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In Istraea, death is loud.

It starts with the drums. They roll through the stone corridors, a low, grinding rhythm that feels older than the city itself. It’s not the fast panic of war or the tempo of a festival. It’s slower. Patient. It sounds like something that knows it’s going to win, so it doesn't need to rush.

I’m standing at the back of the Grand Tier, hood up, letting the vibration rattle my teeth.

Around me, vendors are shoving through the crush, selling sugared nuts and honey-wine. They’re laughing too hard. Their voices are brittle, pitching too high, like they’re trying to convince themselves that today is a celebration. Couples are gripping each other, white-knuckled. Fathers have their kids up on their shoulders, and the little ones are clapping along to the beat because they’re too young to know what the drums actually mean.

I know.

The marble under my boots is freezing, even with the heat of a few thousand bodies pressed against me. I shove my hands deep into my coat pockets so no one sees them shaking. I haven’t slept. I haven’t eaten. I’ve spent the last twelve hours staring at Mara’s stolen notes until my eyes burned.

The first body gets dragged out before the Ascended even show up.

She’s young, sixteen, maybe. She’s so light the guards don't even have to brace themselves to haul her toward the dais. Her limbs are jerking, mouth gaping open like she’s drowning on dry land. There’s a red sigil glowing at the hollow of her throat, pulsing with the drums, sucking the color right out of her face.

She’s still alive.

Nobody screams. That’s lesson number one in this city: screaming doesn't save you.

They call it Selection Day. They smile when they say it, like the words are holy. This is when the Ascended "purify" the realm, culling the weak so the chosen can rise. They use words like serve, honor, and sacrifice.

They never use the word die.

I pick at a loose thread in my coat seam. Three years. It’s been three years since they took Mara from this exact spot, while I stood here and did nothing.

The drums cut out.

The silence hits harder than the noise did. It feels heavy, sucking the air out of the square. Even the torches seem to lean toward the dais.

Then the sky tears open. Five pillars of red light slam down, and the Ascended drift out of them. They don't walk, and they don’t exactly fly. They just descend like gravity is a suggestion they’ve decided to ignore. They are bone-pale and flawless, but not in a way that’s pretty. It’s the kind of perfection that looks wrong. Artificial.

The High Ascended steps out. He’s wearing that same smooth, ageless face. He looks at us the way a butcher looks at a carcass, checking for the best cuts.

“People of Istraea,” he says. His voice slides into your ears, oily and smooth. “The Red Crucible opens again.”

The crowd loses it.

Cheers erupt. People throw wine into the air. I see a woman grab the man next to her and kiss him desperately, as if they show enough devotion, the monsters on the stage won't hurt them.

I don’t cheer. I can taste blood in my mouth from biting my cheek.

Twenty pedestals rise out of the floor in a perfect arc. They’re carved with runes that pulse like fresh wounds. I know those shapes. I’ve drawn them in charcoal on my bedroom walls a thousand times. I’ve seen them burn into my sister’s skin in my nightmares.

Harvest sigils.

The High Ascended lifts one finger.

The first mark catches fire.

In the third row, a boy screams. Red light explodes at his collarbone. He stumbles back, clawing at the air, convulsing like something is being ripped out of him. He tries to run, but the sigil flares brighter, and he drops. The guards drag him to the front like a sack of grain.

One by one, they choose.

Every time a sigil lights up, the crowd flinches. Mothers collapse. Fathers stare straight ahead, eyes dead, trying to look pious. No one moves to stop it. Stopping it is heresy.

By the tenth selection, I feel sick. By the fifteenth, my hands are numb.

By the nineteenth, the sigil flares right in front of me.

My heart stops. For a second, I think it’s me.

Then the girl next to me goes rigid.

It’s Lysa. She sells bread down on River Street. She gave me a discount on a loaf once when the power went out. Now, there’s a red flower blooming on her throat. Her legs give out, and I catch her before she hits the stone. She’s dead weight in my arms, her eyes locking onto mine.

“Don’t let me die,” she wheezes.

It feels like a kick to the chest. I’ve heard that voice before. I used that voice when they took Mara.

The guards rip Lysa away from me. She screams my name, and they drag her toward the dais to join the other trembling kids.

Nineteen.

The High Ascended raises his hand for the last one.

I step forward.

“I volunteer.”

The words scrape my throat. They echo across the marble, loud and stupid and impossible to take back.

The whole city seems to hold its breath.

The Ascended freeze. The High Ascended leaves his hand up, finger still glowing with magic that has nowhere to go. Nobody volunteers. Not since people realized the Crucible isn't a holy trial, it’s a slaughterhouse.

The crowd turns to look at me. A thousand faces, shocked, angry. Someone grabs my sleeve. A woman hisses that I’m crazy, that I’m going to get us all killed.

