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No one remembered the first time the Midnight Bloom flowered.

The oldest songs claimed it had sprung from a single tear shed by the moon when the world was still young. Others whispered that the flower had grown from the grave of a queen who had bargained away her heart to imprison a darkness that could never truly die. Priests argued over which tale was true. Scholars filled libraries with competing histories. Children simply accepted that the Bloom had always existed, glowing softly in its hidden valley while the kingdoms above lived their ordinary lives.

Only the Keepers of the Garden knew the truth.

And one by one, they had carried that truth into their graves.

On the longest night of the year, when frost silvered every blade of grass and the stars burned like cold fire overhead, the oldest Keeper climbed the winding path toward the sacred garden.

Brother Halren had walked the same stone steps for sixty-three winters.

His knees protested with every climb now, but habit carried him onward. A brass lantern swung gently from his hand, casting warm circles of light across the moss-covered stones. The scent of pine and damp earth filled the mountain air.

At the summit stood an arch of pale white stone wrapped in ivy.

Beyond it waited the Garden of the Bloom.

Halren paused before crossing the threshold. Every Keeper offered the same silent prayer before entering.

"May the flower endure. May the darkness sleep."

The garden answered with silence.

That alone unsettled him.

Usually the Midnight Bloom hummed with quiet magic. Its silver-blue petals shimmered beneath the moon, and the surrounding flowers bent gently toward it as though paying homage to their queen.

Tonight the air felt strangely still.

Too still.

He stepped through the arch.

His lantern nearly slipped from his grasp.

The Midnight Bloom was dying.

Its luminous petals had darkened at the edges, curling inward like paper touched by flame. Tiny fragments drifted from the blossom and dissolved before they reached the ground.

Halren's breath caught in his throat.

"No..."

He hurried forward, dropping to his knees beside the ancient flower.

For centuries it had never shown the slightest sign of decay.

Not once.

He laid trembling fingers against a petal.

It was cold.

Not the pleasant coolness of moonlit dew.

The lifeless cold of winter stone.

A low crack echoed beneath the earth.

Halren froze.

Another followed.

Then another.

The mountain itself seemed to sigh.

Deep beneath the roots of the Bloom, something enormous stirred.

Far below, where no sunlight had reached in a thousand years, unseen eyes slowly opened.
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Chapter One: The Last Bloom
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Seren Ashmere knew the roses were afraid before anyone told her something was wrong.

The garden behind Saint Orwyn's Monastery had always been a place of quiet little noises: bees nosing through lavender, leaves shifting against one another, the soft drip of water from the stone fountain at its centre. But that morning, every flower seemed to hold its breath.

The roses did not lean toward the sun.

They bent away from the mountain.

Seren stood among them with a basket looped over one arm and a pruning knife in her hand. Dawn had only just reached the valley, painting the monastery walls in pale gold. The bell for morning prayer had not yet rung, and most of the sisters still slept behind their narrow wooden doors.

She preferred the garden at this hour.

Before the voices.

Before the questions.

Before everyone remembered she was the girl abandoned at the monastery gate with no name, no family, and only a strange black rose birthmark over her heart.

A thorn scratched her thumb.

Seren hissed softly and brought the bead of blood to her lips.

The rosebush nearest her shivered.

Not in the wind.

There was no wind.

"Easy," she whispered.

The plant stilled.

Most people thought flowers were silent things. Pretty, useful, delicate. They did not understand that every growing thing carried memories. Rain remembered the clouds. Roots remembered the dead. Petals remembered the hands that touched them.

And roses remembered pain most keenly of all.

Seren pressed two fingers to the stem.

Images flickered through her mind.

Dark soil.

Cold moonlight.

A scream beneath the earth.

She pulled her hand back.

The basket slipped from her arm, scattering rosemary and clipped lavender across the path.

"Seren?"

She turned.

Sister Maelin stood beneath the stone archway, her grey robes gathered tightly around her. She was small, sharp-eyed, and never missed anything worth noticing.

"What happened?"

