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CHAPTER 1 — THE CORRIDOR OF OPEN EARS

	The golden seam closed behind her with a sound too soft to be called a door, too deliberate to be called silence. Mara stood in the dim glow of the new chamber, the mask warming gently against her face, shaping each inhale into a thin, disciplined ribbon of breath.

	Here, the air did not merely exist.

	It listened.

	She took one cautious step forward.

	The sound echoed—not loudly, but sharply, like a pin dropped into a massive, hollow structure. The corridor stretched ahead of her, long and narrow, carved from pale stone veined with shimmering streaks of gold. The walls were close enough that she could have touched both at once, but she did not dare raise her hands.

	Her heartbeat made a sound here. Her blink made a sound. Even the pulse in her throat felt amplified.

	This passage was built to hear her.

	“Mara.”

	The voice came not from behind, not ahead, but from everywhere—a resonance vibrating through the narrow hall, sliding between the walls as though woven into the very stone.

	“The Corridor of Open Ears,” the Sovereign said, “knows discipline better than any student.”

	A soft pulse ran along the walls, climbing from floor to ceiling like a wave of breath.

	“It listens for what should not be spoken,” he continued. “Every motion that is too loud. Every inhale that is too desperate. Every tremor that betrays what your silence cannot hide.”

	Mara swallowed hard.

	The swallow echoed like a dropped coin.

	A flare of heat filled her cheeks beneath the mask.

	Her body was betraying her already.

	“Walk,” the Sovereign said.

	She obeyed.

	Her footsteps, though soft, reverberated along the corridor in a delicate staccato. She tried to shorten her stride; the echo sharpened. She tried to barely touch the floor; the corridor amplified the false delicacy.

	The passage rejected pretense. It demanded truth.

	Her breath, controlled by the mask, came out in thin, even threads. She focused on that rhythm, on making the sound as steady as possible.

	The corridor rewarded her—slightly. The echo softened.

	But then—

	A second set of footsteps.

	Soft. Precise. Almost perfectly silent… but not quite.

	Mara froze.

	Ahead of her, at the far end of the corridor, a tall, slender figure stood motionless. She wore a white mask, smooth as bleached bone, featureless but for a faint vertical groove down its center. Her posture was immaculate: hands folded at the base of her spine, shoulders pulled back, chin lifted just enough to signal superiority without arrogance.
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