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Prologue: Out of the Shadows
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Ash rained down over the Council’s Obsidian Tower, a haunting contrast to the glowing city below. Marcus Vale stood at the edge, his shadow magic curling around him like a living shroud. From his vantage point, the city lights flickered uneasily, as though recoiling from the advancing night.

A scream pierced the uneasy calm. Marcus turned sharply, his shadows coiling tighter. Across the platform, Councilor Elena staggered back, her pristine white robes smeared with streaks of creeping darkness. The creature advancing on her was not of this world—a mass of shadow, amorphous and shifting, with claws that formed and dissolved in its wake.

“Vale!” Elena’s voice was desperate as her light magic flared, forming a wavering shield. “They’re coming for us—all of us with the old powers!”

Marcus surged forward, his shadows striking like vipers. The creature hissed as the tendrils sliced through it, its form dissipating briefly like smoke before reforming. For a fleeting moment, Marcus caught a glimpse of something horrifyingly human within—a face twisted in agony, eyes pleading.

“This isn’t just a shadow beast,” Elena gasped, her shield cracking under the creature’s relentless assault. “It’s—”

Her words were lost in a final strike. The creature lunged with impossible speed, shattering her defenses. Darkness enveloped her entirely, and when it receded, only her robes remained, crumpled and lifeless.

Marcus’s breath caught as he backed away, his shadows rippling in agitation. The creature turned its attention to him, its form shifting into a cruel parody of a familiar figure—a mage he had once known, now consumed by darkness.

“Hello, Marcus,” it rasped, its voice grating like broken glass. “Your shadows smell... delicious.”

Marcus gathered his power, a fierce resolve settling over him. The creature lunged, but before its claws reached him, a beam of pure light sliced through the darkness, forcing it to recoil with an inhuman shriek.

“To the Council chambers! Now!” a voice commanded from behind.

Marcus didn’t hesitate. He spun and dove through the tower’s entrance as another burst of light illuminated the night. The heavy doors slammed shut behind him, sealing out the unnatural wail of the creature.

He had survived. But as he glanced back at the empty robes lying in the ash-strewn night, a chilling certainty settled in his chest—this was just the beginning.
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Chapter 1: First Light
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Marcus paced the Council’s inner sanctum, the polished marble floor reflecting the restless dance of his shadows. Three days had passed since Elena’s death, and the Council’s grand solution was to assign him a partner. Worse—a light mage. The idea alone was galling.

The sanctum’s massive bronze doors swung open, drawing Marcus’s attention. He turned, prepared to deliver a cutting remark, and froze mid-breath.

The man who entered radiated confidence, his presence striking against the dim, austere chamber. Sol Summers moved with a natural ease, his copper-toned skin catching the light from the enchanted sconces. His white mage robes, tailored for function over ceremony, hinted at a duelist’s agility. But it was his eyes—warm, amber, and lacking the expected air of superiority—that threw Marcus off balance.

“You must be Marcus Vale,” Sol said, his voice a deep, velvety baritone edged with amusement. “I was told you’d be the brooding one in black.”

Marcus’s shadows coiled tighter around him, a reflexive reaction to the teasing tone. “If the Council sent you to protect me, you’re wasting their time. And mine.”

“They didn’t send me.” Sol stepped closer, unflinching as the shadows stirred. “I volunteered. Those shadow creatures you saw? They’re hunting light mages too. We have a better chance together.”

Before Marcus could form a retort, a deafening crash echoed from above, followed by terrified screams. His shadows surged upward instinctively, forming a barrier as the ceiling cracked. Sol’s magic flared in response, golden light spilling into the room—but instead of colliding with Marcus’s shadows, the two magics intertwined, forming a mesmerizing lattice of darkness laced with light.

The synchronization startled them both.

The ceiling shattered. Three shadow creatures dropped into the sanctum, their twisted forms writhing with barely contained hunger. Marcus’s stomach twisted as he recognized the creature leading them—the same abomination that had consumed Elena.

“Found you,” it hissed, its voice like steel scraping stone.
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