dawn. Pack the essentials. Everything else will be provided when you arrive.”

			I rose from my seat, mind spinning, my throat tight. As I turned to go, Carlisle called after me.

			“Elara. Remember this. The path ahead will be difficult. But you are not alone. Trust your training. Trust yourself.”

			“Thank you,” I said, unsure if I believed it.
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			I stepped into the waiting transport the next morning, the wind skimming across my skin as I pulled the door shut behind me. The vehicle moved forward, and the compound that had been my world for the last six months faded into the distance. It had tested me, shaped me, broken me in ways I didn’t expect. Now, it was behind me. I pressed my hands together in my lap, trying to push back the chill that had nothing to do with the cold.

			The silence inside the vehicle gave space to the questions I couldn’t stop asking myself. Xander Tremblay. What kind of man was he? More troubling than who he was, though, was who I might become under his mentorship.

			The thought tightened in my chest. I wasn’t unfamiliar with fear. Doubt had followed me like a second skin from the beginning. But I didn’t fight it. I let it ride beside me, knowing the only way forward was through it.

			

			When I stepped out of the terminal at Ted Stevens Anchorage International Airport, the January cold hit me like a wall. The controlled climate of the training compound felt like another lifetime. I pulled my scarf tighter, watching my breath fog in the air.

			The airport buzzed with movement, but there was a strange calm beneath the surface. It matched the landscape beyond. Alaska, endless, cold, wild—felt like a warning and an invitation all at once.

			I boarded a small flight bound for Barrow. It wasn’t crowded. A few passengers sat bundled up against the bitter cold. The aircraft was plain, almost worn, as if it had long given up any illusion of comfort. Anchorage disappeared below, replaced by a white horizon that seemed to swallow everything.

			Though the flight didn’t last long, every minute felt like a countdown. The engine’s hum couldn’t drown out the thoughts swirling in my head. When we landed on the narrow runway in Barrow, I stepped out into a landscape wrapped in snow. The sun hung low and cast long lines across a frozen world that felt untouched by time.

			I shivered, unsure if it was the wind cutting through my coat or the reality settling in.

			A black SUV waited near the curb. A tall man stood beside it, wrapped in a heavy parka, face hidden beneath a fur-lined hood.

			“Elara Everhart,” he said, his voice low.

			I nodded. He motioned for me to get in. I didn’t hesitate. The heat inside the SUV hit me hard, a welcome contrast to the brutal cold.

			He loaded my bags into the trunk and climbed behind the wheel. I said nothing as we drove through the sparse streets of Barrow. Snow piled high on rooftops, trees weighed down by ice. The town fell away quickly, swallowed by the wilderness. Trees lined both sides of the narrow road, their branches bowed and frozen, closing in above us like a canopy of glass.

			The SUV veered onto an unmarked trail, its tires crunching over hard-packed snow.

			The cabin appeared without warning, a simple structure crouched at the edge of the trees. Smoke rose from the chimney in a thin, lazy spiral. It looked small but solid, like it belonged there, like it had always been waiting.

			I didn’t speak. I had learned not to ask questions unless it mattered. Silence had become second nature. Back when I arrived at the Academy, I had been filled with questions. Now, I waited. I watched.

			The vehicle stopped. The driver looked at me and said, “This is it. He’s waiting.”

			I stepped out into the cold. My boots sank into the snow as he handed me my bags. He didn’t offer another word. Just turned back to the SUV and drove away, tires spinning softly in the snow.

			I stood alone, wind biting at my face. My hand trembled slightly as I reached for the cabin door. It was ajar.

			I pushed it open slowly. Inside, a man stood near the fire, outlined by the flicker of flames.

			Xander Tremblay.

			His eyes met mine, pale and piercing. The firelight caught the hard lines of his face. He tossed a log into the hearth without breaking eye contact.

			“Welcome to Barrow,” he said.

			I hovered in the doorway a second longer before stepping inside. The warmth wrapped around me.

			“Thanks,” I said, not sure if that was enough.

			

			He nodded once and turned back to the fire, another log in his hand. I moved deeper into the room. The cabin was spare. No distractions. Just what was needed.

			A battered sofa faced the wood-burning stove. In one corner, a wooden table with mismatched chairs sat under shelves stocked with gear and books. A large window framed the winter beyond, the white landscape endless and still.

			I glanced toward the kitchen. It was neat and minimal, everything in its place. To the right, a bedroom door stood open. I assumed it was mine. The bed was made, the wardrobe open and empty. Nothing personal. Nothing unnecessary.

			“Where do you sleep?” I asked, turning to him just as he moved to close the door I had left open.

			He gestured toward a curtained space at the far end. “Back there. It’s not much, but it works.”

			He filled the room effortlessly. He looked like he’d survived more than he’d ever say. The scars on his face weren’t just physical. His hair, cropped short and touched with gray, didn’t soften him.

			I stepped into the bedroom and dropped my bag onto the bed. It was narrow, the mattress stiff beneath my hand. I turned back to him.

			“Cozy,” I said, trying for lightness I didn’t feel.

			“Get comfortable,” he replied. “It won’t last. Training starts at first light.”

			“Great,” I muttered.

			“What kind of training?”

			He looked at me, eyes narrowing.

			“Survival. Combat. Strategy. Everything you think you know. And a lot you don’t.”

			There was no warmth in his tone.

			I crossed my arms and leaned against the bedpost. “Any advice?”

			

			He didn’t answer right away. When he finally did, his voice was unwelcoming.

			“Yes. Stay alive.”

			The words hit harder than they should have. I swallowed the sting and forced out, “I’ll do my best.”

			He stepped closer, voice even colder. “Your best won’t be enough. Out here, you do better than your best or you die. Learn that fast.”

			I didn’t flinch. I met his gaze, let the fire inside me rise to meet his challenge.

			“Understood.”

			For a split second, something shifted in his expression. A flicker of recognition. Maybe even respect. Then it vanished.

			“Good. Get some sleep. Tomorrow’s the easy part.”

			Before I could say anything, he turned and walked out. The door closed behind him with a dull thud.

			I stood there for a long moment, staring at the spot where he’d been. The room felt smaller. The walls closer.

			This was my world now.

			I unpacked slowly, placing each item in the wardrobe like it mattered.

			Six months of training had prepared me for this.

			And yet, I knew.

			The real test hadn’t even begun.
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