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Introduction

Beyond the endless horizon, jagged cliffs rise like broken teeth into ash-grey skies.
Here, amid the eternal mist and clangor of the foundries, stands the world of the Iron
Cliffs—a society forged in fear, order, and iron-willed obedience. Generations have
been born under the unemotional gaze of the Overseers, their lives mapped and
measured from the moment they utter a first breath. No laughter rings freely, and
dreams are smothered before they can take flight.

To live in the Iron Cliffs is to know your place, your purpose, and your limits. Every soul
is summoned by a number, not a name. At dawn, the city wakes, marching in unison
to the hammer’s beat. Fire-flecked chimneys pierce the clouds, and the people labor
with silent resignation, making sacrifices for a peace that feels more like a prison. The
very air is thick with unspoken rules—question nothing, trust no one, become who you
are told to be.

| am Liora. Or so they named me in the Registry. My hands are raw from the
unyielding stone; my back bears the mark of my assigned family—a legacy not
chosen, but imposed. Since childhood, | have known only order, only obedience. | am
an ordinary daughter of the Cliffs, bearing witness to the silent desperation that
lingers in the eyes of every citizen. Yet, within me pulses a restless refrain, a question
whispered long after curfew: Who might | be, if only | could choose?

Unease haunts the city’s shadows. Rumors drift between the walls—stories of another
time, another world, where people lived as they wished and carved their own
destinies. The Overseers claim such tales are blasphemy, and every trace of the old
world has been hunted down, erased, and forbidden. It is safer not to ask, to let
curiosity atrophy. Most do.

But the echo inside me grows louder every season. And when, by chance or fate, |
stumble upon a fragment of the past—an artifact buried beneath layers of soot and
secrecy—Il am no longer just a number in the system. That moment splinters the
boundaries of my existence, and | am left with a choice that will alter the course of my
life, and perhaps the fate of the Iron Cliffs themselves.

This chronicle, inked in defiance and hope, is my testimony. It is the story of a quest
for freedom in a world that fears it, a search for truth in the shadows of lies. And it
begins, as all such stories do, with the first awakening—the moment one dares to
believe that more is possible.
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CHAPTER ONE: Shadows at Dawn

The mournful wail of the Morning Siren tore through the perpetual gloom, a sound as
ancient and unyielding as the Iron Cliffs themselves. It was precisely 04:00 - the
‘Awakening Hour,” as mandated by the Overseers - and the metal shanties that clung
precariously to the cliff face began to stir. Not with eager anticipation, but with the
slow, grudging sigh of a world still heavy with slumber. For Liora, the siren was less a
call to action and more a rasping reminder of her unchosen existence.

She blinked, eyes still gritty with the fine dust that permeated every surface of her
dwelling. The air, even at this hour, carried the acrid scent of slag and the faint,
metallic tang of the distant Slateworks. Her small cot, barely more than a reinforced
plank, groaned under her weight as she pushed herself upright. Beside her, her
brother, Kael, still slept, his breathing shallow and even. At fifteen, he was yet to
receive his permanent assignment, a period of nervous uncertainty that hung over
every youth in the Iron Cliffs like a condemned man’s shadow.

Liora moved with practiced efficiency. There was no time for contemplation, no space
for individual ritual. Her uniform, a coarse grey tunic and trousers, lay folded precisely
at the foot of her cot. She donned it, the rough fabric familiar against her skin, and
secured the clasp that bore her assigned family’s mark: three interlocking gears,
signifying a heritage in the mining and refining sectors. Her role, like her family’s, was
etched into her very being - a ‘Stonecutter’s Assistant,” a cog in the vast, grinding
machinery of the Cliffs.

A single bowl of nutrient paste, flavourless and grey, awaited her on the small,
communal table. Her mother, Elara, already sat there, her face etched with the
weariness that seemed to be the universal expression of their people. Elara, a
‘Refiner,” spent her days tending the massive furnaces, her hands scarred from the
heat and her lungs undoubtedly coated with ash. Her father, Joren, a ‘Stonecutter’
proper, was likely already at the mouth of the mine, his shift having begun an hour
earlier.

“Morning, Liora,” Elara murmured, her voice a low rumble, devoid of inflection. She
didn't look up, her gaze fixed on the watery reflection in her paste. To look directly at
another during the ‘Awakening Hour’ was considered an unnecessary deviation from
protocol, a waste of precious time that could be spent preparing for the day’s labor. It
was an unwritten rule, yet as potent as any Overseer decree.

Liora offered a silent nod, scooping the paste into her mouth. It tasted like nothing and
everything, a sustenance designed purely for efficiency. Her mind, however, was
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already drifting, a dangerous habit she had cultivated in the quiet moments before the
city fully roared to life. She pictured the Iron Cliffs, not as the familiar, oppressive wall,
but as a boundary, a demarcation line beyond which something unknown, something
forbidden, might exist.

The thought was a rebellious flicker, quickly extinguished. Such thoughts were
dangerous. The Overseers, through their ever-present ‘Wardens’ and the pervasive
network of ‘Informers,” maintained absolute control. Dissent was not merely punished;
it was eradicated, its very possibility scrubbed from the collective consciousness. Yet,
the seed of curiosity, once planted, was notoriously difficult to uproot.

