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Prologue
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Centuries Ago...

The wind carried a chill that whispered through the ancient forest, rattling the branches like bones. The moon hung heavy and pale above the clearing, its light gleaming off the jagged altar that jutted from the ground. Around it, robed figures chanted in unison, their voices low and steady, each syllable heavy with forbidden power.

In the center of their circle, a young woman knelt, her wrists bound with shimmering cords of magic. The moonlight bathed her features, catching the defiant set of her jaw and the tears streaking her cheeks. She lifted her chin, her emerald eyes blazing with fury as she stared down the figure leading the ritual.

“You’re making a mistake,” she said, her voice hoarse but steady. “This magic cannot be controlled. You think you’re binding it, but it will consume you.”

The leader stepped forward, their face hidden in the shadow of a deep hood. The staff in their hand glowed faintly, the runes carved into its surface pulsing in rhythm with the chant.

“You presume to understand power greater than yourself,” the leader replied, their voice sharp and cold. “You were chosen to serve. Fulfill your purpose.”

The woman’s breath hitched, anger flaring in her chest. “I was chosen to protect the balance, not destroy it. This ritual—it’s madness.”

The leader raised the staff, silencing her protests as the chanting reached a crescendo. The earth trembled beneath them, and a sharp crack echoed through the clearing. A fissure opened at the base of the altar, a jagged line that pulsed with a strange, silvery light.

The woman’s gaze snapped to the fissure, her heart pounding as its energy spilled into the air. It shimmered and writhed, like something alive, and tendrils of light reached upward, curling hungrily toward the circle of figures.

“You don’t understand what you’re doing,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “You think you can break the bond, but the rift—it’s not bound to your will. It’s alive.”

The leader ignored her, their focus fixed on the staff as they uttered the final words of the spell. The glow of the fissure surged, its light engulfing the altar and the woman in its reach. Her scream echoed through the clearing, piercing and raw, before it was swallowed by the roar of the rift.

For a moment, silence fell, broken only by the faint hum of the rift’s energy. Then the tendrils lashed outward, faster and stronger than before. They struck the robed figures, pulling one into the light before the others could react. Chaos erupted as the circle broke, figures scattering in every direction.

The leader remained motionless, their staff raised, though their grip faltered as the fissure expanded. The ground buckled beneath their feet, and the air filled with the sound of splintering wood and tearing magic.

“What have you done?” one of the survivors shouted, their voice high with panic.

The leader turned to the rift, their face still hidden, but the hesitation in their movements betrayed them. “It... it’s incomplete. The bond—”

“It was never yours to break!” the woman’s voice rang out from within the light, her form flickering like a shadow as the tendrils of the rift encased her. “You can’t control it. The rift will take and take until there’s nothing left!”

The light flared again, brighter than the moon above, and when it faded, the clearing was empty. The rift remained, a jagged wound in the earth, pulsing faintly as the night swallowed the remnants of the ritual.
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Chapter One
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The forest felt heavier than usual, its quiet unnerving rather than peaceful. Morning sunlight broke through the dense canopy in streaks, illuminating patches of moss and damp earth, but the air carried an unspoken tension. Elara walked the narrow path, her staff tapping lightly against the ground, its faint glow the only sound accompanying her thoughts.

Since the council’s fall, everything had felt... wrong. The rifts were still present, weaker perhaps, but stubbornly persistent, refusing to fade as they should have. Each one carried a lingering sense of instability, like a wound that refused to heal. Peace between witches and wolves was fragile at best, the bonds tenuous and easily tested by centuries of mistrust.

Elara inhaled deeply, trying to let the crisp morning air clear her thoughts. It didn’t help. Her magic stirred faintly beneath her skin, restless, pulling her attention to the hum of energy beneath the surface of the earth. The rifts weren’t gone, and whatever remained of them was growing harder to ignore.

She paused as the breeze shifted, carrying the faint scent of pine and wildflowers. Her senses prickled, a subtle warning she couldn’t quite place.

“You’re wandering alone again,” came a familiar voice, low and tinged with amusement.

Elara turned to find Kael leaning casually against a tree. His golden eyes gleamed in the dappled sunlight, sharp as ever, though his posture was relaxed.

“I didn’t realize I needed an escort,” she replied, though her lips curved faintly in something close to a smile.

Kael pushed off the tree, his movements deliberate and smooth as he closed the distance between them. “You don’t. But the forest hasn’t exactly been friendly lately.”

“I’ve noticed,” Elara said, her gaze drifting back to the trees. The stillness around them wasn’t natural, and it gnawed at the edges of her thoughts. “It’s different now. The rifts aren’t spreading like before, but they’re... changing.”

Kael’s expression darkened, his arms crossing over his chest. “The pack’s been feeling it too. The tension—it’s everywhere. Like the land itself is bracing for something.”

Elara’s grip tightened on her staff. “Do you think it’s tied to the rifts?”

Kael tilted his head slightly, his golden eyes narrowing. “I think we’d be fools to assume otherwise.”

Before she could respond, the ground beneath them trembled—a faint, rhythmic pulse that sent a chill racing up her spine. It was subtle at first, barely noticeable, but then it grew stronger, the vibrations rippling through the earth like a heartbeat out of sync.

Elara’s magic flared instinctively, her staff glowing brighter as she scanned their surroundings. “It’s coming from the west.”

Kael’s claws extended briefly before retracting, his body tense and ready. “We need to move.”

Back at the estate, the tension was palpable. The Draven stronghold, once a sanctuary for wolves alone, now buzzed with the activity of witches and wolves working side by side. The air was thick with the hum of combined magic and the undercurrent of distrust that still lingered between the two factions.

Elara and Kael entered the main hall, their steps echoing against the stone floor. Asha was already there, hunched over a table cluttered with maps and scrolls, her dark hair pulled into a messy braid. The faint glow of lanterns cast sharp shadows across her face, accentuating the frustration etched into her features.
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