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Prologue
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The sky over Lyr Vale tore open like silk the night the comet came, a silver seam that stitched stars together. From that seam fell a thing not meant for mortal hands: a sliver of light folded into paper, humming with a language older than names. It landed in the willow grove at the river’s bend and waited.

Caelum, guardian of the Celestine Ward, had watched comets since before the first human memory. He read their arcs like prayers and kept the balance between the realms with a careful, patient hand. When the sliver struck the willow, it should have returned to the heavens. Instead, it found a human pulse—Amarin’s—walking home with pockets full of unpaid debts and a stubbornness that smelled of rain.

The binding was a mistake. A mismatched fate. Caelum reached to unweave it and found instead a tether that hummed with both of them: a warmth that tasted like thunder and a hollow that echoed with a warning. The Ward’s prophecies, inked in constellations, named her a breaker—one who would unravel the Celestine Ward when the time came. The law of the guardians forbade attachment to mortals. The law did not account for accidents.

When two souls are forced to share breath, the world rearranges itself. Dreams leak across the seam. Pain travels like the current. Power answers to both hands. And the more they resist, the tighter the knot becomes.

They had a choice: obey the prophecy, or learn the truth hidden between their shared dreams.
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Chapter 1 The Thread That Should Not Have Been
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Amarin Thorne woke before dawn, breath sharp, heart racing, the echo of someone else’s pain still trembling beneath her ribs. She sat up in her narrow bed, fingers pressed to the spot just below her sternum where a bruise bloomed—dark, aching, and absolutely impossible. She hadn’t been hurt. Not last night. Not in weeks. Yet the ache pulsed like a second heartbeat.

Outside, Marrow’s End was still half, asleep, the river whispering against the stones as if trying not to wake the town. Amarin swung her legs over the side of the bed, steadying herself as a flicker of something not, her flashed behind her eyes: a hall of glass, a sky made of constellations, and a man—no, not a man—kneeling with one hand pressed to his shoulder, blood like liquid starlight slipping between his fingers.

She gasped. The vision vanished. The bruise throbbed.

Across the seam between realms, Caelum staggered against a pillar of celestial quartz, breath shuddering. The wound on his shoulder—earned in a skirmish with a rift, beast hours ago—should have been nothing. But when it split open, he felt a human cry ripple through him. A mortal pulse. A mortal fear.

Impossible.

Guardians did not bind to humans. They could not. The laws of the Celestine Ward were older than the sky itself. Yet when Caelum reached inward, searching for the source of the echo, he found a thread—thin, silver, and humming with a name he had never spoken.

Amarin.

He tried to sever it. The thread tightened.

Amarin stumbled to her feet at the exact same moment, clutching the edge of her table as a cold wind—one that did not exist in her world—brushed her cheek. She felt a presence, distant yet intimate, like someone standing behind her in a dream.

“Not real,” she whispered.

But the bruise pulsed again, answering her.

And somewhere in the Celestine Ward, Caelum whispered the same words, knowing they were already a lie.

The binding had begun.
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Chapter 1 The Thread That Should Not Have Been
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Amarin Thorne woke before dawn, breath sharp and uneven, as if she had surfaced from a lake too deep and too cold. Her small attic room was still dark, the only light was a thin blue, gray wash leaking through the crooked windowpane. She lay still for a moment, listening to the familiar creaks of the old boardinghouse settling around her. Normally those sounds grounded her. This morning they felt foreign, distant, as though she were hearing them from underwater.

Then the pain hit and it was a sharp, blooming ache beneath her sternum—deep, pulsing, wrong.

Amarin sucked in a breath and sat up too fast. The room tilted. She pressed a hand to her chest, fingers trembling as they found the tender, swollen bruise beneath her nightshirt. She hissed softly. The bruise felt fresh, angry, as though she’d been struck hard by something with purpose.

She hadn’t. She’d gone to bed early after a long shift at the bakery, exhausted but unharmed. She remembered kneading dough until her arms ached, sweeping flour from the counters, locking the shop door behind her. Nothing unusual. Nothing dangerous. Yet the bruise throbbed like a second heartbeat.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, grounding herself with the feel of the worn wooden floor beneath her feet. The boardinghouse was quiet. Mrs. Dalloway, the landlady, wouldn’t be awake for another hour. The other tenants—dockworkers, seamstresses, a retired soldier who snored like a dying bear—were all still asleep.

Amarin stood slowly, steadying herself with a hand on the wall. The pain pulsed again, and with it came a flicker of something behind her eyes, something that did not belong to her.

A flash of white stone. A hall of glass. A sky made of constellations swirling like living ink. And a man—no, not a man—kneeling with one hand pressed to his shoulder, blood like liquid starlight slipping between his fingers.

Amarin gasped and stumbled back, knocking into her small writing desk. The vision vanished instantly, leaving only the echo of it, like a dream dissolving too quickly to grasp.

“What in the hell...” she whispered, pressing both hands to her temples.

She had never hallucinated in her life. She barely even dreamed. Sleep for her was usually a blank, heavy thing—an escape from the relentless grind of her days. But this... this had felt real. Too real. As though she had been standing inside someone else’s skin.

The bruise throbbed again, answering her confusion with its own stubborn truth.

She crossed the room to the cracked mirror hanging above her washbasin. Her reflection stared back at her: dark curls escaping their braid, brown eyes still fogged with sleep, freckles scattered across her nose like constellations she’d never bothered to map. She lifted her nightshirt and winced.

The bruise was ugly—deep violet at the center, fading to sickly yellow at the edges. It looked days old, not minutes.

“What did you do to yourself?” she muttered, though she knew the answer was nothing.

