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For those who were told their fire was a curse. And for the monsters who stayed to keep us warm.
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Preface
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The sky over Oakhaven didn’t bleed red; it bled grey. It was a thick, suffocating color, the hue of wet ash and forgotten prayers.

Hailey stood amidst the charred remains of the Elder Grove, where the ancient trees had once hummed with a low, melodic vibration. Now, there was only the silence of the dead. The scent of burnt cedar—sweet and sharp—clashed with the copper tang of spilled blood, filling her lungs until she felt she might choke on the history of her own extinction.

Ten years ago, the silence had been broken by the rhythmic clank of pressurized steam and the heavy tread of Soul-Iron boots.

Her mother, Emily, had been the first to fall. In the flickering twilight of the burning grove, Emily’s hands had grown cold and translucent, the golden glow that usually thrummed beneath her skin fading like a sunset behind a storm. As the Soul-Iron hunters closed in—monstrous silhouettes of brass and leather—she had clutched Hailey’s hands one last time. Her grip was a desperate, rattling ghost of its former warmth.

“Don’t let them see the sun in your veins, Hailey,” Emily had whispered, the words catching on the soot in her throat. “Hide the light. Stifle the heat. If they find it, they will not just kill you. They will forge your spirit into a blade to kill us all.”

Hailey had watched, paralyzed, as the hunters dragged her mother’s body away. They didn’t want the meat; they wanted the marrow—the liquid solar energy that ran through the veins of the Oakhaven folk. To King Marko, they weren’t people. They were high-grade combustible material.

Now, a decade later, Hailey stood on a jagged ridge overlooking the Iron Citadel.

The city was a nightmare of basalt and steam, a jagged tooth rising from the wounded earth like a middle finger to the gods. Great plumes of black smoke billowed from its chimneys, staining the clouds and ensuring the sun never touched the ground. Below, she could hear the rhythmic, industrial heartbeat of the city: the thud-hiss, thud-hiss of the Great Forges.

Inside that fortress lived King Marko. He was the architect of the Purge, the man who had realized that the “Light-Blessed” could be distilled into a fuel more potent than any coal or oil. He had built his empire on the screams of her kin, lighting his streets with their essence and sharpening his swords with their souls.

Hailey reached into the depths of her travel-worn cloak. Her fingers brushed the cold, unyielding weight of the obsidian dagger.

It was a relic of the Dead Coven, a group of exiles who had traded their light for the hollow comfort of the void. The blade was etched with weeping runes that seemed to swallow the dim light of the grey afternoon. It was magic of the darkest sort—a “life-for-a-life” contract. To activate the blade’s true power, to pierce the Soul-Iron armor of a King, it would require a heart full of solar fire to be extinguished.

She looked down at her wrists. Beneath the grime and the scars of a decade spent in the shadows, a faint, rhythmic gold pulse flickered. It was dim, suppressed by years of sheer will, but it was there. The sun was still in her veins.

The wind shifted, carrying the stench of the Citadel’s vents—the smell of ozone and processed spirits. Hailey didn’t flinch. She wasn’t the frightened girl in the grove anymore. She was a living ember, and she had spent ten years waiting for the right wind to fan her into a localized apocalypse.

She wasn’t here to survive the night. She wasn’t here to lead a revolution or reclaim a throne. She was here to end the reign of King Marko, to ensure that the man who turned her mother into a battery felt the true, unbridled heat of the sun before it went out forever.

Even if she had to burn the entire world to ash just to see him cinder.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE BLOOD SERVANT
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The Iron Citadel smelled of coal, pressurized steam, and a lingering, metallic rot that Hailey recognized as the scent of dying hope.

Hailey kept her head bowed, her chin tucked into the collar of her grease-stained tunic, as the line of “tributes” shuffled through the heavy Soul-Iron gates. Above them, the sky was a bruised purple, choked by the constant output of the Great Smokestacks. Her hands were caked in layers of soot and industrial grime—a purposeful, filthy disguise for the golden shimmer of solar fire that lived just beneath her skin, pulsing in time with her racing heart. Beside her, a young girl named Gabby, barely fifteen and possessing the fragile look of spun glass, trembled so violently that her teeth rattled like dice in a cup.

“Keep it together,” Hailey hissed under her breath, her voice barely a thread of sound over the rhythmic thud-hiss of the nearby pistons. “If the guards see you shaking, Gabby, they’ll think you’re hiding magic. They’ll take you to the extraction vats before you even see the inner wards.”

Gabby looked up, her eyes wide and glassy, reflecting the orange glow of the furnace fires. “They say King Marko drinks the blood of witches to stay young, Hailey. They say he hasn’t aged a day since the Elder Grove Purge. That he’s more machine than man now.”

Hailey’s grip tightened on the hidden obsidian dagger strapped to her inner thigh. The runes etched into the stone seemed to thrum against her skin, hungry and cold. Good, she thought, a bitter edge to her resolve. Let him be immortal. It will only make his eventual undoing feel like a more satisfying miracle.

The Master of Servants, a man named Silas whose skin looked like yellowed parchment stretched over a skull, walked slowly down the line. He didn’t bother looking at their faces; he looked at their hands, checking for the callouses of labor or the tell-tale glow of “unrefined” energy.

He stopped in front of Hailey. He grabbed her wrist with fingers that felt like frozen talons.

“Strong fingers. Steady pulse,” Silas muttered, his voice a dry rasp. “You. You’ll be assigned to the King’s private wing. The last three girls were... insufficient. They couldn’t handle the temperament of the Royal Chambers. One went mad; the other two simply stopped speaking.”

“I have a strong stomach, Master, and a silent tongue,” Hailey said, her voice a practiced, hollow monotone.

“We shall see. The King has a way of peeling back layers until there is nothing left but the truth.”

As she was led through the winding, windowless corridors of the Citadel, Hailey mapped every turn, every guard station, and every pressure-release valve. The stone here was damp and black, humming with a low-frequency vibration that made her teeth ache. It was the hum of trapped magic, channeled through brass pipes that lined the ceilings like the veins of a titan. Marko wasn’t just killing her people; he was harvesting the very ley lines of the earth, turning the world’s spirit into mechanical torque.

The doors to the King’s solar—massive slabs of dark oak reinforced with etched silver—groaned open. The air inside didn’t smell of coal. It was cold—unnaturally, bitingly cold, as if the room itself were a vacuum.

Standing by a hearth that held no fire was King Marko. He looked nothing like the bloated, iron-clad tyrant of the resistance’s campfire stories. He was tall, his silhouette sharp against the frosted window, his shoulders broad under a heavy coat of charcoal wool and sable fur. His hair was the color of a winter midnight, and when he turned, his eyes weren’t the red of a demon, but a piercing, crystalline violet that seemed to see through her skin and into the marrow of her bones.
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