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There are nights when the moon refuses to stay whole, when its light drifts across the forests of Moonwild as if searching for the one heart it has not yet claimed. On those nights, the air breathes differently. The wind holds its shape too long. And the old curses—those written in the bones of this land—stir like creatures waking from a shallow sleep.

Seren had always been taught that curses clung only to the reckless. To those who stepped beyond the path, or sought power without paying its due. Yet nothing about her life, before the night Thornreach split open, had ever been reckless. She had walked with care, spoken softly, lived lightly... and still the Bloomcurse found her. It wound its way through her blood like a second pulse, blooming petals beneath her skin that whispered of endings she did not choose.

She once believed the curse wanted her alone.

Until Caelum of Aeralis stepped into her story—a prince shaped from venom and discipline, carrying a kingdom’s expectations like armor across his shoulders. He should have kept his distance. He had been trained to. Venomfolk were taught from childhood that Bloom was the one force their blood could not temper, the one threat their bodies could not bear. To touch a Bloom-marked girl was to invite ruin.

Yet Caelum touched her anyway.

Not with tenderness at first—only necessity. Only duty. Only the cold steadiness of a warrior who refused to leave someone behind. But duty became something else when he watched her fight the blooming rage of her curse and choose mercy every time. And necessity shattered the moment the Moonlit Bond flared between them, a tether of light and venom that should never have existed, binding two fates that had been meant to stand on opposite sides of the world.

The Bond was supposed to be a myth.

Or at the very least, a warning from an old age—one that said Bloom and Venom could never be equal, never survive together, never love without breaking something sacred. Yet the bond answered neither to myths nor warnings. It grew with touch. With breath. With each moment Seren stood her ground instead of running, and each time Caelum shielded her as though shielding himself.

The world felt that choice.

Aeralis saw treason. Moonwild felt a disturbance in its ancient rites. And the moon itself, restless and watching, sent its hunters to test whether this love was strong enough to bleed for.

Seren did not yet fear her own heart.
Caelum did not yet fear losing his.
But the land remembered every pair before them—every Bloom who bloomed too brightly, every Venom who burned too fiercely, every story that ended with one body left cooling in the moonlight while the other carried grief like a second shadow.

And now the moon had begun to change.

Its light sharpened. Its hunger stirred.
Its choice approached.
Two hearts had dared to bind themselves where none should bind.
And the night, patient and ancient, waited to see which one of them would break first.
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Chapter 1: The Morning After Thornreach
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The world woke in pieces around her.

Stone pressed against Seren’s spine, rough through the torn weave of her tunic, its chill seeping into bruises that had not yet decided whether to throb or go numb. Above, the sky lowered in a pale, unsteady arch, its color leached by the fading of the moon, as if the heavens had been scrubbed too hard and left raw. Thornreach lay scattered in every direction, blackened spines of rock jutting from the ground like ribs from a wounded beast, their shadows long and thin in the weak morning light.

Weight anchored her right side.

Caelum’s head rested against her shoulder, the line of his jaw slanting toward the hollow of her neck, the curve of his mouth barely parted. His hair brushed her collarbone in damp strands, heavy with sweat and lingering mist. One of his arms lay across his own ribs, the other hung slack between them, fingers loose, knuckles striped with dried blood that had flaked into faint gray along his skin.

His breath came warm and slow against the side of her throat.

The air entering and leaving him carried the faint sweetness of Bloomwild’s memory, but that trace lay buried under Aeralis metal—sharp, cool, impossibly familiar. The venom in his lungs did not ride the air in shapeless waves as before; it moved in lines, in narrow, controlled currents that threaded each exhale with a thin, bright edge.

A sound ran through that breath, too quiet for ears alone, the kind of sound that pressed along bone instead of skin. The first whisper tightened the muscles between her ribs, an instinctive bracing, as if the noise might cut.

Venom spoke in him now.

