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For everyone who turns to fantasy because the real world feels too heavy.  

For the ones who escape into magic, not to run away, but to breathe for a while.  

Fantasy has always been the place where I could wander, wonder, and feel alive in ways reality doesn’t always allow. If you’ve ever opened a book looking for that same spark — this story is for you too.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Morning crept over Ashgrave in a slow, reluctant glow, as if the sun itself wasn’t convinced the city deserved the effort.

The rooftops were the first to catch the light — rows of slate and rusted metal stacked like uneven teeth against the sky. Beneath them, the streets were a tangle of alleys and steam vents, each one humming with the restless energy of a place that never truly powered down. Ashgrave didn’t wake so much as shift from one kind of noise to another.

The factories were already alive. Their engines throbbed through the ground, a steady mechanical heartbeat that pulsed up through the cobblestones. Pipes rattled. Valves hissed. Sparks snapped behind shuttered windows where workers fed the furnaces that kept the city running. Iron dust drifted through the air like dull grey snow, settling on everything — clothes, windowsills, lungs.

People learned not to notice.

Ashgrave was built on industry, on order, on the belief that anything unpredictable should be stamped out before it had the chance to grow. Magic had been the first thing to go. Not that anyone talked about that anymore. The city preferred certainty, and certainty was easier when the past stayed buried.

But even buried things have a way of shifting.

A faint tremor ran through the morning air — not enough for anyone to name, but enough for the city to feel. A change, subtle as a breath drawn in the dark. It threaded through the alleys, skimmed along the rooftops, and curled around the chimneys like a question waiting for an answer.

Ashgrave didn’t know it yet, but something was about to crack.

And in a cramped apartment above a workshop that smelled permanently of oil and metal filings, Mara Hale stirred.

She didn’t wake gracefully. She never had. Her mornings began with the same dull ache behind her eyes, the same stiffness in her hands, the same quiet dread that lived in the space between her ribs. She blinked at the ceiling, listening to the familiar groan of pipes in the walls and the distant clang of machinery outside.

Another day.  

Another shift.  

Another careful performance of being ordinary.

Mara pushed herself upright, rubbing the sleep from her face. Her hair — dark, heavy, and always slightly tangled — fell forward as she swung her legs over the side of the bed. The floor was cold beneath her feet. It always was. Heat didn’t travel well to the upper floors of the lower wards, and she couldn’t afford the extra coal rations to fix it.

She dressed quickly: worn trousers, a thick shirt, boots scuffed from years of factory grit. Nothing that drew attention. Nothing that suggested she was anything other than another worker trying to survive the city’s grind.

She paused only once — at the small mirror nailed crookedly to the wall.

Her reflection stared back at her: sharp-boned face, steady eyes, a faint smudge of iron dust already clinging to her cheek from the air alone. She looked like everyone else in Ashgrave.

Except she wasn’t.

Her gaze dropped to her hands. She flexed her fingers slowly, watching the faint shimmer beneath her skin — a flicker so soft it could be mistaken for a trick of the light.

She closed her fists until the shimmer died.

Not today.  

Not ever, if she could help it.

Magic had no place in Ashgrave. Not anymore. Not after the Purges. Not after the Chancellor’s laws. Not after the ironworks became the city’s pride and its weapon.

Mara had survived this long by being careful.  

By being quiet.  

By being nothing.

She grabbed her coat and stepped into the hallway, locking the door behind her. The stairwell smelled of damp stone and old smoke. She descended quickly, boots echoing on the steps, and pushed out into the street.

Ashgrave greeted her with its usual indifference.

Steam curled from vents in the ground, carrying the scent of oil and metal. Market stalls were only just beginning to open, their owners yawning as they arranged crates of bread, bolts of fabric, jars of machine grease. A tram screeched past, sparks spitting from the overhead lines. Posters flapped on the walls, warning citizens to report any sign of “unregistered anomalies.”

Mara kept her head down.

She crossed the street, weaving through the early crowd, and made her way toward the workshop where she spent most of her waking hours. The sign above the door — Harrow & Sons Mechanical Repairs — hung crookedly, one chain rusted through. She pushed inside.

The workshop was already warm, the furnaces humming in the back. Tools lined the walls in neat rows. The air smelled of metal shavings and hot oil. It was familiar. Predictable. Safe, in its own way.

Old Harrow looked up from the bench as she entered. His beard was more grey than brown now, and his hands were permanently stained with grease.

