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Chapter 1: The Weight of Cold Iron
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[image: ]lias Thorne stared at the lifeless body of his mentor, the air in the small study tasting of ozone and stale tobacco. Master Aris had always said that magic was a conversation with the universe, but looking at the silence in the old man’s eyes, the conversation had clearly ended. The silence

felt heavy, a physical weight pressing against Elias’s chest.

He reached out to touch the silver amulet resting on Aris’s chest, but his fingers trembled and stopped inches away. A cold shiver crawled down his spine, a mixture of grief and a sharp, biting fear that he was now the only one left. The shadows in the corner of the room seemed to stretch toward him, hungry and expectant.

Every breath Elias took felt like swallowing broken glass as he realized the warding circles on the floor were fading fast. If the protection failed before he could secure the grimoire, whatever had killed Aris would come back for the apprentice. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage of bone and skin.

He knelt beside the mahogany desk, his knees cracking in the oppressive quiet that followed a powerful sorcerer’s final breath. He desperately wanted to weep, to let the salt and sorrow wash away the terror, but there was no time for the luxury of
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mourning. Survival demanded a coldness he didn’t yet possess but had to find immediately.

The leather-bound book sat on the desk, looking deceptively mundane despite the ancient power humming beneath its scarred cover. Elias felt a sudden, intense longing for the days when his only worry was translating dead languages for a few copper coins. Now, he was holding the key to a door that should never have been opened.

Elias pulled his hand back, the scent of scorched lavender rising from the floorboards where the chalk lines were beginning to flake. His pulse was a steady thrum in his ears, a rhythmic reminder of the life still flowing through his veins while Aris grew cold. The injustice of it felt like a heavy stone sitting in the pit of his stomach.

Outside the study window, the wind howled through the nar- row alleys of Oakhaven, carrying the faint chime of the midnight bells. Each toll felt like a hammer blow against his resolve, marking the moments he was losing to his own hesitation. He knew the City Guard would be making their rounds soon, their iron-shod boots echoing on the slick cobblestones.

If they found him here with a dead man and a forbidden book, there would be no trial, only the quick snap of a rope. The thought sent a fresh wave of anxiety through him, turning his sweat into ice against his skin. He had to move, yet his legs felt like they were rooted deep into the floor.

With a jagged breath, he snatched the grimoire, the old leather feeling unnaturally warm against his palms, almost like a beating heart. A soft hum vibrated through his fingers, a seductive whisper of power that promised safety if only he would speak the words. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting the urge to succumb to the book’s dark invitation.
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Aris had warned him that the greatest trap a mage could fall into was the belief that magic could solve a broken heart. Elias felt the truth of that warning now, the hollow ache of loss threatening to pull him under the freezing waves of despair. He tucked the book into his heavy cloak, feeling its weight settle against his ribs.

He turned toward the hidden wall safe, his movements stiff and mechanical as he fought to keep his emotions from shat- tering his focus. Inside lay the emergency supplies—a handful of gold marks, a vial of essence, and a tarnished silver key. His hands shook as he scooped the items into a small, weathered leather pouch.

A sudden floorboard creak from the hallway outside froze the blood in his tracks, his eyes darting toward the heavy oak door. His breath hitched in his throat, and he felt a cold sweat break out across his brow as he listened for a second sound. The silence that followed was even more terrifying than the noise, thick with unspoken threats.

He reached for the iron poker by the fireplace, the cold metal offering a meager sense of security in a world turned upside down. His knuckles were white as he gripped the handle, his eyes fixed on the shadow moving beneath the door’s gap. He wasn’t a warrior, but a cornered animal will always find a way to bite.

The shadow remained motionless, a dark stain against the flickering amber light of the dying hearth. Elias felt a sudden, sharp spike of adrenaline that burned through his exhaustion like a wildfire through dry brush. He realized with a jolt of pure panic that he had forgotten to lock the secondary bolt after Aris had collapsed.


His fingers tightened around the iron poker, the textured grip
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digging painfully into his palm as the door handle began to turn. The slow, rhythmic creak of the hinges sounded like a scream in the oppressive silence of the study. He stepped back, his boots scuffing against the ruined chalk of the protective circle, breaking the last of its power.