It slipped past her like blades dragged through a slow river, the note of each inhale sleek and narrow, the exhale drawing that metallic music along her pulse. The rhythm did not falter; every rise of his chest carried another measure, every fall returned it, the pattern as steady as a lullaby carved from steel.

Flowers answered.

Around them, the ruin of Thornreach had not yet decided whether to die. Charred roots curled from the cracked ground; shards of thorns protruded from the soil in scattered drifts where the Beast had torn through, leaving a path of shredded earth and memory. Yet between those remnants, small shoots pushed up, pale and defiant, and here and there, a bud had forced itself open despite the ash.

With each beat under Caelum’s ribs, petals trembled.

The nearest bloom, a narrow-throated thing that looked like a wild cousin of Bloomwild bells, tipped toward his chest. Its pale blue deepened to a color close to twilight when his heart pushed venom-laced blood along its path; as the beat eased, the petals softened, almost closing again, then flared when the rhythm struck once more.

The ground beneath Seren’s palm held that echo as well.

Her hand had settled in the hollow of broken stone during the night, fingers spread to find balance when the last shudders of the Beast’s rage rolled through the earth. Now, the rock thrummed faintly, a delayed reflection of the pulse thudding against her shoulder. The bond had sunk into Thornreach, threading itself under the surface like a root that did not belong yet refused to be denied.

Caelum shifted, just enough for his breath to scrape differently along her skin.

Warmth brushed the thin, torn edge of her collar, then touched the vulnerable place beneath her ear. The venom-sound sharpened in that path, clearer where his exhale struck bare flesh, as if the bond used contact to open another door. The blade-music sank through her skin, followed the length of her neck, and found the line of her own veins as if it had been searching for them.

Heat moved in answer.

It grew within her chest, not the wild blaze of Bloomrage, not the frantic, shredding burn of the curse when moonlight took her bones, but a quieter fire, a banked coal pressed under the sternum. Her blood pushed toward that center, eager and afraid, dragging the scents of flowers and damp earth along with it.

The petals listened more closely.

Not only those half-crushed blossoms scattered near their bodies, but clusters farther out, the ones clinging to the edges of broken walls and to the charred remains of ancient pillars. Thornreach had once sat in neutrality between Aeralis and Bloomwild; now every stubborn bloom reaching through its scars bent its stem toward Caelum’s resting form as if the old land had chosen a side without asking.

A breeze traced across the ruined valley, faint and uncertain.

It wound between splintered columns and toppled stones, catching ash in its wake, but when it met them, it broke into smaller currents, pausing as though to consider. The air brushed Seren’s bare forearm, then slipped over Caelum’s shoulder and down his back, carrying the cool trace of Thornreach’s night and the iron-tinged ghosts of moonlight.

Her own breath fell into the rhythm of his without instruction.

She did not know whether this was how such bonds were meant to work, or if Thornreach and the Beast had twisted theirs into something that only felt deeper in the rawness of the aftermath.

In, as his chest lifted. Out, as his ribs eased. The bond followed the alignment, settling its weight along the spine, a firm, narrowing line that began at the base of her skull and ran to the hollow of her lower back. Places that had bruised under the Beast’s last strike answered with dull complaints, but under those aches, another sensation spread, a low, pressing awareness that left no room for distance.

A thread connected the two of them.

It did not float, did not hum unmoored; it pierced. One end lodged somewhere deep behind his ribs, sunk into that place where venom and heart kept their unsparing pact. The other buried itself within her, in the same hollow where the curse once waited for moonrise, the space that had always felt borrowed rather than owned. The thread held, unyielding, not a ribbon to be untied but a splice in living bone.

If anything ever severed that thread, she could not imagine either of them walking away whole.

Memory tightened around that fact with the quiet certainty of a hand closing. Moon Veil light had shown pieces of it, fractured reflections of two bodies caught on the same blade, two sets of lungs refusing to work without each other, two hearts pausing on the same beat. Thornreach’s sky had cracked under the weight of that truth when the Beast lunged, when venom spilled, when petals exploded from her skin in a storm that wanted to end everything.