She splashed cold water on her face, hoping it would clear the lingering haze in her mind. It didn’t. The vision clung to her like smoke.

A hall of glass. A sky of constellations. A man bleeding starlight.

She shivered.

Across the seam between realms, Caelum staggered against a pillar of celestial quartz, breath shuddering. The wound on his shoulder—earned in a skirmish with a rift, beast hours ago—should have been nothing. A shallow cut. A nuisance. Guardians healed quickly; their bodies were woven from light and oath, not fragile mortal flesh.

But when the wound split open, he felt a human cry ripple through him.

A mortal pulse. A mortal fear.

Impossible.

He pressed a hand to the bleeding gash, wincing as the pain flared again—not his pain, not entirely. It was layered, doubled, as though someone else’s agony had been stitched into his own.

He closed his eyes and reached inward, searching for the source of the echo.

There. A thread.

Thin. Silver. Humming with a name he had never spoken.

Amarin.

His eyes snapped open.

“No,” he whispered, voice hoarse. “This cannot be.”

Guardians did not bind to humans. They could not. The laws of the Celestine Ward were older than the sky itself. The Ward existed to maintain balance between realms, to ensure that mortal chaos never spilled into celestial order. Binding to a human was forbidden, impossible, unthinkable.

Yet the thread pulsed again, answering him with a warmth that was not his.

Caelum gritted his teeth and reached for the thread, intending to sever it. He was a guardian. He had severed bonds before—broken curses, untangled fates, cut threads that threatened the Ward’s stability.

But when he tried to cut this one, the thread tightened.

Pain lanced through him. Pain lanced through her.

He felt her stumble. He felt her confusion. He felt her fear like a cold wind across his bones.

And she felt him.

The realization hit him like a blow.

The binding was real.

The binding was alive.

And it was not going to be undone by force.

Amarin dressed quickly, pulling on her worn boots and the coat she’d patched So, many times it was more thread than fabric. She needed air. She needed space. She needed to walk until the strange ache in her chest made sense—or until she convinced herself it was nothing more than exhaustion and imagination.

The streets of Marrow’s End were quiet at this hour. The river whispered against the stones, carrying the scent of wet earth and distant rain. The sky was still dark, but the horizon held the faintest hint of gold.

Amarin walked toward the market square, her steps quick and uneven. The bruise throbbed with every movement, but she ignored it. She had learned long ago that pain was something you worked through, not something you indulged.

She passed the old willow by the bridge, the one that never lost its leaves, even in winter. People said it was enchanted. Amarin had never believed that. She didn’t believe in magic. She believed in work, in owing and paying, in the small certainties that kept her afloat.

But as she walked beneath the willow’s branches, the air shifted.

A cold wind brushed her cheek—one that did not belong to her world.

She froze.

The presence returned. Distant yet intimate. Like someone standing behind her in a dream.

Her breath caught.

“Not real,” she whispered.

But the bruise pulsed again, answering her.

Caelum stood at the seam between realms, staring down at the human world with a mixture of dread and disbelief. He could feel her moving. Feel her breathing. Feel her heartbeat like a faint echo beneath his own.

This was not a simple tether. This was not a mistake he could unmake.

This was a binding.

A soul, binding.

And soul, bindings only happened for one reason.

Fate.

Caelum’s stomach twisted. Fate was not gentle. Fate was not kind. Fate was a blade disguised as a promise.

He closed his eyes and reached for the thread again—not to sever it, but to understand it.

The moment he touched it, a rush of sensations flooded him.

Her heartbeat. Her breath. Her fear. Her stubbornness. Her strength.

And beneath it all, something darker.

A shadow. A prophecy. A destiny inked in constellations.

Amarin Thorne was marked.

Marked to break the Celestine Ward.

Marked to destroy his realm.

And now their souls were bound.

Caelum’s hands trembled.

This was not fate.

This was catastrophe.

Amarin reached the market square just as the first rays of sunlight spilled over the rooftops. She leaned against a stone pillar, breathing hard, trying to steady herself.

Then the world shifted.

Just slightly. Just enough.

A flicker of light at the edge of her vision. A ripple in the air. A presence stepping through a door she could not see.

She turned.

And though she did not know his name, she knew him.

The man from the vision. The man bleeding starlight. The man whose pain had become her own.

He stood at the far end of the square, tall and still, his eyes like fragments of a night sky she had never seen.

Their gazes locked.

The thread between them hummed.

And the world held its breath.
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Chapter 2 When the Sky Stepped into the Square
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The moment Amarin’s gaze locked with his, the world seemed to fold inward, as though the air itself recognized something ancient and dangerous between them. The market square—normally a noisy tangle of vendors, carts, and gossip—fell into a strange, suspended quiet. Even the river seemed to hush, its whispering current pausing mid, breath.

Amarin didn’t move. Couldn’t move. Her fingers curled against the stone pillar behind her, grounding her in a reality that suddenly felt too thin, too fragile. The man—if he was a man—stood at the far end of the square, half, shadowed by the rising sun. He was tall, impossibly so, with a presence that bent the light around him. His hair was dark, but threaded with a faint shimmer, like starlight caught in motion. His eyes... she couldn’t look away from his eyes. They were the color of a night sky untouched by human smoke—deep, endless, threaded with constellations she didn’t recognize.

He looked at her as though he already knew her. As though he had been searching for her.

And that terrified her more than the bruise still throbbing beneath her ribs.

Amarin swallowed hard, forcing her breath to steady. “Who...” The word stuck in her throat. She tried again, quieter. “Who are you?”

The man didn’t answer. He took one step forward, and the air rippled around him—subtle, but unmistakable. Like heat rising from stone. Like the seam between worlds shifting.

Amarin’s
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