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Chapter 1: The Weight of Unspoken Rust
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[image: ]he morning mist clung to the jagged peaks of Oakhaven like a damp shroud, chilling Elias to the very marrow of his brittle bones. He adjusted the heavy leather strap of

his satchel, feeling the familiar, cold weight of the iron tablets pressing against his hip. Every step through the cobblestone square felt like a coordinated betrayal by a body that was rapidly failing him.




He watched the townspeople go about their mundane rituals, their laughter sounding like shattered glass in the quiet, oppres- sive air of the valley. They did not know the burden he carried, nor the metallic tang of blood that rose in his throat whenever he dared to think of the future. The prophecy was a silent predator, stalking the edges of his mind with relentless, iron-shod hooves.




Elias ducked into the shadow of the Great Library, his breath hitching as the scent of old parchment and woodsmoke filled his burning lungs. He needed to find the third scroll before the sun reached its zenith, or the ritual would be incomplete. The anxiety was a physical knot in his stomach, tightening with every second the clock on the mantle ticked away.
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He moved through the stacks with a practiced, ghostly silence, his fingers trailing over the spines of books that held centuries of useless wisdom. None of them spoke of the iron tongue, or the way the words would eventually turn to slag in the speaker’s mouth. He felt a sudden, sharp longing for the days before the mark appeared on his silvered, trembling hand.

A floorboard creaked behind him, and Elias froze, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird seeking a desper- ate escape. He didn’t dare turn around, fearing that the High Warden had finally caught the scent of his silent, desperate treason. The air in the library grew impossibly heavy, smelling of ozone and the coming storm that promised no cleansing rain.

“You are looking for the wrong truth, Elias,” a voice whispered, sounding like dry leaves skittering across a tombstone in the dead of night. He closed his eyes, the fear finally bubbling over and manifest as a single, cold bead of sweat rolling down his temple. The voice belonged to Silas, a man who had died three winters ago in the Great Fire.

Elias slowly turned, his muscles screaming in protest as he faced the apparition that should not, by any law of nature, be standing there. Silas looked unchanged, his eyes burning with a fierce, unnatural light that seemed to pierce through the very soul of the young scribe. The joy of seeing a friend was instantly smothered by a thick, suffocating layer of pure, unadulterated dread.

“The prophecy doesn’t want your devotion; it wants your si- lence,” Silas continued, his form flickering like a guttering candle in a drafty, forgotten hallway. Elias tried to speak, but
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his tongue felt heavy, as if it had been cast from the very iron he carried in his bag. He realized then that the transformation had already begun, deep within his throat.




He reached out a hand, but Silas retreated into the gloom of the history section, leaving behind nothing but the lingering scent of sulfur. Elias slumped against a shelf, the weight of his destiny finally crashing down on him with the force of a mountain. He was the vessel, the speaker of truths that would eventually burn the world to a blackened, silent cinder.




The silence in the library was no longer a comfort; it was a hungry, living thing that swallowed his shallow, panicked breaths. Elias reached for the iron tablets, his fingers fumbling against the cold, etched surfaces that felt more like skin than metal. He needed to find the third scroll, a relic lost to time and the growing decay of Oakhaven.




The shadow of the High Warden loomed in his mind, a constant, suffocating pressure that demanded his absolute and unwaver- ing obedience. He remembered the first time he felt the metallic tang on his tongue, a bitter omen of the heavy destiny he now carried. His hands shook as he pulled a leather-bound tome from the shelf, its spine cracking like old bone.




He traced the faded ink of the maps, searching for the hidden chamber rumored to be buried beneath the library’s very founda- tions. The anxiety in his chest was a cold, sharp blade, twisting with every heartbeat that echoed in the vast, empty room. He could feel the eyes of the past watching him, judging his every hesitant, fearful movement.
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The scent of sulfur from Silas’s apparition lingered, a haunting reminder that the veil between life and death was becoming dangerously thin. Elias swallowed hard, the iron in his mouth tasting like old blood and the rust of forgotten, ancient wars. He was a man out of time, caught between a dying world and a prophecy of fire.

A soft, rhythmic thumping began to vibrate through the stone floor, a sound that felt more like a heartbeat than a distant mechanical drum. Elias leaned against the cold masonry, his forehead pressing against the rough surface as he tried to ground his fraying, panicked senses. The building itself seemed to be breathing, a slow and heavy respiration that mimicked his own.