There would be no clean separation now.

The body pressed against her shoulder carried evidence of that binding in every line. The scar along his jaw, fresh and raw from the Beast’s near-miss, stretched pale where sleep loosened the muscles. Faint, ragged bruises shadowed one side of his throat where vine-teeth had caught and slipped when he dragged her out of the way. The armor he had worn lay some distance away, half-buried in dust and thorn fragments; only the underlayer remained, torn across his ribs, the fabric darkened where her blood and his had merged.

Her own injuries marked the rest of the picture.

Gashed skin along her forearm, a deep rope-cut where the Beast’s tendril had tried to make a handle of her, edged by a thin, silvery sheen where his venom had slid over it later, quieting agony into something almost manageable. The lingering ache in her shoulder, where his grip had been too tight as the bond locked during First Venom, a phantom pressure mirroring the way his hand now lay not quite touching her, fingers curled inward, as if unsure whether to reach or keep distance even in sleep.

Every hurt mapped the same conclusion.
It felt, in that bruised, breathless moment, as if any blade that sank into him would leave a matching hurt somewhere inside her, as if poisons meant for his blood would remember the path to hers. Any fall he took would drag at her balance, whether her feet stood firm or not. She could not tell where certainty ended and fear began; the bond had not asked, and her body had answered before her thoughts could catch up.
A crow called from the jagged remains of a wall, its hoarse cry a rough tear in the valley’s fragile quiet.

The bird hopped along the edge of crumbling stone, black feathers catching the early light in streaks of dull blue. One eye glinted with the sharp, assessing look of a creature that lived in the scavenged remains of other lives. Around its feet, bits of broken thorn glimmered gray, stripped of their poison yet still sharp.

The sound scraped along the edge of Seren’s awareness, tugging it outward from the cradle of Caelum’s warmth, reminding the valley that morning did not pause simply because two people lay breathing on its spine. Farther away, something creaked as it cooled, a deep, settling groan from old stone adjusting to a new crack.

Her shoulder protested when she shifted.

The hard line of rock at her back dug more insistently into the muscles between spine and blade, and the weight of Caelum’s head pressed into her collarbone. Pain flared along the old path of the curse, a thin, echoing line that followed the shape of the Beast’s vines from the night before, then faded under the heavier presence of the bond.

She angled her hand toward the ground and pushed, just enough to draw in a less shallow breath.

Muscles along her ribs strained. Bones complained. The effort dragged the venom-sound closer, the blade-music rising in volume for an instant as his chest shifted against her. The note stuttered once, then caught, then steadied, the brief irregularity cutting through the morning like a missed step on a narrow ledge.

Flowers jerked in answer.

The small blue bells nearest Caelum’s shoulder flared wide, their stems arching toward him until the roots strained. A spray of pale, thornless roses that had found purchase in a crack at his back sprang fully open, their petals trembling so fiercely that a few tore loose, drifting down to land on the torn cloth at his side. Each loosening petal turned as it fell, its path orienting toward his body, as if even in descent it could not forget where its gravity lay.

The bond held steady through the stutter.

No rush of cold, no hollowing, no emptiness sucking at her lungs. Only that unbroken thread, biting deeper for a beat, then easing back, the way a rope might settle when a weight shifted but did not fall.

Thornreach watched.

The sense of the land’s attention lay low and heavy under the more immediate details of ash and stone. The ancient battlefield had accepted their presence during the night with all the indifference of a creature too tired to care; now, beneath the gray and black, something older shifted, counting their breaths, perhaps, or marking the new pattern their bond carved into a place already full of scars.

Caelum’s fingers twitched.

A faint tightening along the tendons, a brief press of knuckle against dust, the smallest rebellion against the looseness of true sleep. The gesture carried the echo of last night’s unyielding grip, when his hand had clamped around her wrist as the Beast surged and the First Venom Bond locked between their skin. Venom and bloom had snapped into alignment then with a force that shook more than the body.