A tall figure stepped into the room, clad in a duster that seemed to swallow what little light remained in the chamber. The stranger didn’t look like a member of the Guard; he moved with a feline grace that suggested a predator rather than a soldier. Elias felt his knees weaken as the man’s gaze fell directly onto Aris’s body.

The stranger let out a low, mournful sigh that didn’t match the cold, calculating look in his sharp, obsidian eyes. He didn’t seem surprised by the carnage or the lingering scent of ozone that still hung heavy in the air. Instead, he looked at Elias with a mixture of pity and something that felt dangerously like hunger. “You should have left while the wards were still humming, boy,” the man said, his voice a gravelly rasp that vibrated in Elias’s chest. The sound sent a fresh wave of nausea through Elias, making his vision swim for a brief, terrifying second. He realized then that the stranger wasn’t just here for the body; he

was here for the book.

Elias tried to speak, but his throat felt as though it had been filled with dry sand, leaving him clutching for words that wouldn’t come. He stepped further back until his heels hit the edge of the master’s desk, the hard wood offering no comfort. The stranger took a step forward, his boots making no sound on the floor.

A surge of defiant anger flickered to life in the center of Elias’s fear, a small spark of heat in a freezing void. He couldn’t let this man take the only thing Aris had left behind, even if it
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meant risking his own soul. He raised the iron poker, his arms trembling but his eyes fixed firmly on the interloper’s face.

“Stay back,” Elias managed to croak, the words sounding small and fragile against the heavy atmosphere of the room. The stranger merely smiled, a slow and predatory baring of teeth that made the hair on the back of Elias’s neck stand up. It was the smile of someone who knew exactly how this story was going to end.

The stranger took another step, his presence expanding to fill the small room until the walls seemed to lean inward. Elias felt the familiar sting of tears pricking his eyes, a cocktail of grief and sheer, unadulterated terror threatening to break him. He swallowed hard, the metallic taste of fear coating his tongue as he braced for the inevitable.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Elias,” the man lied, his voice smooth as polished marble and just as cold. The fact that the stranger knew his name sent a jolt of electricity through his nervous system, snapping his mind into a sharp, desperate focus. This wasn’t a random thief; this was a shadow from his master’s hidden past.

With a sudden, frantic motion, Elias didn’t swing the poker at the man, but instead thrust it into the glowing embers of the hearth. He kicked a heavy pile of Aris’s discarded parchments into the coals, and a wall of orange flame roared upward between them. The sudden heat scorched his eyebrows, but it provided the momentary distraction he needed to survive.

The stranger hissed in annoyance, shielding his face from the sudden flare of light and the biting smoke that began to billow. Elias didn’t wait to see if the man would lung through the fire; he turned and vaulted over the low windowsill behind the desk. He hit the rain-slicked tiles of the lower roof with a jarring thud.
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The impact sent a shooting pain through his ankles, but the biting cold of the night air felt like a benediction after the stifling study. He scrambled along the sloped roof, his fingers clawing at the mossy stone for purchase as the wind tried to peel him away. Below, the dark waters of the canal churned with an icy, unforgiving hunger.

He looked back once to see a dark silhouette framed in the window, silhouetted against the growing fire inside the tower. The sight of his home burning brought a fresh wave of agony to his heart, a physical ache that nearly brought him to his knees. Everything he had ever known was turning to ash in the wind.

He slid down a drainage pipe, the rough metal biting into his palms and tearing the skin of his inner thighs. When his feet finally hit the muddy cobbles of the alleyway, he didn’t stop to catch his breath or steady his racing heart. He ran into the darkness, the heavy grimoire thumping against his ribs like a second pulse.

The streets of Oakhaven were a labyrinth of shadows and se- crets, and tonight, every corner seemed to hide a new nightmare. He ducked into a narrow crawlspace beneath a merchant’s pier, his lungs burning with the effort of suppressed sobs. He curled into a ball, clutching the book as if it were the only anchor in a world
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