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[image: ]he autumn air hung heavy with the scent of damp earth and decaying leaves, a perfume that Elara had known all her life. She nocked an arrow, her fingers calloused


from years of drawing yew wood against the tension of the string. The forest around her was silent, save for the occasional rustle of a squirrel or the distant call of a crow. It was a peace she cherished, a fragile bubble away from the village’s constant demands and whispers.

Elara’s breath steadied as she focused on the shadow moving between the ancient oaks. It was a stag, magnificent and wild, its antlers branching like lightning against the gray sky. She had tracked it for hours, respecting its grace even as she prepared to end its life. Her bow was an extension of her arm, a tool of survival rather than sport. The village needed meat, and winter was coming with teeth bared and cold hands ready to grasp.

She released the arrow, watching it fly true through the crisp air. But just as the fletching brushed the stag’s flank, the world shifted. The colors bled out of the landscape, replaced by a swirling vortex of indigo and silver. The ground beneath her feet dissolved into mist, and the sound of the wind became a roar that drowned out her own heartbeat. Elara stumbled, her bow slipping from her grasp as gravity itself seemed to invert
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and twist.

Panic seized her chest, tight and suffocating, as she fell through layers of reality she did not understand. The trees stretched upward into infinite spirals, their branches clawing at a sky that no longer held stars. She tried to scream, but the air was too thin, too charged with static energy that crackled against her skin. Her mind raced, trying to find logic in the chaos, but there was none. Only the sensation of falling, endless and terrifying, into the unknown depths of the wild.

When she finally hit the ground, it was not with the hard impact of earth, but with the soft give of moss that glowed with an inner light. Elara gasped, rolling onto her back to stare up at a canopy of leaves that shimmered like polished obsidian. The air here tasted different, metallic and sweet, like blood mixed with honey. She sat up slowly, her body aching from the fall, and looked around at the alien forest that surrounded her.

The trees were taller here, their trunks wide as houses and covered in runes that pulsed with a faint, rhythmic light. Shadows moved independently of their sources, dancing along the bark like living things. Elara reached for her bow, her heart pounding in her throat, but it was gone. Lost in the transition, or perhaps consumed by the magic that had brought her here. She felt naked without it, vulnerable in a way she had never experienced before in her life.

A sound echoed through the clearing, a horn blast so deep it vibrated in her bones. It was not a sound of warning, but of announcement. Elara scrambled to her feet, her eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of threat. The shadows coalesced into figures, tall and slender, riding beasts that were neither horse nor deer but something far more primal. Their eyes burned with cold fire, and their presence filled the air with a pressure
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that made it hard to breathe.

At the head of the procession rode a figure cloaked in midnight blue, his face obscured by a mask of bone and silver. He held a spear tipped with starlight, and his mount stepped silently over the glowing moss. Elara froze, her instinct to run warring with her inability to move. The leader of this hunt turned his head toward her, and though she could not see his eyes, she felt his gaze pierce through her soul. It was a look of curiosity, mixed with something darker and more dangerous.

The other riders circled her, their movements fluid and predatory. They did not speak, but their silence was louder than any shout. Elara realized with a sinking heart that she was not just an observer here; she was prey. The Wild Hunt did not tolerate intruders, and she had stumbled into their domain by accident. Yet, the leader did not order her death. Instead, he raised a hand, signaling his companions to halt their circling dance.

He dismounted, his boots making no sound on the mossy ground. Elara backed away, her hands trembling as she raised them in a gesture of surrender. The figure approached her slowly, his presence overwhelming in its intensity. Up close, she could see the intricate details of his armor, forged from materials that seemed to shift and change with the light. He stopped just out of reach, studying her with a tilt of his head that was almost birdlike in its precision.