His lashes fluttered once, but his eyes did not yet open.

The skin beneath them looked hollowed, shadowed by exhaustion, but beneath that, a faint sheen clung, the residue of venom-sweat forced out by the strain of holding her alive while the Beast tried to tear her apart. A line of dried silver traced from his temple to the edge of his cheek, where some spill had followed the slope of bone.

The morning pressed close around them.

Chill air leaned in against the valley’s low places; warmer currents hung over the stones that had absorbed moonfire. In that uneven climate, the two of them became their own weather—a small pocket of warmth where breathing continued, where bond-light still whispered under the skin even though the moon had fled.

Her lungs tightened once, without warning.

The next inhale dragged in more venom-sound than air, the blade-music cutting down the middle of the breath and leaving an ache at the base of her throat. Her own blood answered with a pulse that felt too sharp, too quick, as if trying to catch up with a beat it had not been given.

The bond seemed to adjust.
Pressure gathered along that internal thread for a moment, then eased, taking some of the ache from her chest. The rest of it settled back into him; the shift showed only in the minute change of his expression, a faint line gathering between his brows even with his eyes still closed.
It felt, absurdly, as if neither of them were meant to carry the cost of breathing alone anymore.
A memory from Bloomwild rose, uninvited, bringing with it the scent of damp soil and roses heavy with twilight. The elders had gathered once around an old stone in the grove, talking in low tones about stories no one admitted to believing. There had been mention of bonds deeper than simple healing, of lives that could not uncurl from each other without tearing, of curses that chose such ties for their own purposes. The words had drifted through the branches then, harmless as smoke.

Here, with his skull an unyielding weight on her shoulder and his breath carrying blades into her, the same stories settled with a different weight.

Thornreach had thrown its answer across the sky; the moon-split clouds still bore the memory of that crack, faint but present, where moonlight had once riven them. The Beast’s corpse lay some distance away, its vines collapsed into a tangle of gray husks, the center of it caved in where venom and bloom together had finally undone it. The remains stank of spent magic and rot, yet even that ruin watched the two of them in its own way, the hollow in its chest aligning unerringly with the place where their shoulders met.

A small breath escaped her, barely more than a shift in the air at his temple.

Muscles along his neck loosened at the warmth, and the line between his brows smoothed a fraction. The venom-sound took on a slightly different shape, as if answering not only to survival now, but to the presence it found pressed against him.

The flowers settled with it.

Their trembling eased into a slower sway, their petals no longer straining on the edge of tearing. The blue bells curled inward once more at the edges, not fully closing, but softening, as if content to keep their watch from the ground rather than clinging to some desperate upward reach. Even the pale roses at his back stilled, their fall of petals complete, the last few resting on the hollow of his throat where his pulse beat under skin.

A sky that had looked scraped raw a moment before took on a hint of color along the far edge, the faintest gradient between washed-out gray and a cleaner, higher blue. Day would come regardless of what had broken here.

Aeralis would learn that its prince still breathed.

Bloomwild would feel the shift in petals and roots when its cursed daughter’s bond changed the way flowers listened to the wind. The Poison Council would count the absence of their favored weapon and search for the source of whatever had altered his venom. Elders who whispered about ancient bonds would taste proof in the way their own roses turned toward a direction they did not expect.

The thread between them pulled tight for the barest moment, a small, insistent tug under her breastbone.

Not yet a command. Not quite a plea.

The morning had them for another few heartbeats, held in this fragile stillness between disaster and whatever came next, but the bond did not understand the word pause. It carried only continuation, only the relentless insistence of shared breath.
She did not know what would happen if his chest ever stilled now; the thought of the thread stretching on without his pulse felt wrong in a way that had nothing to do with stories or curses.
The idea settled in her with the quiet weight of a stone sinking through water, leaving only a thin trail of disturbance behind. Thornreach’s pale sky hovered, undecided, over a valley that had not finished choosing who lived and who did not, over two bodies that felt, in this moment, too bound together for any simple counting apart.
One of Caelum’s fingers brushed the stone, a barely-there movement, as if reaching for purchase before waking.