Seren glanced at the roses.

Their petals had begun to darken at the edges.

"I think," she said quietly, "something has woken up."

Sister Maelin's expression did not change immediately, but Seren saw the subtle tightening around her eyes.

"What did you touch?"

"The roses."

"And?"

"They remembered fear."

The older woman looked past Seren toward the flower beds. At first glance, they appeared unchanged—orderly rows of white lilies, climbing roses, lavender, foxgloves, and herbs tended by generations of monks and sisters. But as the morning light strengthened, a faint shadow seemed to pass over the garden.

A white lily folded its petals.

Then another.

Within moments, dozens of blossoms had closed as though twilight had fallen instead of dawn.

Sister Maelin crossed herself.

"Come with me."

Seren hesitated. "The herbs for the infirmary—"

"They can wait."

That alone told Seren the matter was grave.



The monastery's halls smelled of beeswax, old parchment, and cedar smoke. Their footsteps echoed softly as they climbed the spiral staircase leading to the Abbot's chambers.

Brother Halren was already there.

The elderly Keeper looked as though he had aged ten years since Seren had seen him at supper the previous evening. His silver beard was unkempt, his robes stained with mud, and his hands trembled as they rested on a weathered oak staff.

When he looked up, his eyes settled on Seren.

"So," he whispered. "It's begun."

Seren frowned.

"What has?"

Instead of answering, Halren reached into the folds of his cloak and withdrew a single flower.

It had once been breathtaking.

Now its silver-blue petals were blackened around the edges, brittle as autumn leaves. Tiny flecks drifted from it, dissolving into glittering dust before they touched the floor.

The room fell silent.

Even Seren, who had spent her life among plants, had never seen anything like it.

"What flower is that?" she asked.

Halren closed his eyes.

"The Midnight Bloom."

The name stirred something deep within her memory, like a half-forgotten lullaby.

"I've heard stories."

"They were never stories."

A chill settled over the room.

"The Bloom has protected the Seven Kingdoms for over five hundred years," Halren continued. "As long as it lived, something beneath these mountains remained asleep."

Seren looked again at the dying blossom.

"And now?"

The old Keeper's voice was barely audible.

"Now it is dying."

As if answering his words, the monastery shook.

It was only a heartbeat—a low, rolling tremor—but dust drifted from the ceiling beams, and somewhere outside, frightened horses screamed.

A novice burst through the doorway, breathless.

"Abbot! There's... there's something in the eastern forest."

"What did you see?" Sister Maelin asked.

The young monk swallowed hard.

"I don't know."

His face had gone pale.

"It looked like a wolf..."

He paused, his voice breaking.

"...made entirely of shadow."

Brother Halren gripped his staff.

"The darkness is testing the boundaries."

He turned to Seren with an intensity that made her uneasy.

"You've always wondered why the flowers speak to you."

She nodded.

"It is because you were never brought to this monastery by chance."

Outside, another distant howl echoed across the valley.

It did not sound like any creature that belonged in the world.

Seren had the unmistakable feeling that, before this day ended, her life would change forever.

The howl rolled across the valley a second time.

Long.

Mournful.

Wrong.

Every sound in the monastery ceased.

The blackbirds nesting beneath the chapel roof took flight in a frantic cloud of feathers. Horses stamped and whinnied in the lower stable. Even the monastery bell, swaying gently in the morning breeze, seemed reluctant to ring.

Brother Halren moved first.

"Lock every gate," he ordered.

The novice stared.

"But, Brother... we've never closed the gates during daylight."

"You have now."

The young monk needed no further encouragement. He hurried from the chamber, nearly colliding with two sisters climbing the stairs.

Halren turned back to Seren.

"Come."

"Where?"

"The library."



The monastery library occupied the oldest part of the mountain.

Built into the living rock centuries before the monastery itself, its vaulted ceilings disappeared into shadow. Thousands of books lined towering shelves, their leather bindings cracked with age. Scrolls rested in carved cedar chests, while faded maps covered one wall from floor to ceiling.

