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	EPIGRAPH

	"The thorn, it drinks the blood it spills, a pact of pain and potent wills. For broken vows and shadowed days, the heir must fall, in ancient ways."

	— The Lament of the First Thorn-Witch

	The air in the training grounds of the Thorn-Witches was a perpetual symphony of disciplined silence, broken only by the rhythmic whisper of blades through the wind and the muted thud of bodies striking matted earth. For Meera, these sounds were the lullabies of her youth, the relentless drumbeat of a destiny forged long before her first breath. Every muscle in her lithe frame had been painstakingly sculpted by years of rigorous discipline, each sinew taut with the coiled potential of a predator. Her hands, though still bearing the faint softness of youth, were already calloused monuments to countless hours spent honing the precise angles of attack, the swift, unyielding parries, and the deadly grace of a finishing strike. There was no room for error in their sacred duty; the fate of Virelda, a realm perpetually teetering on the precipice of a forgotten darkness, rested upon the unblemished execution of the ancient curse. This was not merely training; it was an indoctrination, a slow, methodical stripping away of personal desire, replaced by an ironclad resolve, a singular, unwavering purpose that burned in the depths of her startling violet eyes. Her days began before the sun kissed the highest peaks, often with grueling drills in the cool, predawn air, the chill biting at her skin, sharpening her focus. She learned to move as silently as the mist, to strike with the force of a coiled spring, and to anticipate her opponent’s next move before they even conceived it. The scent of polished steel and damp earth clung to her, a constant reminder of the rigorous path she trod.

	Meera remembered, with chilling clarity, the day the Elders had first shown her the prophecy woven into the very fabric of their order’s existence. It wasn't merely a tale; it was a living, breathing testament to the cyclical nature of their burden, etched into the rough-hewn stone of the sanctuary walls and whispered in hushed tones around the crackling fire on the longest nights. She had traced the crude depiction of the royal heir, a figure crowned with a thorny circlet, falling beneath the shadowy silhouette of a woman wielding a blade that seemed to bleed light. The image had ignited a peculiar tremor within her young heart – not fear, but a strange, profound sense of inevitability, as if she were merely stepping into a preordained role. They had taught her that the curse was not an act of malice, but a necessary sacrifice, a brutal surgical cut to prevent the festering darkness from consuming their fractured world whole. The heir, they preached, was a vessel for the ancient blight, a ticking clock of impending doom, and the Thorn-Witch, the chosen instrument of salvation, existed solely to sever that connection. The responsibility felt immense, a cosmic weight pressing down on her young shoulders, forging her spirit into tempered steel.

	Yet, despite the unyielding doctrine, despite the solemn pronouncements of her forebears and the rigid structure of her life, a persistent, disquieting hum vibrated beneath the surface of Meera’s resolve. It was a subtle discord, a quiet defiance to the absolute certainty that was demanded of her. Sometimes, in the deepest hours of the night, when the moon cast long, skeletal shadows across her sleeping chamber, a flicker of doubt would dance in the periphery of her thoughts. What did it mean to be born for such a purpose? To exist as the antithesis of connection, the embodiment of finality? She was not meant for tenderness, not for whispered secrets or gentle touches, but for the sharp, decisive end of a life. The weight of this paradox, this inherent contradiction between the human heart she possessed and the inhuman task she was destined to perform, was a constant, almost imperceptible ache, a phantom limb of a life she could never truly claim. These nascent questions, often suppressed by the intensity of her training, were the first fragile seeds of defiance, unknowingly preparing her for a destiny far more complicated than simple duty.

	




	



	THE UNKNOWING HEIR

	Far from the shadowed training grounds of the Thorn-Witches, in the sprawling, verdant anonymity of the exiles' refuge, Arjun lived a life steeped in the rhythms of the earth and the quiet camaraderie of a community that sought peace over power. His days were a tapestry woven with honest toil: the smell of rich soil clinging to his hands as he guided the plow, the steady rhythm of the hammer as he repaired a neighbor's roof, the hearty laughter shared around a communal fire after a day’s labor. He was unaware of the gilded chains of royalty that ostensibly bound him, or the chilling prophecy that marked his twenty-first year as his last. His mornings were greeted by the benevolent gaze of an unblemished sun, not the perpetual twilight of ancestral burdens. He tilled soil, mended fences, and shared laughter with those who had chosen a simpler existence, their faces etched with the quiet wisdom of hardship endured and lessons learned. There was a grounded strength to him, a natural authority born not of birthright but of genuine compassion and an innate ability to connect with the people around him. He moved with an easy grace, his broad shoulders and strong hands speaking of honest labor. His dark hair often fell across eyes that held an inquisitive warmth, utterly devoid of the royal arrogance one might expect from a cursed heir.

	Yet, even in this idyllic sanctuary, the tendrils of his destiny found ways to assert themselves subtly. Night after night, a recurring dream wove itself through the fabric of his sleep, a persistent, vivid tapestry of enigmatic beauty and unsettling foreboding. It always began the same way: a swirling mist, like the ancient fog that clung to the ruins of Old Virelda, parted to reveal a girl. Her eyes, an astonishing shade of violet, held a depth that spoke of ancient knowledge and profound sorrow, and a strange, luminous blade, seemingly woven from thorns and moonlight, was ever-present in her hand. The dreams were unsettling, yet he found himself longing for them each night, for the fleeting connection to her ethereal beauty. There was an undeniable, magnetic pull in these dreams, a connection that transcended the boundaries of sleep, leaving him with a lingering sense of longing and an inexplicable ache in his chest when he awoke, a profound sense of having lost something infinitely precious. He would often try to sketch her face in the dusty soil with a stick or carve her delicate profile into stray pieces of wood, an unconscious attempt to tether this ethereal vision to his waking reality, never realizing it was a premonition of his mortality. The dreams were his only link to the hidden currents of his true lineage, a whisper of a fate he could not yet comprehend, a beautiful, terrifying premonition he mistook for a longing of the heart.
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