The small shift sent a fresh ripple through the venom-sound, a subtle change in pitch that ran along the bond and into her, and somewhere behind that, under the blade-music and the fading chill of Thornreach’s night, the land itself seemed to lean a fraction closer, listening for how they would rise.
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Chapter 2: The Venom King’s Summon
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Wind climbed the scar before they did.

It moved up through Thornreach’s broken gullies, fingers of air slipping along charred stone and the pale husks of shattered thorns, lifting ash in brief swirls that never quite became true dust storms. The valley that had roared under the Beast’s weight now breathed in a slow, uneven rhythm, its silence thick with things that would never grow back. At the far edge of the ruin, where black earth paled into a color closer to bone, two figures picked their way along a path that barely deserved the name.

Caelum’s boots sank into soil softened by spent magic, each step leaving a faint silver print where venom sweated through worn leather and touched the ground. The weight of his sword dragged differently against his hip; the scabbard had cracked along one side when vines closed around him hours ago. Torn cloth clung to his ribs, stiff with blood dried to a dark, flaking sheen, some of it his, some of it not. Every stretch of muscle along his back tugged on bruises layered over older scars.

Ahead, Seren moved with a care that matched his.

The rhythm of her gait had changed since the night. Moon-wildness had retreated from her limbs, but each step still carried the echo of a body that had once been too full of power. Her skirts brushed arrhythmic patterns into the ash, catching on fragments of thorn; stray petals clung stubbornly to the hem, crushed blooms that refused to fall. One hand pressed against her side where a deeper wound hid; the other hovered near the jagged rock of the path, fingers splayed to catch herself if old pain gave way.

The bond threaded between them with a steadier pulse than their steps.

It stretched along the space separating their shoulders, taut but not straining, a tether that refused to slacken even when the path forced them apart for a moment around a jut of stone. Each time distance widened, the thread narrowed, pressing harder into the hollow behind Caelum’s sternum, then eased when Seren came back within reach of his peripheral vision.

The sky hung low over the scar.

Morning had climbed higher since he last measured it; the pale smear of light along the horizon had thickened into a washed-out blue that made the cracks in the cloud line more obvious. No banners, no towers, no wind-bridges or cliff-cities cut the edge of that view. Aeralis lay north, beyond sight, but the air already carried a colder bite when the wind turned from that direction, the faintest blade of home hiding under the general chill.

“Your pace is slipping,” Seren said softly without looking back, the words shaped carefully so they would not carry far.

He shortened one stride and lengthened the next, letting the adjustment smooth his approach until he walked level with her. The bond loosened a fraction at that alignment, breath in his lungs easing as if the tether found its preferred angle.

“Then stay where I can see you,” he answered, voice low enough to sit between them and nowhere else.

A thin line of color traced along the inside of his forearm where the sleeve had been torn away, a shallow vein that glimmered faintly under the skin. Venom lay quiet there for the moment, silver-dark and obedient, the surface of a deep river that had not yet met an obstacle worth troubling it.

The wind shifted.

Ash-scent gave way to something harsher, a density in the air that did not belong to Thornreach. Metal rode that draft—oiled steel, forge-smoke clinging to armor, the clinical sharpness of tinctures used to clean Venom Chambers—layered over the thicker tang of bodies that breathed poisoned air for a living. Beneath all that, a familiar note cut through, the particular bitterness of the distilled venom wells of Aeralis.

Gaunt shapes resolved at the top of the next rise first as the gleam of helmets, then as distinct outlines of men.

Skyward Sentinels waited on the ridge like dark marks cut into the horizon, armor marred in the places where mist had etched it over years of patrol. Their spears pointed upward, tips catching the weak light; no banners flew, but the arrangement of their ranks formed one of its own, a narrow wedge blocking the path north. Behind the front line, wind-riders stood with harnesses unbuckled, their gliders folded, the struts streaked with Thornreach dust from a hard landing.

