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The scent of blood and crushed lavender clung to Elara’s hands. Under the weak afternoon sun of the borderlands, she stitched a gash on a farmer’s arm, her needle a silver dart weaving flesh back together. Her movements were precise, her focus absolute, a stark contrast to the nervous tremor in her heart. Here, in the forgotten village of Oakhaven, perched on the edge of the Sunstone Kingdom of Solara, any act that strayed from the ordinary was a risk. And Elara was far from ordinary.

“It’s the whispers from the Gloomwood,” the farmer muttered, his face pale. “Shade-hounds again. Larger this time.”

Elara didn’t look up. “The King’s patrols should keep them at bay.”

The farmer scoffed, a dry, rattling sound. “The Sun-Knights? They’re too busy hunting for ‘taint-bloods’ to bother with real monsters.” He spat on the ground. “Witches, they call them. Healers. Anyone with a gift that isn’t sanctioned by their Sun-God.”

Her hands stilled for a fraction of a second. A gift. She called it a whisper, a gentle hum she felt from the earth. It was why her herbs grew fuller than anyone else’s, why she could soothe a fever with a touch and a poultice. It was also the secret she would die to protect. Magic was a death sentence in Solara. For centuries, the kingdom had waged a holy war against the neighboring realm of Noctis, a kingdom of eternal twilight and the last bastion of the Umbra-mages—wielders of the forbidden shadow arts.

After she finished, she washed her hands in a basin of cool water, the pink tinge swirling before disappearing. Her reflection stared back, a stranger with haunted grey eyes and hair the color of sun-bleached straw. She saw the vulnerability there, the constant fear of being found out.

That fear became a reality as dusk began to bleed across the sky. A horn shattered the evening quiet—not the bright, clear call of a Solaran knight, but a deeper, more mournful sound that seemed to crawl up the spine. Panic erupted in the village square. People scrambled, mothers pulling their children indoors, the scent of fear sharp and acrid.

From the edge of the Gloomwood, they emerged. Not the feral Shade-hounds she expected, but soldiers. They moved with a liquid grace that was unnerving, their armor the color of a starless midnight sky, etched with silver that seemed to drink the fading light. They were warriors from Noctis. The Shadow-Guard.

And leading them was a figure who seemed carved from the twilight itself. He rode a great black charger that moved without a sound, his armor more ornate, his presence a vortex of silent, menacing power. He dismounted, his boots making no noise on the packed earth. As he moved closer, pulling off his helm, the last rays of sunlight caught the sharp, aristocratic lines of his face, the startling intensity of his dark eyes, and the silver streaks in his black hair.

He was not supposed to be here. Their armies had been locked in a stalemate at the Ashfire Pass for a decade. This was an infiltration. An act of war on soil that had known a fragile peace.

His gaze swept over the terrified villagers, dismissive and cold, until it landed on her. For a heartbeat, the world fell silent. It felt as if he could see right through her skin, past the bone, and into the secret, humming core of her. His eyes narrowed, not with anger, but with a hunter’s recognition.
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