After finishing her paste, Liora collected her tools: a small pickaxe, a chisel, and a
heavy leather satchel for carrying excavated samples. Each item bore the same three
interlocking gears, a constant reminder of her preordained purpose. Kael, now awake
and slowly eating his own portion, watched her with wide, unblinking eyes. He was
quiet, more so than other boys his age, a trait that both concerned and endeared him
to Liora.

“Remember the regulations, Kael,” Liora said, her voice soft, barely audible above the
growing rumble of the city. “Stay within your assigned sector. No talking to
unassigned individuals. Report any... irregularities.” She hated the words as they left
her mouth, but they were necessary. Survival demanded adherence.

Kael merely nodded, his gaze distant. He had always been different, sensing the
unspoken truths of their world with a sensitivity Liora sometimes envied and often
feared. He saw things others didn’t, noticed the subtle shifts in the Wardens’ patrols,
the fleeting expressions on people’s faces that belied their compliant exteriors. He
was, in his own quiet way, a threat to the rigid order of the Cliffs.

As Liora stepped out of their dwelling, the full force of the ‘Awakening Hour’ struck
her. The narrow alleyways, usually deserted, now pulsed with a river of grey-clad
figures, all moving in the same direction, towards the monumental gates of the
Slateworks. The air was colder here, carrying the distant clang of metal on metal, the
hiss of steam, and the low, guttural roar of the deep mines.

The Slateworks loomed, a monstrous edifice of scarred rock and rusted iron, its
entrance a cavernous maw that swallowed thousands of lives each day. It was here,
deep within its bowels, that the resources vital to the Iron Cliffs’ survival were
extracted: the raw slate for construction, the various minerals for the foundries, and
the precious energy crystals that powered their limited technology. It was a place of
endless toil, deafening noise, and pervasive darkness.

Liora joined the flow, her strides falling into the monotonous rhythm of the crowd. She
kept her head down, her eyes scanning the ground as was customary. To meet
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another’s gaze, especially that of a Warden, was to invite scrutiny, an unwanted
attention that could lead to questions, and questions invariably led to trouble. The
trick was to be invisible, to meld into the faceless tide.

Her assigned sector was ‘Lower Excavation 7,” a particularly unstable seam deep
within the Slateworks. It was a dangerous area, prone to rockfalls, and required
constant vigilance. Some saw such assignments as punishments, but Liora found a
strange solace in the physical demands. The sheer effort of chipping away at the rock,
the rhythmic swing of her pickaxe, allowed her mind to wander, to explore the
forbidden landscapes of her own imagination.

As she passed through the main gate, a Warden, a hulking figure in a dark, reinforced
uniform, stood sentinel, his unblinking eyes scanning the procession. His ‘Recognition
Unit,” a small device clipped to his breast, emitted a faint green glow, ready to identify
any anomalies. Liora felt a familiar knot tighten in her stomach. The Wardens were the
physical embodiment of the Overseers’ will, their authority absolute, their presence a
constant reminder of the consequences of deviation.

She moved past him without incident, her identity confirmed by the faint bio-signature
emitted by her uniform’s integrated chip. The interior of the Slateworks was a
labyrinth of echoing tunnels, carved into the very heart of the Cliffs. The air grew
heavier, thick with the scent of damp earth and mineral dust. The faint glow of
‘lumigerms,” bio-luminescent fungi cultivated by the Overseers, provided the only
illumination, casting long, shifting shadows that danced with every draft.

Liora followed the familiar path, her senses heightened by the oppressive atmosphere.
The constant rumble of machinery, the distant explosions of controlled blasting, the
rhythmic thud of mining equipment - it was the soundtrack of her life. Yet, today, a
subtle dissonance pricked at her awareness. A faint, almost imperceptible hum
seemed to emanate from a section of the tunnel not usually active.

She dismissed it, attributing it to the exhaustion of the early hour. But as she drew
closer to her assigned excavation site, the hum grew stronger, a low vibration that
resonated in her bones. It wasn't the familiar thrum of the Slateworks’ machinery. This
was different, almost... melodic. And it seemed to be coming from a section of rock
face that had long been considered stable, long since abandoned after its initial
extraction.

Curiosity, a dangerous companion, urged her forward. Her assigned post was just
ahead, but the hum pulled her like an unseen current. She knew the risks of
unauthorized deviation from her designated path, but the sound was too intriguing,

too out of place. It was a whisper of the unknown in a world that abhorred mysteries.

Taking a deep breath, Liora glanced around. The tunnel was empty, for the moment.
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Her fellow stonecutters would be further along, deeper into their own designated sites.
This was her chance. She veered off her path, stepping into a dimly lit recess of the
tunnel, the lumigerms here struggling to provide adequate light. The hum intensified,
vibrating through the very rock beneath her feet. It felt ancient, powerful, and utterly
out of place in this cold, hard world. As she pressed her palm against the rough stone,
the hum seemed to pulse, responding to her touch, revealing something hidden just
beneath the surface.
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