The venom in Caelum’s veins stirred.

Lines that had lain flat along his skin swelled, tightening, the silver deepening toward a richer shade that hovered on the edge of blue. A fine ache followed the shift, running along the paths the venom claimed as its own, pressing against bone in places that had no ordinary pulse.

Seren’s breath hitched.

The sound registered first as a small disruption in the bond’s rhythm; then the actual inhale reached him, drawn too quickly, caught halfway, forced steadier by will alone. Her shoulders straightened; the hand at her side dropped, fingers flexing once before curling into the fabric, hiding the strain.

The Sentinels’ line opened in the middle.

A man stepped forward from the gap, armor heavier than the others, the plates along his shoulders edged in a darker metal that drank light rather than reflecting it. His face carried the same angular stamp as most of Aeralis’ upper ranks, all sharp planes and compressed patience; a streak of white cut through hair that might once have been black. At his throat, a medallion marked with the royal sigil rested against poisoned leather.

He stopped at a respectful distance, fist pressing to his chest in a salute that tapped knuckles against breastplate over his heart.

“Your Highness,” he said, and the title struck the air with the solidity of iron.

The weight of eyes settled, from the front rank to the last man on the ridge.

Armor shifted in the body of the formation, leather straps creaking, greaves clicking faintly. The smell of venom thickened; the Sentinels had been keeping their distance from Thornreach’s deepest wound, but their mere presence concentrated the poison carried in their breath and sweat and gear into a cloud that rolled outward.

Seren’s fingers twitched tighter around her skirt.

She turned her face slightly away from the bulk of the soldiers, angling herself closer to Caelum’s shadow, where his particular venom cut the general haze into lines. Flowers did not grow here in any number, yet even the low, stubborn plants clinging to the ridge moved strangely under that invisible pressure, leaves edging toward him rather than toward the rest.

“Commander Voren.” Caelum inclined his head once, the movement neither warmth nor refusal. “The ridge lies far from your usual patrol.”

“Orders from the Venom Court.” The words carried the echo of a larger chamber, the clipped cadence of decrees spoken in a high hall. “The King of Aeralis bids his heir return with all haste to the capital. Your absence reached the Poison Council with the dawn. Your... company reached them in the same report.”

A messenger’s work, swift and precise; crows with black-glass eyes and venom-hardened feathers moved faster than any rider when the Court desired it.

Voren’s gaze flicked past Caelum, resting for a heartbeat on Seren.

No open hostility gleamed there, only assessment, as if ticking boxes on a mental ledger—the cut of her clothes, now dirt-smeared and torn; the residue of night-bloomed power still clinging to her skin like a faint, phosphorescent sheen; the way the air around her held the memory of too many flowers for a graveyard. A faint tightening along his jaw betrayed where the evaluation ended.

“Rumor reached us on the southern wind,” the commander continued, eyes returning to Caelum’s face. “That a girl bound to Bloomwild’s curse walked at your side beyond the agreed lines. That the Beast of Thornreach stirred. That the moon did not like what it saw.”

Venom thickened behind Caelum’s tongue.

It carried Thornreach ash and old blood and the sour memory of moonlight shattering against the Beast’s hide. The King’s titles settled over his shoulders like a mantle lined with knives: Prince of Aeralis, heir to the Venom King, instrument of the Poison Council. The command in Voren’s voice did not come from the man himself.

“What else did they say?” Caelum asked.

“That the bond flared,” Voren replied, the last word hushed by habit, as if the very concept might offend the mist. “That your blood answered hers in ways the texts did not predict. The Venom King requires further testing. Immediately.”

Seren’s arm brushed his.

The contact was brief, a shift in balance as the path narrowed where rock broke away beneath their feet, but skin met cloth, and under that, warmth crossed the tiny gap between bodies. The bond seized the opportunity; pressure spiked along its length, the thread pulling straight, as if bracing for a blow.