Seren had spent countless afternoons here.

She had never been permitted beyond the iron gate at the rear.

Today, Brother Halren unlocked it.

The hinges groaned as though disturbed from a century's sleep.

Beyond lay a narrow passage illuminated by blue lanterns.

At its end waited a circular chamber unlike anything Seren had imagined.

Its walls were covered in murals.

Seven crowned rulers stood beneath a silver moon, their hands joined around a glowing flower.

Behind them loomed a woman dressed in flowing black robes, her face hidden behind a veil of stars.

At her feet, shadows reached upward like grasping hands.

"What is this place?" Seren whispered.

"The Hall of Keepers."

Sister Maelin bowed her head.

"Few living souls have ever entered."

Brother Halren approached a stone pedestal in the centre of the chamber.

Resting upon it was a book larger than a millstone, bound in pale leather that shimmered faintly in the lantern light.

"No ink was used to write this," he said.

"It remembers."

He laid both hands upon the cover.

The ancient clasp sprang open by itself.

Pages turned without wind.

One after another.

Faster.

Faster.

Until they stopped.

The illustration filling both pages stole Seren's breath.

It showed a young woman standing in a field of black roses beneath a silver moon.

Her hair.

Her eyes.

Even the birthmark visible through the collar of her dress...

They were hers.

Seren stepped backwards.

"No..."

Brother Halren's face had become impossibly pale.

"It cannot be."

"What?"

"The Chronicle has never changed."

"It changed today."

The painted woman's eyes shimmered.

Then...

Slowly...

She turned her head.

Directly toward Seren.

The room fell into darkness.

Only for a heartbeat.

When the lanterns flared again, the illustration had changed.

The painted woman was gone.

In her place stood a single sentence written in fresh silver script.

The Daughter of the Last Rose has awakened. The Queen of Evernight knows her name.

A freezing wind swept through the sealed chamber.

Somewhere far below the mountain...

Something laughed.
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Chapter Two: The King's Summons
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The laughter faded.

Not because it had ended.

Because the mountain had swallowed it.

For several heartbeats, no one in the Hall of Keepers moved. The blue lanterns flickered wildly, their flames bending toward the stone floor as though pulled by an unseen force.

Seren's gaze remained fixed on the Chronicle.

The silver words still glowed upon the page.

The Daughter of the Last Rose has awakened. The Queen of Evernight knows her name.

"They weren't there before," she whispered.

Brother Halren shook his head slowly.

"The Chronicle has not accepted a new prophecy in nearly five hundred years."

Sister Maelin crossed the chamber and placed a reassuring hand on Seren's shoulder.

"It knows who you are."

"But I don't."



Outside, the monastery had become a hive of anxious activity.

Monks hurried between buildings carrying lanterns and bundles of supplies. Stable hands saddled horses usually reserved for emergencies, while the great oak gates—never closed during daylight—were barred with thick iron beams.

Dark clouds gathered over the eastern peaks despite the clear morning forecast.

The air smelled of rain...

And smoke.

Brother Halren led Seren to the highest terrace overlooking the valley.

From there she could see the winding road disappearing into the forests below.

Something moved between the trees.

At first she thought they were wolves.

Then they stepped into a patch of sunlight.

Their bodies resembled wolves, but they were made of living shadow, their eyes glowing like burning embers. Wherever their paws touched the earth, grass blackened and flowers withered within moments.

"There are dozens of them," Seren breathed.

"No," Halren replied gravely.

"There are hundreds."



The sound of a hunting horn echoed across the valley.

Everyone on the terrace turned.

A column of mounted riders emerged from the western road, their armour gleaming beneath the morning sun. Crimson cloaks streamed behind them as their horses climbed the steep path toward the monastery.

At their head rode a broad-shouldered man with dark hair streaked by a single line of silver above his left temple.

Unlike the others, he wore no elaborate decorations.

Only practical steel armour scarred by years of battle.

A longsword rested across his back.

His expression was carved from stone.

