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CHAPTER 1 — THE ARRIVAL

	The car stopped without a sound.

	Mara hadn't noticed when the road had turned from asphalt to stone, or when the city lights had vanished behind them. But now, through the fogged window, she saw the outline of a building rising out of the darkness like something unearthed rather than built—massive, angular, carved from old stone and older silence.

	A soft knock on the glass.

	The woman who had driven her—a tall, slender figure dressed in black from throat to boots—opened the door without waiting for permission. Her expression remained unreadable. She had not spoken a single word since picking Mara up. She did not speak now.

	“Thank you,” Mara whispered, though she knew the woman would not respond.

	Cold air touched her skin as she stepped out. The building’s entrance towered above her: a rectangular arch framed by symbols she did not recognize. They shimmered faintly, reacting to her presence, almost like breath drawn in.

	The driver walked ahead, expecting Mara to follow.

	Inside, the hall was impossibly long, lit only by a warm, copper glow that seemed to come from beneath the stone floor rather than above. Each step echoed—once, then twice, as if the hall replied with its own delayed heartbeat.

	When Mara reached the center, the woman raised her hand.

	Stop.

	Mara froze.

	For several seconds, nothing moved. Then the woman extended her palm toward a narrow passageway that curved deeper into the structure. She gestured for Mara to walk it alone.

	“You’re not coming with me?” Mara asked before she could stop herself.

	The woman’s head tilted—a slow, deliberate motion. Not denial. Not agreement. Merely an acknowledgment of the question she would not answer.

	Mara swallowed hard and stepped into the passageway.

	The air inside was warm, almost humid, carrying the faint scent of old parchment and burnt resin. The walls were smooth, lined with veined stone that pulsed with a subtle inner glow. The deeper she walked, the quieter everything became. The sound of her steps faded. Even her breath felt subdued.

	Then she reached the chamber.

	A round room opened before her, perfectly symmetrical, illuminated by symbols carved into the floor—circles within circles, runes forming a pattern that hummed beneath the surface. At the far end, a raised stone platform held a single object: a mask.

	Thin. Pale. Smooth. Expressionless.

	Her heart thudded once, loud enough to break the quiet.

	“So you’ve arrived.”

	The voice came from above her, deep and steady, resonating through the chamber. She looked up.

	A figure stood on a narrow balcony, enveloped in shadow. Tall. Still. Watching.

	No movement. No visible breath. Only presence—command condensed into a human shape.

	Mara felt her spine straighten without thinking.

	“Before you begin,” the voice continued, “you must understand three rules.”

	A pause stretched through the chamber, velvet and heavy.

	“First: You do not speak unless instructed.”

	Her lips pressed together.

	“Second: You do not hesitate.”

	Heat pooled low in her stomach.

	“And third… you do not break the circle.”

	The symbols at her feet glowed brighter, responding to the declaration.

	The figure on the balcony stepped forward, and she sensed—more than saw—the weight of his attention settle directly on her.

	“Step inside,” he said.

	Her pulse fluttered. “Inside what?”

	The circle’s light flared suddenly, as if answering for him.

	Mara drew in a breath.

	The First Chamber was waiting.

	She took a single step forward.

	The door behind her closed with a sound like the sealing of a fate.

	 


CHAPTER 2 — THE MASKING RITUAL

	The circle accepted her.

	The moment Mara’s foot crossed the glowing line, the symbols pulsed once—bright, deliberate, almost like a heartbeat—and then settled into a slow, rhythmic thrum. She felt it through the soles of her shoes, through her calves, through her ribs. A vibration that wasn’t sound, and yet her body recognized it as something ancient and instructive.

	Above her, the man on the balcony did not move.

	“Approach the platform,” he said.

	The command slid into her mind with no resistance, as if the chamber itself carried it down to her. Mara walked toward the stone dais where the mask rested. The closer she came, the heavier the air grew—thick with heat, thick with expectation. Her fingers tingled. Her breath shortened.

	The mask was more intricate than she’d thought. From a distance, it had seemed simple, plain. But up close, she saw faint lines etched into its surface—delicate patterns, almost invisible unless the light caught them at the right angle. They weren’t decorative. They were instructions.

	“For your first trial,” the voice said, “you must learn who you are without speech.”
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