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	DEDICATION

	To those who find strength in the dark and courage in the unknown.
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	CHAPTER ONE: 

	The City That Never Sees Dawn

	In Ravencroft City, the sun always seemed reluctant to rise, as if the sky itself were burdened by the weight of the city’s secrets. It was a place where dawn arrived not as a burst of light, but as a slight thinning of the pervasive gloom, a purple smudge that barely managed to distinguish the horizon from the rooftops.

	The skyline stood sharp and silver against endless charcoal clouds, a jagged silhouette where soaring Gothic spires, encrusted with salt and soot, fought for space against the cold, unyielding glass of modern high-rises. This architectural collision was a perfect mirror of the city’s soul: ancient bloodlines clashing with new, ruthless money. Rain kissed the streets almost nightly, not with a cleansing touch that washed away the grime, but with a persistent, mocking drizzle. It left a slick, oily residue on the cobblestones of the Old Quarter, making every footstep a treacherous gamble. It was a city of perpetual twilight, an urban purgatory where the air tasted of wet stone, copper, and the sharp tang of ozone. The people of Ravencroft had grown used to walking with their heads down, chins tucked into the safety of high collars to shield themselves from the damp chill. Their eyes remained fixed on their own scuffed shoes, tracing the cracks in the pavement as if they were maps of their own limited futures. In this town, looking up was considered a dangerous curiosity; it invited the kind of trouble that lived in the silent, lightless penthouses and the long, predatory shadows that stretched across the alleyways like reaching fingers.

	Elara Vale never believed in trouble. She had cultivated a life of quiet invisibility, a sanctuary built of dust and silence. As a restorer of rare and ancient manuscripts, she lived a life governed by the tactile, the known, and the verifiable. She spent her days in the quiet hum of the Vale Archive's basement-level refuge, where the roar of the city was reduced to a distant, muffled heartbeat. There, she dealt in the steady, predictable smell of old parchment, aged leather, and the bitter, metallic scent of iron gall ink. Her world was one of delicate, painstaking preservationmending the frayed edges of history with surgical precision and ensuring that the secrets of the past remained safely bound within their vellum covers. To Elara, the dead were far more reliable than the living. Trouble was a distant, abstract concepta frantic headline on a discarded newspaper, or a lonely siren wailing in the distance. It belonged to other people in other neighborhoods, those who didn't have the heavy oak doors and iron-bound shelves of a library to call home.

	Until the night she saw him.

	She was locking up the heavy iron gates of the archive, her fingers stiff from hours of fine work. The rhythmic click-clack of her heels echoed with an unsettling, lonely clarity against the silent storefronts of the district. The streetlamps flickered overhead, humming with a low, dying buzz as they struggled against the encroaching fog that rolled in from the harbor like a slow-moving shroud. He stood across the street, a phantom carved from the gloom, framed by the skeletal, blackened remains of a Victorian theater that had burned down decades ago. He was dressed entirely in blacka wool coat long enough to brush his heavy, military-style boots, its collar turned up high against the biting wind to mask the lower half of his face. He wasn't moving. He wasn't blinking. He didn't even seem to be breathing. He was simply watching, his presence a dark, immovable anchor in the shifting sea of mist.

	The air between them felt suddenly, violently charged, heavy with the static tension that precedes a massive, world-altering storm. For a long, breathless moment, the only sound was the distant, rhythmic groan of the city’s aging plumbing and the frantic, syncopated thud of Elara’s heart against her ribs. She felt a sudden, sharp prickle of awareness on her skin, a primitive warning that she was no longer the observer, but the observed. When lightning finally cracked across the charcoal sky, it bleached the world in a stark, violent white, stripping away the safety of the shadows. In that microsecond of unnatural clarity, she saw his facea sharp, aristocratic jawline, skin the color of moonlight against marble, and eyes so intensely dark they seemed to possess their own gravity, swallowing the very light around them. By the time the thunder followeda low, visceral rumble that vibrated through the very ground she stood onthe space across the street was empty. The boy in black was gone, as if he had been exhaled by the fog and inhaled by the shadows in the blink of an eye. Elara was left alone under the freezing rain, her hand trembling as she gripped her keys until the metal bit into her palm. She was possessed by a sudden, inexplicable fear of the dark. She had once called a friend, realizing for the first time that the shadows she spent her life in were deep enough to hide a monster.



	




	CHAPTER TWO: 

	The Boy in Black

	His name was Kael Arden. At least, that was the name he gave her when they met properly three nights later, though his reputation in the whispers of Ravencroft preceded any formal introduction. In the dive bars of the Old Quarter, where the floorboards were soaked in cheap gin and desperation, and in the marble halls of the High District, where the air was filtered, and the silence was expensive, the Arden name was spoken with a mixture of reverence and terror. It was usually uttered in the past tense, as if the family were a ghost story the city couldn't quite stop tellinga dark myth of a bloodline that had once owned every shadow and every secret in the valley. To hear the name was to remember a time of absolute order, however cruel, and to speak it now felt like an invitation for the bad old days to return.
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