As the riders halted before the gates, the monastery bell rang once.

Brother Halren sighed.

"So soon."

"You know them?" Seren asked.

"I know him."

The old Keeper watched the commander dismount.

"That is Ronan Vale."

"The King's commander?"

"The former King's commander."

Seren frowned.

"I thought he was dismissed."

"He was."

"Then why is he here?"

Before Halren could answer, the gates opened.

Ronan strode into the courtyard without waiting for an invitation. His boots were dusty from hard travel, and the men following him looked equally exhausted.

Yet every monk instinctively stepped aside as he passed.

Authority still clung to him like a shadow.

When he reached the terrace, his sharp grey eyes immediately settled on Seren.

For a brief, uncomfortable moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Ronan bowed—not deeply, but respectfully—to Brother Halren.

"I bring a royal summons."

Halren accepted the sealed parchment.

"The King still remembers this monastery?"

"The King remembers whatever threatens his kingdom."

His gaze shifted back to Seren.

"The dying flower."

"The shadow beasts."

"The prophecy."

His voice hardened.

"They've already reached the capital."

Seren felt the blood drain from her face.

"How?"

"They appeared at sunrise."

He paused.

"And they were searching for someone."

Silence settled over the terrace.

Ronan broke the royal seal and read aloud.

"By decree of His Majesty, King Aldric of Valedain, the woman known as Seren Ashmere is to be escorted immediately to the royal court under the protection of Commander Ronan Vale. Her safety is now a matter concerning the survival of the Seven Kingdoms."

Seren stared at him.

"I've never left these mountains."

Ronan met her gaze.

"You will before sunset."

Far below, another mournful howl drifted from the forest.

This one was closer.

The howl echoed through the valley, closer than before.

It was answered by another.

Then another.

Within moments, the eastern forest seemed alive with mournful cries that rose and fell like waves upon a black sea.

Ronan did not flinch.

His hand rested on the pommel of the sword strapped across his back as though it had found its place there years ago and never left.

"How long before they reach the monastery?" he asked.

Brother Halren watched the tree line.

"If they are merely hunting..."

He paused.

"By nightfall."

"And if they are being guided?"

The old Keeper's silence was answer enough.

Ronan turned to the captain of the riders.

"Double the watch. Archers on the walls. No one opens the gates without my order."

The captain saluted and hurried away.

Seren studied the commander.

He was not much older than thirty, yet there was a weariness in his face that no lack of sleep could explain. A pale scar crossed the bridge of his nose, disappearing beneath the collar of his cloak. Another marked the back of his right hand, as though something with claws had once tried to drag him away.

He noticed her staring.

"You've never seen battle."

It wasn't a question.

"No."

"I hope you never do."

Before she could reply, the monastery bell rang three sharp peals.

A cry rose from the western wall.

"Riders!"

Everyone spun toward the gate.

A lone horse galloped up the mountain road, foam flecking its neck, its rider slumped over the saddle.

The guards rushed forward as the animal stumbled into the courtyard.

The rider collapsed before anyone could catch him.

His cloak bore the crest of Valedain.

A royal messenger.

Blood soaked his sleeve.

Ronan dropped to one knee beside him.

"What happened?"

The messenger coughed, his lips stained crimson.

"They... came from the mist."

"Who?"

"We couldn't... kill them."

His trembling hand reached into his satchel and produced a small leather pouch.

Inside lay black petals.

Not dead.

Burned.

Brother Halren inhaled sharply.

"No..."

"The Midnight Bloom," he whispered.

"They're carrying its corruption."

The messenger gripped Ronan's wrist with surprising strength.

"They're heading here."

His eyes widened with terror.

"They kept saying the same words."

Ronan leaned closer.

"What words?"

The man's voice was barely audible.

"Find... the girl... marked by the last rose..."

His grip slackened.

The courtyard fell silent.

After a long moment, Sister Maelin gently closed the messenger's eyes.

No one spoke.

Even the wind seemed to have abandoned the mountain.

