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​Chapter 1: The Fragrance of Silent Malice
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[image: ]he morning mist clung to the serrated edges of the black-leafed ferns, heavy with the scent of damp earth and something far more cloying. Elara knelt in the dirt,

her fingers trembling as she reached for the silver-streaked petal of a ghost orchid. She knew the legends of this forest, yet the desperate need for a cure outweighed the warnings.




Her breath hitched when a sharp snap echoed through the silent grove, a sound like a dry bone breaking underfoot. She froze, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird seeking an exit. Every instinct screamed at her to run, but the flower—the only hope for her dying brother—remained just inches from her trembling, mud-stained grasp.




The shadows between the ancient oaks seemed to lengthen and twist, taking on a predatory shape that defied the morning light. A figure emerged, clad in armor the color of a bruised sky, with a blade strapped to his back that pulsed with a faint, sickly green luminescence. This was no common thief; this was a Kingsworn, a dealer of death.
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“The nectar of that flower is a mercy the Crown does not permit,” the stranger said, his voice a low, gravelly rasp. He didn’t draw his weapon yet, but the sheer weight of his presence felt like a physical blow against her chest. Elara looked up, her eyes stinging with unshed tears of frustration and terror, searching for any flicker of pity.

“My brother is innocent of the Crown’s politics,” she countered, her voice shaking despite her attempt at defiance. She moved her hand closer to the stem, her knuckles white against the dark soil. The longing to save him was a burning fire that momentarily scorched away her cowardice. If she died here, she would die fighting for a life that mattered.

The assassin stepped forward, the dried leaves crunching under his heavy boots with a rhythmic, terrifying finality. He reached for the hilt of his poisoned blade, the metal singing softly as it cleared the leather sheath. The air grew thick with the smell of belladonna and old iron. Elara realized then that the beauty was merely a shroud.

A sudden gust of wind swirled through the clearing, scattering loose petals like a storm of fallen snow. In that moment of visual chaos, Elara lunged for the orchid, her fingers closing around the cold, velvet surface. She felt the sting of a thorn piercing her thumb, a small price for the salvation she held. The shadow loomed over her.

The thorn’s prick was deep, and a droplet of her blood blossomed onto the silver petal, turning the pale surface into a vibrant, pulsing violet. She felt a jolt of ice-cold energy travel from
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the flower up through her arm, numbing her joints. It was a sensation of profound emptiness, as if the forest itself were suddenly drawing a breath.




The Kingsworn froze, his blade held aloft in a killing arc that never descended. He watched, transfixed, as the ghost orchid began to glow with an inner light that was both beautiful and utterly horrifying. The green luminescence of his own blade flickered and died, suppressed by the ancient power now awakening in the girl’s very blood and soul.




“You have no idea what you have awakened, child,” he whis- pered, the aggression in his posture replaced by a cautious, wary distance. He sheathed his sword with a sharp click, his eyes never leaving the violet mark forming on her thumb. The air around them grew heavy with the scent of crushed lilies and ozone, thick enough to taste.




Elara stood slowly, her legs feeling strangely light, as if she were no longer entirely tethered to the forest floor. The orchid in her hand continued to pulse, its rhythm syncing perfectly with the frantic drumbeat of her own heart. She stared at the assassin, waiting for the killing blow, but it seemed the world had shifted its fundamental rules.




The Kingsworn stepped back, his gloved hand resting tentatively on the pommel of his blade, though he made no move to draw it. He looked around the grove, noting how the local wildlife had gone utterly silent, as if the woods were holding their collective breath. The arrogance that usually defined his order had vanished, replaced by a cold, calculating curiosity.
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“That flower was never meant for the likes of us,” he said, his voice barely audible over the rustle of the leaves. He seemed to be speaking more to himself than to her, his gaze fixed on the violet veins now tracing a map of light up Elara’s forearm. The air between them shimmered with a heat that didn’t belong to the morning.

Elara tucked the flower into her satchel, her fingers numb and unfeeling against the leather. She didn’t understand the man’s words, nor did she care for the omens of the forest. Her mind was a singular, sharp point of focus: Kael’s fevered brow and the shallow, rattling breath that had haunted her dreams for three long, agonizing weeks.

