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Prologue
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The City That Taught Children to Hate Wings

In Veyr, children learned three prayers before they learned their letters.

The first was for iron.

The second was for bread.

The third was against dragons.

No wings above us.

No kings before us.

No fire but ours.

The words were scratched into school walls, stamped into factory gates, painted over nursery doors, carved above public furnaces, and hammered into the inside rims of helmets. In winter, children wore ash on their foreheads and marched behind burning dragon effigies while priests of the Forge Saint told them the oldest story in Veyr.

Once, dragons ruled the world.

They nested on mountains and demanded tribute from men. They took children from villages to polish scales and sweep caves. They burned fields when farmers refused tribute. They taught kings to kneel not to people but to winged terror.

Then the first workers rose.

They built furnaces hotter than dragon breath. They hammered iron into rebellion. They cut chains, broke nests, and drove the tyrants into legend.

So Veyr was born: not from royal blood, but from labor.

That was the official story.

Official stories were like polished blades. They shone because many hands had rubbed away the stains.

Beneath Korr Vey, under smoke towers and slag canals, under dormitories where workers slept six to a room, under guild halls with bronze statues of hammer-bearing saints, there was an older story.

It lived in sealed tunnels.

It breathed through cracks.

It slept inside a furnace that had been cold for a hundred years.

The furnace was called Grief Engine Nine.

It had once powered the largest metalworks in the west. Its mouth was large enough for a wagon. Its chimney rose through eleven levels of stone. Its inner lining had been made of black glass, not brick, and no modern engineer could explain how ancient workers had built something capable of surviving such heat.

Then came the collapse.

Two hundred workers died.

The guild sealed the underforge.

Priests declared the site cursed.

Children dared one another to whisper through the drainage grates and listen for breathing.

Most heard rats.

Riven Marr heard his name.

He was seven when it first happened.

He had gone into the lower alleys to fetch coal chips that fell from carts. Poor children became experts in what rich men dropped. Near the old drainage grate, he heard a sound like a hammer striking inside a heart.

Then a whisper.

Son.

Riven dropped his coal basket and ran home crying.

His father, Tovan Marr, listened without interrupting.

Then he closed every shutter in their one-room house, checked the alley twice, and knelt before his son.

“If you hear it again,” Tovan whispered, “you tell no one.”

“Is it a ghost?” Riven asked.

His father’s face twisted.

“No.”

“Then what?”

Tovan looked toward the smoke-blackened ceiling as if words could be overheard by stone.

“Something older than ghosts.”

Riven was too young to understand fear that came from love.

He understood it later.

He understood when his hands warmed iron without coals.

He understood when sparks followed his fingers.

He understood when the Hammer of Ash took his father.

He understood when the second egg woke beneath Korr Vey and the city came hunting.

By then, understanding was useless.

The furnace had opened.

The dragon had breathed.

And Riven Marr, who had spent his life hating fire, became the flame Veyr feared most.
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The Boy Who Feared the Forge

Riven Marr hated the sound of hammers.

Not always.

As a child, he had loved them. He had fallen asleep to their rhythm: iron against iron, hammer against anvil, men and women striking red metal until it obeyed. Korr Vey never went silent. Even at night, the city beat like a machine dreaming of work.

Then the Hammer of Ash came for his father.

After that, every hammer sounded like a fist on a door.

“Bellows,” Master Orlan snapped.

Riven pulled the chain.

The forge fire swelled orange.

“Not like you’re petting a sick goat. Pull.”

Riven pulled harder.

Air rushed into the coals. Fire brightened from orange to yellow-white. Heat struck his face. Sweat ran down his neck and into his collar. His arms shook.

Master Orlan inspected the horseshoe in the fire with the disgust of a man whose disappointment had found permanent residence in his mouth.

“Too hot.”

Riven loosened the chain.

“Too low now.”

Riven adjusted.

“Saint’s hammer, boy, did your father teach you nothing before he got himself marked?”

The other apprentices went quiet.

Riven kept his eyes on the coals.

Do not answer.

Do not flare.

Do not let the fire know you are angry.

Master Orlan leaned closer. He smelled of beer, ash, and authority.

“Maybe treason thins the blood.”

The forge flame bent toward Riven.

Just a little.

Enough.