Ronan rose slowly.

His expression had hardened into grim resolve.

"We leave within the hour."

Brother Halren nodded.

"It is time."

Seren looked from one face to another.

"Leave?"

"You are no longer safest here," Halren said quietly. "As long as you remain within these walls, everyone in this monastery is in danger."

She glanced toward the gardens below.

The place where she had grown herbs, tended roses, and believed the world extended no farther than the surrounding peaks.

It had always been her home.

Now it felt strangely fragile.

"What if I refuse?"

Ronan met her eyes.

"You can."

His voice was calm, almost gentle.

"But the shadows will still come."

He looked toward the darkening forest.

"And when they do..."

"They won't stop until they've found you."

As if summoned by his words, a deafening crash echoed from the eastern slope.

One of the ancient pine trees at the edge of the forest toppled, disappearing into a swirl of black mist.

Something enormous moved among the trees.

Too large to be a wolf.

Too silent to be a bear.

The monastery's alarm bells began to ring without pause.

The siege of Saint Orwyn had begun.
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Chapter Three: The Siege of Saint Orwyn
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The first arrow struck the monastery gate with a crack that echoed across the courtyard.

Every head turned.

The shaft was black as obsidian, its feathers the deep blue of a moonless sky. Wisps of dark mist curled from its tip, hissing where they touched the stone.

Ronan strode forward before anyone else could reach it.

"Don't touch it," Brother Halren warned.

Too late.

Ronan crouched, studying the arrow without laying a hand upon it.

"It isn't meant to kill," he said quietly.

"Then what?" asked Sister Maelin.

"It found us."

As if in answer, another arrow slammed into the gate.

Then another.

Within seconds, dozens rattled against the heavy oak, each one carrying the same unnatural darkness.

No archers could be seen beyond the walls.

Only fog.

A thick, black mist rolled from the eastern forest, swallowing the lower slopes of the mountain.

"It isn't fog," Halren whispered.

"It's covering them."



The monastery erupted into controlled chaos.

Monks hauled crates of arrows onto the battlements while novices carried buckets of water and bundles of bandages to the infirmary.

The great bell rang without pause.

Seren stood frozen in the centre of the courtyard.

Only hours earlier she had been gathering herbs.

Now soldiers hurried past her with drawn swords.

The world had changed before breakfast.

Sister Maelin gently caught her arm.

"Come."

"I should help."

"You will."

The older woman pressed a small leather satchel into Seren's hands.

Inside were dried herbs, bandages, tiny glass bottles, and a silver pruning knife she had used since childhood.

"Whatever happens," Maelin said, "keep this with you."

Seren nodded.

"You always knew this day would come."

It wasn't a question.

For the first time in years, Sister Maelin smiled sadly.

"We hoped it never would."



Ronan climbed the western tower two steps at a time.

From its summit he could see the entire valley.

His captain joined him moments later.

"What do you see?"

"Nothing."

The captain frowned.

"Nothing?"

"That's the problem."

The forest should have been alive with movement.

Birds.

Deer.

Smoke from distant cottages.

Instead...

Silence.

The mist flowed between the trees like a living tide.

Then shapes emerged.

Not dozens.

Hundreds.

Shadow wolves padded silently toward the monastery.

Behind them came towering figures cloaked in darkness, carrying long spears that glowed with dull crimson light.

And walking calmly at their centre...

A woman dressed in black.

Even from this distance, Ronan could see that her face was hidden behind a shimmering veil.

She did not hurry.

She knew there was nowhere for her prey to escape.

Ronan's jaw tightened.

"So the stories were true."



Brother Halren entered the monastery chapel alone.

Rows of candles burned beneath stained-glass windows depicting kings, saints, and flowering gardens.

He knelt before the oldest altar.

Not to pray.

To retrieve something.

Hidden beneath the stone was a narrow compartment sealed centuries before.

Inside rested a sword.

Its silver blade shimmered with faint lines that resembled vines climbing toward the hilt.

Halren lifted it with
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