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Chapter One: Ashes of Memory
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In the beginning, there was only silence. Not the silence of peace, but a silence forged by the branding iron that silenced the screams within our veins. They say ashes are the end of all things, but they forgot that ash is the only womb from which the Phoenix can be born. In this world, where human features have eroded behind silver masks, the question is no longer: "Who will kill you?"... but rather: "Who will grant you salvation?" This is not a tale of war; it is about that moment a slave discovers their jailer is also a prisoner to a hidden scar.

The vault in the "Crystal Palace" reeked of the past and rusted iron—a place heavy with the exhaled breaths of thousands of women and children crushed there for the "Masters'" amusement. Beneath the ruins of what was once known as the "Forbidden Island," there was no room for light, save for the nuclear dust shimmering like diamonds under a pale moon filtering through the cracks of the collapsed ceiling. A funereal silence prevailed, broken only by the sound of ragged breaths—a final attempt to cling to life amidst the wreckage of a world destroyed by the conflicts of men.

Elara sat in the dark corner, her trembling hands reaching out to touch a wall of shattered mirrors. She saw the "scars of the soul," left not just by the nuclear war, but by the monsters who treated her body as private property. She had survived by a miracle, escaping their attempts to defile her dignity the very moment destruction fell. Now, she stood alone amidst the soot.

Suddenly, the heavy iron door creaked open, a sound that tore through the silence. A draft of cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of sulfur and burnt jasmine. A long shadow stretched across the narrow space. It was Kayan. He did not approach like an executioner, nor did he reach out. He simply stood there, his black sword hanging at his side like a sliver of the midnight sky.

"Their time is over, Elara," he said, his voice raspy with a haunting resonance of sorrow and apology. "The world outside is ash... but ash is the only place where they can never find you again."

Elara pulled a tattered rag from her wrist, revealing a scar violently seared into her skin—burnt flesh that had grown back into a mark of eternal bondage. Her hand shook as she looked at that brand, a reminder of every night she had screamed to no answer. She lifted her brown eyes, reflecting the broken dreams of millions of women, and said: "How do I know you aren't one of them? How do I know this ash won't be my new cage?"
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