Master Orlan saw.

Riven dropped the chain as if burned.

The fire straightened.

Orlan’s eyes narrowed.

“What was that?”

“Draft from the side vent.”

“No side vent open.”

“Then heat shimmer.”

Orlan stared at him.

Riven lowered his head the way poor boys learned early: not too submissive, which invited kicks; not too proud, which invited worse.

After a long moment, Orlan spat into the ash bucket.

“Clean slag pits after shift. No meal token.”

“Yes, master.”

The other apprentices looked away.

None laughed. That was kindness in Korr Vey.

Riven worked until his hands blistered under old blisters. He shaped nails, pumped bellows, scraped scale from cooling iron, carried coal, swept ash, and cleaned tools that belonged to men who called him boy because they could not call him son.

His father had been a fine smith once.

Tovan Marr could read metal by color: dull red for shaping, cherry red for drawing, orange for bending, yellow for welding. He taught Riven that iron was not dead. It expanded with heat, contracted with cold, hardened when shocked, softened when held at the right temperature. Metal remembered treatment.

“So do people,” Tovan had said.

Riven had not understood.

Then came the factory furnace explosion.

No one died, but three guild machines melted, and a foreman swore he saw blue flame curl around Riven’s sleeping hands. The Hammer of Ash arrived before dawn.

They took Tovan instead.

Riven was sixteen now. His father was alive, but not whole. He repaired pots in a side alley and avoided crowds. His left eye watered constantly from an injury he refused to describe. His right hand trembled when bells rang.

At shift end, Riven cleaned slag pits until the forge hall emptied.

Slag was the waste left after ore gave up its metal: glassy, sharp, ugly, sometimes beautiful in the way discarded things could be beautiful. Riven shoveled it into carts and tried not to breathe too deeply. Fine dust in forge air killed slowly. Older workers coughed black into rags and called it trade tax.

He was alone when the coals whispered.

Riven.

He froze.

The forge was dying. Embers glowed low in the hearths. Heat pulsed in brick. Chains creaked overhead.

“Who’s there?”

No answer.

Then the far wall knocked.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Not from outside.

From below.

Riven gripped his shovel.

The floor beneath the slag pit was old stone, older than the modern forge. A crack ran across it. In daylight it looked ordinary. Now a faint red line glowed inside it.

Riven stepped back.

The crack widened.

Hot air breathed out.

He smelled iron, smoke, and something impossible.

Rain on hot stone.

He had never smelled rain except twice in his life.

A voice came up through the crack.

Son of soot. Hammer-heart. Come below before they close the iron hand.

Riven ran.

Not bravely. Not toward destiny. He ran like a boy who had survived by refusing every impossible thing inside him.

He ran through the forge yard, past coal towers, past workers waiting for bread tokens, past a priest painting ash marks on children’s foreheads for the coming Saint’s Day. He ran until his lungs burned and his feet found the lower district.

Home was a room over a rivet shop.

Tovan looked up from repairing a cracked kettle when Riven burst in.

“What happened?”

“The floor spoke.”

Tovan went still.

The kettle slipped from his trembling hand.

Riven shut the door. “Father.”

Tovan moved to the window and looked down into the alley. “Did anyone see?”

“No.”

“Did the fire move?”

“A little.”

“How little?”

“Orlan saw.”

Tovan cursed softly.

Riven had never heard him curse the Forge Saint before.

His father grabbed a cloth bundle from beneath the bed.

“We leave tonight.”

Riven stared. “Leave? We have nowhere.”

“Anywhere is better than here.”

“We have no money.”

“I have enough.”

“You always said...”

“I lied.”

That stopped him.

Tovan pulled open the bundle. Inside were coins, a small knife, two forged travel seals, and a black scale no larger than a thumbnail.

Riven felt heat bloom behind his ribs.

“What is that?”

His father’s face crumpled.

“The reason they took me.”

The door exploded inward.

Men in black iron masks filled the room.

On their breastplates was the symbol every child knew: a hammer striking a dragon skull.

The Hammer of Ash.

Their captain lifted a gloved hand.

“Tovan Marr. Riven Marr. By authority of the Forge Saint’s Purity Edict, you are taken for examination.”

Tovan stepped in front of his son.

Riven saw his father’s back
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