“I am leaving,” she declared, her voice sounding deeper and more resonant than it had only moments before. She expected him to bar her path, to strike her down for the crime of touching the forbidden bloom. Instead, he simply watched her, his steel-grey eyes reflecting the strange, ethereal glow that now emanated from her very skin and clothes.

“Run then, little rabbit,” the assassin replied, a grim smile touching his lips beneath the shadow of his cowl. “Run back to your village and see what your mercy has bought. But know this: the Crown does not lose what it has claimed, and the orchid has already claimed you.” He stepped back into the deepest shadows, disappearing instantly.

Elara didn’t wait to hear the rest of his warning, turning and sprinting toward the edge of the grove. The trees seemed to part for her, the thorny brambles pulling away as if afraid to touch
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her glowing skin. The fear that had paralyzed her earlier was gone, replaced by a cold, driving urgency that felt like a physical weight.




As she broke through the treeline, the familiar sight of her village came into view, nestled in the valley below. To anyone else, it was a peaceful collection of cottages and gardens, but to Elara, it looked like a cage. She could see the smoke from the chimneys and hear the distant lowing of cattle, sounds of a normal life.




Her thumb continued to throb with a dull, rhythmic heat, the violet stain spreading toward her wrist like a slow-moving bruise. She kept her hand hidden beneath her cloak, the secret power burning against her side. She was a ghost walking among the living, carrying the only thing that could save her brother or destroy them all.




The village gate was unattended, the guards likely distracted by the morning delivery of grain from the northern farms. Elara slipped through the opening, her heart racing as she navigated the narrow alleys she had known since childhood. Every face she passed felt like a threat, every casual greeting a potential trap in this new, dangerous game.




The shadows of the granary provided a temporary sanctuary as Elara leaned against the rough-hewn timber, gasping for air that felt strangely thin. Her pulse was a frantic hammer against her ribs, yet her mind remained eerily calm, detached from the physical exertion of her flight. She adjusted her cloak, ensuring the satchel was tucked tightly against her side, hidden from view.
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The village square was beginning to stir with the sluggish energy of early morning, the air filled with the scent of baking bread. Men greeted one another with gruff nods, while women moved toward the well, their wooden buckets clanking rhythmically. To Elara, these sounds felt discordant and harsh, a jarring contrast to the unnatural silence she had brought from the grove.

She moved with a ghost-like grace, weaving between the carts of produce and the stray dogs that normally barked at her heels. Today, the animals whined and pulled away, their hackles rising as she passed, sensing the alien power that clung to her. She felt a pang of isolation, a sudden realization that the threshold she had crossed was one-way.

Her own cottage sat at the very edge of the hamlet, a small, weathered structure that seemed to lean toward the earth. The garden was overgrown with weeds, a testament to the weeks she had spent at Kael’s bedside instead of tending to the soil. She reached the door and paused, her hand hovering over the latch with a sudden, sharp hesitation.

The fear of failure was a cold, sharp needle in her chest, more painful than the assassin’s potential blade. If the ghost orchid failed to heal him, she would be left with nothing but the stain on her hand and the weight of her sins. She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, praying to gods she no longer trusted.

The latch clicked as she stepped inside, the dim interior smelling of stagnant fever and the bitter herbs she had used in vain. Kael lay on the narrow cot, his frame so thin it barely made a ripple beneath the heavy wool blankets. His eyes were sunken, circled
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by dark shadows that spoke of a life slipping slowly into the grey.




Elara knelt by his side, her hand trembling as she brushed a damp lock of hair from his sweat-slicked forehead. “I’m back, Kael,” she whispered, her voice thick with a mixture of hope and terror that threatened to choke her. He didn’t respond, his breathing a shallow, erratic stutter that seemed to falter with every passing second of the morning.




She retrieved the orchid from her satchel, the silver petals shimmering with a faint, ghostly luminescence in the darkened room. The air around the flower seemed to vibrate, a low hum that resonated in her teeth and the marrow of her bones. She reached for the ceramic bowl on the table, her movements deliberate and focused, almost like a ritual.




As she began to crush the petals, a sweet, heavy fragrance filled the small cottage, masking the scent of illness with something ancient. The juice of the flower was not clear, but a deep, iridescent violet that matched the mark on her thumb. She felt a surge of energy as she mixed it with water


































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PETALS
POISONED
BI ARFS

HIMA CHER





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image006.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