“Who are you?” His voice was low, resonating in her chest like the hum of a cello. It was not a question demanded with anger, but with genuine intrigue. Elara opened her mouth to speak, but her throat was dry, her tongue heavy with fear. She swallowed hard, trying to find her voice amidst the terror that gripped her limbs. The name of her village felt trivial here,
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insignificant against the grandeur of this otherworldly scene. “I am Elara,” she managed to whisper, her voice cracking under the strain. “I am an archer from the village of Oakhaven.” The words felt small and fragile in the vastness of the forest. The leader tilted his head again, considering her response. He did not seem impressed by her title or her origin, but there was a flicker of interest in his posture. He stepped closer, invading her personal space with a confidence that made her skin prickle. “An archer,” he repeated, the word rolling off his tongue like

a foreign concept. “And yet you have no bow.” Elara looked down at her empty hands, feeling the sting of his observation. She had lost her weapon, her protection, and now her dignity. She felt exposed, stripped of the identity that had defined her for so long. Without her bow, who was she? Just a frightened girl lost in a dream that refused to wake.

“I lost it when I fell,” she said, her voice gaining a slight edge of defiance. She would not beg, not even here. The leader chuckled, a sound that was both musical and chilling. He reached out, his gloved hand hovering near her face. Elara flinched, but he did not touch her. Instead, he traced the air around her, as if sensing the residual magic that clung to her skin from the transition.

“You fell through the veil,” he stated, not asking. “Few mortals survive such a journey. Most are torn apart by the energies that bind our worlds.” Elara shivered, realizing how close she had come to death. The randomness of her survival felt like a mistake, a glitch in the cosmic order. Why her? Why had the veil accepted her when it rejected so many others? The question hung in the air, unanswered and unsettling.

“I did not mean to come here,” she said, her eyes meeting the dark void of his mask. “I was hunting. I did not know...” She
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trailed off, unsure of how to explain the inexplicable. The leader listened, his stillness absolute. He seemed to be weighing her words, measuring their truth against some internal scale. The other riders remained silent watchers, their mounts snorting softly in the stillness of the night.

“Intent matters little in the Wild,” he said finally. “Only presence. And you are present, Elara of Oakhaven.” He spoke her name with a deliberate slowness, testing its weight. It felt strange to hear her full name in this place, spoken by a being who likely existed before her ancestors had drawn their first breath. The power dynamic was clear; he held all the cards, and she was merely a pawn on his board.

“What happens to me now?” she asked, her voice steady despite the fear gnawing at her insides. The leader stepped back, creating a small distance between them. He gestured to the surrounding forest, where the shadows continued to dance and weave. “That depends on your utility,” he said simply. “The Hunt requires skill, and you claim to be an archer. We shall see if your skills translate to this realm.”

Elara frowned, confusion mixing with her anxiety. “You want me to hunt with you?” The idea was absurd, terrifying. She was a mortal, fragile and finite. These beings were eternal, powerful, and dangerous. To join them was to invite death, or worse, enslavement. Yet, the alternative was likely being left alone in this forest, where the shadows had teeth and the trees watched with hungry eyes.

“I want to see if you are worth keeping,” he corrected. “If you fail, you will be discarded. If you succeed, you may earn a place among us.” It was not a choice, really. It was a test, one she had no option but to take. Elara nodded slowly, her mind racing with possibilities. She had to survive, not just for herself, but
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for the chance to return home. She could not let this be the end of her story.

The leader turned and walked back to his mount, swinging himself into the saddle with effortless grace. He looked down at her, his mask reflecting the eerie light of the forest. “Follow,” he commanded. “Do not lag behind. The forest does not forgive hesitation.” Elara took a deep breath, steeling herself for what lay ahead. She began to walk, her legs shaky but determined, following the procession into the deeper darkness of the woods. As they moved, the forest changed around them. The trees grew denser, their branches intertwining to form a ceiling that blocked out the sky. The path beneath her feet was narrow and winding, hidden by roots and vines that seemed to shift when she wasn’t looking. Elara kept her eyes on the back of the leader’s cloak, using it as a anchor in the disorienting landscape.

The other riders flanked her, their presence a constant reminder of her vulnerability.

Time seemed to lose its meaning here. Minutes stretched into hours, or perhaps seconds compressed into moments. Elara’s senses were overwhelmed by the sights and sounds of the Wild. She saw flowers that bloomed and withered in the
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