“You’re early,” he grunted.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Mara said.

He nodded, as if that explained everything. In Ashgrave, it usually did.

She tied her hair back, rolled up her sleeves, and got to work. The hours passed in a steady rhythm of clinks, scrapes, and the low hum of machinery. As a junior mechanic in one of Ashgrave’s older workshops, Mara lost herself in the tasks — repairing gears, tightening bolts, coaxing stubborn engines back to life. She liked the precision of it. The rules. The way machines behaved exactly as expected.

People were harder.

By midday, the workshop was buzzing. Customers came and went, dropping off broken devices, arguing over prices, complaining about the rising cost of coal. Mara kept her distance, focusing on her workbench.

But the feeling from the morning — that subtle shift in the air — hadn’t left her. It pressed at the edges of her awareness, a quiet insistence she couldn’t name.

She tried to ignore it.

She failed.

It happened just after lunch, when she reached for a metal casing that had been cooling on the bench. Her fingers brushed the iron — and nothing happened.

No sting.  

No burn.  

No heat.

Just cold metal against her skin.

Her breath caught.

She snatched her hand back, heart pounding. She glanced around the workshop, but no one had noticed. Harrow was arguing with a customer near the front. The apprentices were busy sorting parts.

Mara stared at her hand.

Iron didn’t burn her.  

It never had.  

But she had spent years pretending it did.

She forced herself to pick up the casing again, this time with a wince she didn’t feel. She set it on the bench, hands steady, face blank

But inside, something twisted.

The city was changing.  

The air was shifting.  

And her magic — the thing she had buried so deep she sometimes forgot it was there — was stirring.

She didn’t know why.  

She didn’t know what it meant.  

But she knew one thing with absolute certainty:

Ashgrave was not a city that tolerated change.

And whatever was waking inside her...  

The city would not forgive it.
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Mara locked the workshop door behind her and stepped into the quiet lane. Her hands still tingled from earlier — that strange moment when the iron hadn’t burned her. She shoved the thought aside and started walking, keeping her head down.

She’d barely taken ten steps when something pulled at her.  

Not physically. Not magically. Something in between.  

A tug beneath her ribs, sharp enough to stop her mid-stride.

Two figures stood at the end of the lane.

Cloaked. Still. Watching her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

The taller one stepped forward, red hair catching the lamplight.

“Mara,” she said.

Mara’s breath caught. “How do you know my name?”

“You felt the shift today,” the woman replied. “We felt it too.”

The second figure lifted her head — light brown hair, sharp eyes. “We’ve been looking for you.”

Mara took a step back. “Why?”

The red-haired woman hesitated, as if choosing her words carefully. “Because you’re not ordinary. And neither are we.”

Mara shook her head. “I think you’ve got the wrong person.”

“No,” the brown-haired woman said. “We don’t.”

The red-haired one stepped closer. “You touched iron today. And it didn’t hurt you.”

Mara froze.  

She hadn’t told anyone.  

She hadn’t even said it out loud to herself.

“How do you know that?” she whispered.

“We felt it,” the brown-haired woman said. “The moment it happened. Like a spark running through the whole city.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Not for witches,” the red-haired one said.

The word hit her like a blow.

Mara pressed back against the wall. “I’m not a witch.”

“You are,” the brown-haired woman said quietly. “And you’re the reason they’re hunting us.”

Mara’s pulse hammered. “Who?”

The two women exchanged a look — fear tightening their expressions.

“The Iron Wardens,” the red-haired one said. “They felt the shift too. They don’t know who caused it yet, so they’re taking anyone with magic. Dragging them off the streets. Questioning them. Worse.”

Mara swallowed hard. “Because of me?”

“Because of what you are,” the woman said. “Iron witches aren’t supposed to exist anymore. Your magic woke up, and the whole city felt it.”

Mara’s hands tingled again — the same strange sensation from earlier, like something inside her was waking whether she wanted it to or not.

The red-haired woman stepped closer, lowering her hood fully.

“My name is Riven.”

The brown-haired woman followed, revealing her face. “And I’m Lira.”

Mara stared at them. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you need to understand what’s happening,” Riven said. “And because we don’t have long.”

Boot steps echoed from the far end of the street — heavy, fast, getting closer.

Lira stiffened. “Wardens.”

Riven held out her hand. “Mara. Come with us.”

Mara didn’t move. She didn’t trust them. She didn’t trust herself. But the boots were getting louder, turning into the lane now.

“If they
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