A new ache started under Caelum’s ribs.

Not the clean, hard ache of a wound, but a slower burn, as if something had begun to spin in the center of his chest, grinding venom and blood together into a more volatile mix. The veins along his hands darkened, the silver edging further toward blue, light catching in the change like shallow water turning deep.

Voren glanced down.

The commander’s gaze landed on the back of Caelum’s hand, on the restless map of those veins, on the way the color refused to settle. A muscle jumped once at the corner of his mouth, then stilled.

“The King commands your return to the Venom Chambers,” he said, like a man reciting a sentence already carved in stone. “The Poison Council stands ready with a new sequence of elixirs. The cursed subject”—the words slid over Seren as if she were a specimen laid out on a table—“is to be transported under guard to the royal laboratories for controlled observation and dissection of the bond’s parameters.”

Seren’s breath shortened.

It came in a quiet chop, then lengthened again by force, but a fine tremor ran along the air between her and Caelum. The bond drew that tremor in, translated it into another twist of the burning at his core, and his next inhale dragged that reaction through the latticework of his ribs.

Behind the commander, one of the younger Sentinels shifted his grip on the spear.

The tip dipped a fraction, the line of his shoulders angling toward Seren with the unconscious focus of a soldier presented with a target rather than a person. His helmet did not hide the slight widening of eyes that had only ever seen the curse in drawings passed around barracks fires.

Venom surged.

It rose from Caelum’s center in a sudden, insistent wave, rushing along every vein, striking against capillaries with a force that blurred the edges of his vision for a heartbeat. The world sharpened in the next, colors leaping into harsh focus: the dull sheen on Voren’s armor where mist had gnawed at it; the nearly invisible lines of Thornreach’s older wards etched into stone beneath fresh cracks; the faint, dust-laden shimmer of petals that had no business trying to grow in this place, reaching toward Seren as if toward water.

His hand stilled at his side.

No tremor traveled through his fingers, no visible sign of the churning inside; only the muscles along his forearm thickened, cords standing out as if holding the venom down by sheer will. The burn under his sternum deepened, a brand pressed harder into bone.

“Seren Thornbloom,” he said, shaping her name with the slow care of blades being set in their places, “is not a variable for the Court’s experiments.”

Voren’s brows drew together.

“The bond—”

“—is under my command,” Caelum cut in, the interruption quiet but absolute. “Thornreach witnessed that, if nothing else. Whatever parameters the Council wishes to measure can be observed while I remain on assignment along the border. When I return to Aeralis, I do so on my own terms, not dragging an unwilling prisoner through mist like a beast on a chain.”

The younger Sentinel’s spear tip lifted back into line.

The slight adjustment rippled along the rank as discipline reasserted itself, each man finding the exact angle drills had taught until the formation stood as one sharp edge again. Somewhere among them, someone released a breath too softly to be heard over the metallic hush of wind along armor, yet the group as a whole settled by a hair’s breadth.

Seren’s shoulder brushed his again.

The contact steadied the bond’s pull for an instant; the burning under his sternum did not fade, but it spread out, evening along his ribs like heat redistributed from a single point to many. The thread between them loosened by a fraction, as if the tether approved the shape his refusal took.

Voren’s gaze sharpened.

“The King’s commands are not requests, Your Highness,” he said. “Your delay has already stirred comment. The Poison Council watches every report for signs of deviation. They sent me with full jurisdiction to—”

“To drag me back in chains if I refused?” Caelum’s lips curved, not in amusement, not quite in contempt. “You would need more than twenty Sentinels for that.”

Voren’s jaw worked once before he contained the reaction.

