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            Their eyes met once more, and in that moment the words were spoken as a single sound, their voices intertwined like a melody that could never be forgotten:
"I bind myself to you."
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​Prologue
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In a world ravaged by wars and greed, where technology had been cast into oblivion, the rebuilding of empires came to rely on brute strength and human cunning. But nature, weary of being wounded and manipulated, made a daring choice: it chose its own guardians.

Extraordinary women, gifted with the power to command the four elements—water, earth, fire, and air—were chosen to preserve the world’s balance. They became known as Shields: warriors bound to the very essence of life itself.

Layla was one of them. Found as a child, lost along a lonely path with no memory of her past, all that remained to her was her name. Heitor, a young man with a pure heart, rescued her and raised her as his sister, keeping her secret safe—Layla was a Shield. Together they grew, supported one another, and survived in hiding, until the truth could no longer be contained.

They lived in anonymity until the day an elder, sent by nature itself, found Layla. The old woman insisted that Layla be taken to the Sanctuary of Shields—a place where she could be trained and guided to fulfill her destiny. But Layla refused to leave without Heitor, the only person who truly knew her heart. Moved by her determination, the elder allowed Heitor to accompany her, and together they set out on a journey that would change their lives forever.

Hidden deep within the vastness of the ocean, the Sanctuary of Shields was a secluded haven. There, Layla trained under the guidance of the elders, alongside women from generations past and present. Her bond with nature was unlike any other, and her powers grew swiftly. Still young, she was called to fight in a war between two kingdoms. Though victorious, the battle taught her the cost of human corruption—and the devastation born from power and deceit. That moment not only defined the kind of Shield Layla would become, but also revealed her true strength, marking her as one of the most powerful of her generation.

Her name spread across the empires, and when her time as a Shield of that kingdom came to an end, Layla returned home, awaiting nature’s next call.

Despite her renown, Layla remained humble. To her, there was no glory, no ambition—only the quiet certainty that her existence was an act of service to nature itself. Her destiny was not to rule or be worshiped, but to protect the bond that connected all life, preserving the balance of the world as a servant of the force that had created her. Layla knew that true strength did not lie merely in mastering the elements, but in remaining faithful to her purpose—as a guardian of life.
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​Chapter 1 - Whispers of the First Trial
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Once again, the time had come. The light of the bonds had awakened, and across the world, kingdoms sent their princes and kings to the refuge of the Shields, seeking alliances strong enough to secure their empires.

Heitor—now a general of one of the most powerful realms—traveled alongside his prince and friend, Willian, on the journey to the refuge. But before any contender could be admitted, each was required to face a single test: to offer their hearts to nature and be judged.

The trial was simple—and unforgiving. Each man had to leap from the edge of a waterfall and trust that Mother Nature would catch him before he met the raging waters below. When his turn finally came, Willian hesitated for a heartbeat... then jumped. Before he could touch the surface, a current of wind wrapped around him—gentle as an embrace—and carried him safely to a stone rising in the middle of the river. Relief washed over him like warmth after a long winter.

“You did it,” Heitor said, grinning as the prince caught his breath. Both of them knew that nature’s approval was only the first step in safeguarding their kingdom. Yet Willian held no illusions: rival alliances were forming, and the future of his people depended on the strength he could forge here.

With the test behind them, a boat summoned by nature carried them through a veil of mist and into the island of the Shields. Upon their arrival, they were greeted by the elder women, who laid out the rules:

“You will not know the names of anyone on this island,” one of them said, “so you cannot identify the Shields until the bond is formed and accepted by both. There is no leaving before the trials are complete, and any violation will be punished. Here is the jewel assigned to you. Guard it well—it will be essential for the bond.”

Willian placed the jewel around his neck, already feeling the weight of responsibility settle over him. Meanwhile, Heitor could barely contain his excitement at the thought of seeing Layla again after so many years apart.

When they disembarked, the refuge revealed itself in full splendor. The island was breathtaking—crystal waters, vibrant forests, and a serenity untouched by greed or war. Willian fell silent, absorbing it all. So this is what the world could have been, he thought, if not for ambition and conflict.

In the palace garden, Heitor spotted Layla tending to the flowers. Joy lit his face instantly. The moment she saw him, Layla ran straight into his arms.

“I knew you’d make it!” she exclaimed, her smile bright enough to rival the sun.

“You would’ve come even if I hadn’t passed the test?” Willian asked, curious.

“Actually... no,” Layla admitted with disarming honesty before offering a shy smile. “But if you weren’t worthy, he wouldn’t be your general.”

Willian laughed softly. “Is she your sister?” he asked, gesturing toward Heitor. Then, after a breath, he stepped toward her. “Since I can’t ask your name, allow me to introduce myself. My name is—”

Layla gently lifted a hand, stopping him. “You don’t need to. It wouldn’t be fair for you to tell me.”

For a moment, he simply stared at her—surprised—before nodding. “Fair enough,” he said. And in that brief exchange, something eased inside him. He was used to reverence, to flattery, to people bending under the weight of who he was. But here... here there was something different.

In an unexpected gesture, Willian took her hand and pressed a soft kiss to the back of it. When their eyes met, time seemed to still. For a heartbeat, all the world’s cruelty faded into silence.

Layla felt her heart race. For that single moment, she wasn’t a Shield. She had no power, no duty. She was simply Layla—vulnerable, human.
But the moment slipped away as quickly as it came. Reality returned. She knew why he was here—knew what bonds were meant to be formed—and she knew she couldn’t allow herself to belong to anyone.
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​Chapter 2 — Echoes Beneath the Blossoms

[image: ]


It felt like something slipping beyond her control. Over the next three days, Layla encountered Willian in the most unexpected moments—among the garden paths, along the shoreline, beneath a sky drenched in stars. He appeared like the wind itself, silent and persistent, and she could no longer ignore the gravity of his presence.

Meanwhile, the other Shields made little effort to hide what they were. Though none spoke it plainly, each tried to make the princes believe they were one of the chosen, eager to secure a bond that could elevate their kingdoms. Maya, in particular, nurtured a simmering envy toward Layla. The fame and power surrounding Layla hung over her ambitions like an eclipse. To Maya, the elements were not sacred—they were tools, glittering pieces to be wielded for attention.

When Maya learned who Willian was, she seized every chance to capture his eye. In one bold attempt, she walked past him conjuring small flames that danced along her fingertips. But he didn’t notice her at all. His gaze was fixed on the garden, where Layla knelt among the flowers, tending them with the tenderness of someone who spoke the language of the earth itself. To Willian, she seemed less a girl and more an extension of the landscape—woven into the sacredness of that place.

Even without knowing she was a Shield, he felt inexplicably drawn to her. There was something in her presence—an unguarded purity he couldn’t name.

Layla, for her part
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