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Chapter 1: The Edge of Ordinary
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OUR TOWN DIDN’T EVEN have a proper name—just a dusty string of homes clinging to the mountainside, where clouds liked to sink low enough to kiss the rooftops. We called it “the Ridge,” like it was grander than it was. Life here was simple, too small for real trouble and too quiet for adventure. But even in stillness, something inside me burned.

I’m Sandya, and my life had been lived between creaky shutters and pine-swept winds. My closest friend—practically my sister—was Talia. She had a wildness to her, even when we were little. While I always felt like the world watched me too closely, she seemed like she was already dancing just out of its reach. She had electric blue hair, always tied back in a wind-tangled braid, and warm brown eyes that sparked with mischief or fire, depending on the day.

We had always dreamed beyond the Ridge. When kids played house, we played guild. I’d be the strategist with the silent arrows. She’d wield impossible fire, spinning through imaginary battles while I plotted from the shadows. Our dreams were made of the stories we weren’t supposed to believe.

Today, we stood at the edge of that dream.

It was early. The kind of early where dew still clung to everything, and the sky couldn’t decide if it wanted to wake up or roll over. My bag was packed. Food, clothes, my old wood-handled dagger, and a notebook filled with scribbled tactics and maps. Talia stood beside me, adjusting her gloves, eyes bright with the thrill of it all.

“You sure you’re ready?” she asked, her voice softer than usual.

I nodded, but the truth was harder. My heart beat too fast. I was ready in the way a tree might be ready to fall after a long winter—more from pressure than courage.

“Then let’s go before the Ridge tries to keep us here forever.”

Our parents had said goodbye the night before. My mother had braided my hair like she used to when I was five, and Talia’s father had given her a charm carved from sunwood. No one had cried, but their eyes lingered too long. Like they were afraid they’d never see us again. Maybe they wouldn’t.

The path down the mountain was steep, and silence came easily. We were both holding our breath. Not from the climb, but from everything waiting at the bottom.

The Capital’s outskirts would take us two days by foot. And once we arrived, we’d have to prove ourselves. The Guild Tryouts weren’t like the festivals the townsfolk hosted for fun. No, this was the real thing—combat trials, intelligence puzzles, partner tests. Only a handful from across the continent were accepted each year. And most came from powerful families, trained since birth.

We came with pine needles in our boots and hope in our hands.

But Talia didn’t look worried. She marched with purpose, that half-grin tugging at her lips like she knew something I didn’t.

“You ever think we’re just... two nobodies from nowhere?” I muttered.

“All the time,” she said, grinning. “But nobodies have nothing to lose. That’s our edge.”

I smiled back despite myself.

The wind changed then—sweeter, sharper. A sign of leaving. I turned back once to see the Ridge. Small. Still. But not forgotten.

We were finally walking out of our childhood and into something new.

And though we didn’t know it yet, the world was already shifting to meet us.
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Chapter 2: The Road to New Beginnings 
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THE FIRST FULL DAY away from the Ridge tasted like rain-soaked pine and freedom.

Talia and I didn’t speak much at first. It wasn’t the silence of discomfort but of anticipation. Every step away from home seemed to echo louder than the last, as if the mountain itself was watching us leave.

The road winding through the valley below was muddy from the last night's storm. My boots were soaked by midmorning, but I didn’t complain. Neither did Talia. We were too focused, too stubborn, too determined. Our goal was two days away—the Capital’s outer ring—and neither of us wanted to be the one to say they were tired first.

We passed traders by noon. One waved a lazy hand from the back of a beetle-drawn wagon—its shell glinting like molten bronze. The merchant had brightly colored silks spilling from his cart and a hawk-eared smile like he could smell where we were headed.

“Guild-bound?” he asked as we passed.

Talia tilted her chin. “Tryouts.”

The man let out a low whistle. “Best keep your heads down and your feet dry. Rain’s due back tonight. And not all travelers on this road are friendly.”

We thanked him and kept walking.

By evening, we’d reached a cliffside ridge that overlooked the sprawling lowlands. From there, we could just barely make out the spires of the Capital in the far distance—like silver teeth on the horizon. We made camp beneath an old stone arch—part of some ancient ruin swallowed by moss. I took first watch.

Talia lay curled beside the fire, breathing soft and steady. I envied her ease. My nerves buzzed too loud to let me rest.

I pulled out my notebook, flipping through sketches of formations, tactical notes, weak points in armor styles I’d studied. I tried to memorize everything again. I needed to be ready. I needed to prove that someone like me—a girl from nowhere—could belong among the best.

Halfway through my watch, something moved in the darkness.

A branch snapped. My body went still.

Then a low growl.

I rose silently, dagger drawn, eyes scanning the tree line. Another sound—closer this time. Wet footfalls. Something sniffing.

Talia stirred behind me. “Sandya?”

Before I could answer, a shape lunged into the firelight—a creature like a twisted wolf, fur matted, eyes glowing faint violet. A feralshade.

I barely had time to block as it pounced. My dagger met bone. Sparks flew as steel struck something unnatural. Talia was already rolling up, hands outstretched.

“Back!” she shouted. Flame erupted from her palms, slamming into the beast. It howled, staggering, but didn’t fall.

We moved together—flame and steel, step and strike. I aimed low, cutting its legs. She blasted the head, light blooming like a second sunrise in our ruined camp. Finally, it fell.

We stood over it, panting.

“Not even one full day,” I said.

Talia wiped her brow. “Welcome to the world.”

We didn’t sleep much after that.

The next day passed in wary quiet. No more beasts, but we kept our weapons close. The road wound into flatter lands, dotted with old windmills and half-buried ruins. We passed more travelers—some alone, some in small groups. A few eyed us like competition. Others nodded with quiet camaraderie. All of them were headed the same way.

Toward the Tryouts.

By the end of the second day, the trees thinned and the air grew heavier. City-smoke drifted on the breeze. And finally, as the sun dropped low, we crested a hill and saw it.

The Capital.

Massive, layered, alive. Lights blinked like constellations. Towers stabbed the sky. And just on its outer edge: the Tryout Grounds. We could see the tents, the crowds, the glowing sigils that marked the entrance to something far greater than either of us had ever known.

I swallowed hard.

“We made it,” Talia said, barely above a whisper.

And I realized—we had only just begun.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The Tryouts Begin
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THE TRYOUT GROUNDS sprawled before us like a carnival built for warriors. Banners snapped in the breeze—each representing a major guild. Tents stretched across the open plains, woven from enchanted cloth that shimmered faintly in the setting sun. Around them, competitors from every corner of the continent moved like a tide—polishing weapons, stretching limbs, muttering spells.

Talia and I stood at the edge of it all, two girls with worn boots and stubborn hearts.
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