The High Ascended tilts his head. “You are not chosen,” he says. He sounds bored, like he’s correcting a toddler.

“I choose myself.” My voice is shaking, but it’s loud.

A ripple of laughter moves through the Ascended. They think it’s funny.

Two guards start toward me. I yank my arm free and jam my hand into my coat. The blade fits my palm perfectly. It’s old, stolen from a vault that wasn't supposed to exist, based on a map Mara left behind. The Death-Scribes were executed for making things like this. For thinking they could use language to bind death.

“Stop her!” someone yells.

I press the blade to my wrist.

The world narrows down to the pulse under my skin. If I hesitate, they’ll stop me. I slice.

It hurts, sharp and hot, like a star going supernova in my arm. Blood splashes onto the marble, hissing where it hits the runes. The blade burns so hot I think it might cauterize the wound before I’m done.

The Death-Vow catches.

Light erupts from the cut as crimson shot through with black veins that crawl up my arm like ink in water. I scream. I can’t help it. The vow binds to the bone.

The High Ascended actually takes a step back. That’s new. They don’t fear anything.

The arena gates slam shut. It doesn't sound like metal; it sounds like a massive stone throat clearing itself. A shockwave knocks half the crowd to their knees. The pedestals blaze up, twenty runes firing at once.

And then the sigils vanish. All of them.

Lysa’s neck is clear. The shaking boy goes still. The magic dissolves into ash and blows away.

Chaos breaks out. People are screaming, crying, and arguing. Someone wails that the Ascended have lost control.

The High Ascended turns those glowing eyes on me. “What have you done?” he asks. His voice isn't smooth anymore.

I hold up my bleeding wrist. “I made sure you can’t hide behind your rituals.”

He looks at the mark, and for the first time, he looks unsettled.

The Death-Vow isn't a spell. It’s a sentence. It doesn’t bind me to the Crucible. It binds the Crucible to me.

“You will regret this,” he says.

“I already do,” I whisper. “Every day since my sister died.”

The marble cracks under my feet.

The pedestals sink back into the floor like something downstairs is pulling them in. The air tastes metallic, charged with heavy, angry magic. Then the ground opens up.

It doesn’t split. It opens like a jaw.

The arena swallows the dais. Stone grinds against stone. The Ascended try to lift off, but the magic grabs them too, dragging them toward the hole.

The Crucible is awake. And it’s looking at me.

Something yanks my spine. The world tilts, turns inside out, and the Grand Tier stretches into a tunnel of blood-light. I fall. Not down. Inward.

I hit the floor hard enough to knock the wind out of me. Stone. Cold. Real.

I roll over and gag. Blood is still running down my arm, the Vow pulsing like a second heart. The air down here smells wrong. Stale. Old dust and absence.

I push myself up. I’m not alone.

Bodies are scattered all over the chamber, the chosen, thrown in here like loose change. Some are out cold. Some are screaming. Some aren't moving.

Above us, the ceiling is black crystal with veins of red light. It looks like the inside of a lung.

I stagger to my feet. My wrist is throbbing, but the pain is duller now, deeper. The Vow is humming in my veins. It’s waiting.

This was just the front door. I heard a groan from the left, and I turned to see a man dragging himself across the floor, leaving a wet smear behind him. His leg is bent the wrong way. He looks up at me, eyes glassy.

“Help me,” he wheezes.

The words feel heavy here, like the walls are listening.

I step toward him, then stop. Mara’s voice is in my head, sharp and bitter. The arena feeds on mercy, Elara. If you show weakness, it teaches you how to die.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. And I turn away.

Behind me, his breathing stops.

The ceiling vibrates. The Crucible just logged its first offering.

A scream cuts through the dark. Lysa.

I see her huddled against a wall, clawing at her throat where the mark used to be. She looks tiny down here. Just a scared kid in the dark. I start toward her and run straight into a wall of muscle.

Hands grab my shoulders before I fall. I jerk back, the knife flashing into my hand.

“Easy,” a deep voice says. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

I laugh. It’s a broken, ugly sound. “Everyone is here to hurt me.”

The guy looks at my wrist, then at the knife. His eyes are dark, almost black, and he’s way too calm for someone standing in a tomb.

“You’re the one who broke the choosing,” he says.

“And you’re still breathing,” I snap. “Congrats.”

He grimaces. “I didn’t choose this either.”

The ceiling pulses brighter.

Then a voice fills the room. It’s not loud, but it’s everywhere. It’s inside my skull.

WELCOME, VOWBEARER.

The man stiffens. “You heard that?”

I swallow copper. “I think the arena is talking to me.”

People are scrambling up now, realizing where they are. Somewhere in the dark, metal shrieks, followed by a wet crunch.

THE GAME HAS CHANGED, the voice says. YOU HAVE INVITED ME TO REMEMBER MYSELF.
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