He found the lever hidden behind a bust of the First Scholar, a small, unassuming brass ring caked in decades of dust. With a grunt of exertion, he pulled it, hearing the ancient gears groan and protest against the sudden, forced intrusion of movement. A section of the bookshelf slid back, revealing a dark, narrow staircase leading down.

The darkness below was absolute, a void that seemed to pull the light from the library into its own greedy, silent maw. Elias took a deep breath, the air down there smelling of damp earth and something ancient, metallic, and deeply, viscerally wrong. He stepped onto the first stone stair, his boots clicking sharply in the oppressive, waiting silence.

Each step took him deeper into the guts of the earth, away from the familiar and into the realm of the forgotten. The walls were damp, weeping a black fluid that stained his sleeves and
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chilled his skin to the point of numbness. He felt a sudden, sharp longing for the sun, for the simple warmth of a summer afternoon.




At the bottom of the stairs, he entered a circular chamber where the air was thick with the hum of unseen, vibrating power. In the center sat a stone pedestal, and upon it lay the third scroll, its golden ribbon shimmering in the dim, flickering light. Elias approached it with a reverence that was tempered by a deep, soul-shaking dread.




His hand hovered over the parchment, the mark on his palm glowing with a faint, pulsing light that mirrored the room’s energy. He felt a surge of joy, a fleeting moment of triumph that was quickly swallowed by the realization of what came next. To read the prophecy was to invite the iron into his very soul, forever.




The golden ribbon felt like a live wire against his skin, sending a jolt of static electricity through his entire arm. Elias bit his lip, the sharp metallic tang of his own blood grounding him as the world began to tilt. He untied the silk, his breath coming in ragged, shallow bursts that clouded the frigid, underground air.




As the parchment unfurled, the script seemed to shift and writhe like a nest of disturbed, ink-black serpents upon the page. His eyes burned, a searing heat that forced tears to track through the layer of dust on his pale, gaunt cheeks. The joy of discovery was instantly replaced by a crushing, physical weight in his very lungs.
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The words did not speak of glory or the salvation of Oakhaven, as the High Warden had so often promised him. Instead, they whispered of a hollowed-out world, a place where the sun was a memory and the tongues of men were iron. He felt a wave of nausea roll through him, thick and debilitating as a physical blow.

Fear, cold and jagged, took root in his heart as he realized the true nature of his assigned, holy task. He was not the savior of the valley; he was the architect of its eventual and silent, metallic tomb. The anxiety clawed at his throat, making it nearly impossible to swallow the rising, bitter bile of his regret.

He clutched the scroll to his chest, the edges of the ancient paper cutting into his palms with a stinging, sharp precision. The vibration in the floor intensified, a rhythmic thrumming that seemed to harmonize with the frantic, uneven beating of his own heart. He was trapped in a sanctuary that had suddenly become a predatory, waiting grave.

A low, guttural growl echoed from the shadows of the staircase, a sound that bypassed his ears and vibrated in his teeth. Elias spun around, his eyes wide and searching the darkness for the source of the predatory, hungering noise. The torchlight flickered violently, casting long, distorted shadows that danced like mocking, spectral demons on the walls.

He saw the glint of silver eyes reflecting the dying flame, a pair of orbs that held no warmth or humanity. It was the Warden’s hound, a creature of smoke and tempered steel that served as the silent, lethal enforcer. The longing for his quiet life as a
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simple, unnoticed scribe hit him with a cruel, sudden force.




The hound stepped into the light, its ribs visible beneath a coat of matted, dark fur that smelled of wet copper. It didn’t bark; it simply stared, a cold and calculated judgment passing through its gaze as it blocked the only exit. Elias backed away, his heels hitting the cold stone of the central, humming pedestal.




He felt the iron tablets in his satchel grow warm, a heat that seeped through the leather and burned against his hip. The prophecy was reacting to the presence of the beast, a symbiotic connection that chilled Elias to his very core. He was being claimed by the metal, a slow and agonizing transformation he couldn’t stop.




Desperation lent him a sudden, frantic strength as he looked for another way out of the suffocating, circular stone room. The ceiling was vaulted and high, lost in a darkness that felt heavier than the earth pressing down from above. He was a rat in a hole
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