“The Venom King expects loyalty.”
For most of his life, loyalty had meant obedience so complete it left no room for hesitation; the words he spoke now felt like walking against a wind that had always blown in one direction.
“Loyalty does not require blind compliance.” The venom in Caelum’s voice burned as hot as the kind that flooded his veins, each word carrying the same measured control he had used in the Chambers when the needle went in. 
“The bond altered under conditions none of your records accounted for. Forcing it into a laboratory now would damage what you claim to value.”

“The royal line exists to serve the realm,” Voren answered, but the edge of his certainty dulled a little. “Your blood belongs to Aeralis. The King reminds you that every breath you draw is under his sanction.”

The next pulse of venom through Caelum’s body came with a new twist, a subtle hitch that scraped along the inside of his ribs, as if something sharp had lodged there.

Every breath.

The bond tightened on that concept, pulling hard once, the tug sinking claws into his lungs. For a second, air dragged in only halfway, chest resisting expansion; then another presence leaned into the same motion, pushing, and the inhale filled properly. Shared responsibility carved its mark again.

Seren’s hand moved.

Fingers brushed the back of his wrist, light as a whisper, yet contact sparked along the skin like a struck flint. The bond seized that touch, dragging it in as if it were the only clean thing left in the air. Pain and steadiness arrived together, a pairing that had become familiar far faster than the Poison Council would ever understand.

“Caelum,” she said, his name soft enough that the wind nearly took it.

The commander’s eyes flicked to where her hand lay.

Venom roared against the inside of Caelum’s veins at the sight of that focus, battering the discipline that had kept his face still. A thin line of silver-blue pushed closer to the surface of the skin beneath Seren’s fingertips, the color rich now, the edge of it almost luminous. The bond answered the surge with its own pressure, compressing the chaos into a narrow, unbearable clarity.

Lies had never sat easily in his mouth.

The Venom Chambers had stripped many things from him in the name of endurance, but the old tutors before that had carved duty into his bones, and duty, in Aeralis, wore truth like armor. Reports to the King did not bend. Results did not soften under personal preference. Venom killed or it did not; excuses convinced no one once the poison moved.

Words waited behind his teeth now that would break that pattern.

“The girl is not what the Council believes,” Voren began again, as if reciting a list. “Bloomwild’s records mark her lineage as—”

“Seren,” Caelum said once more, shaping the name to interrupt the other man’s catalog, “is under my protection as a civilian asset. The bond chose its path in the field. The Council did not create it. They may observe from a distance.”

Voren’s mouth tightened.

“You speak as if choice entered the matter.”

A breath slid in past the burn, past the knives lined up along it.

Choice had entered when he had stepped between Seren and the Beast’s last strike, body taking a path venom might have preferred to send elsewhere. Choice had entered when his blood spilled over her skin and did not turn her to ash. Choice stood here now, shoulder to shoulder with a cursed girl in front of the first armed line his own kingdom had sent.

“You will report,” Caelum said, the words deliberate, each one a weight set on a different part of the scale, “that you found me alive and the threat at Thornreach neutralized. You will add that I continue the assignment along the southern border while assessing the bond’s stability in the field. You will inform the Venom King that I will return to Aeralis when the situation permits a controlled transition.”

The evasion slipped in on the last clause, smooth as a blade sliding under armor.

When the situation permits.

Something in the bond tightened, sharp and sudden.

Pain flared from the base of his skull down to the center of his chest, brief and startling, blurring the edges of the world for a heartbeat but leaving them intact. Venom bucked in his veins, churning like a storm-troubled river, slamming against bone as if trying to burst through. Every line along his forearms flared bright, the silver-blue surging toward a shade closer to indigo, the skin over it pulled thin.

Seren’s grip tightened on his wrist.

Her thumb pressed directly over one of the straining veins, not hard enough to bruise, but with enough insistence to give the venom something tangible to push against. Heat met heat there, the darker burn under his skin encountering the softer warmth of hers, and for a moment the bond’s clenching eased. The agony thinned from an impaling spike to a deep, ragged throb.

Voren watched the exchange.

“The bond reacts,” he said quietly, words tasting of unwanted confirmation. “There were vague mentions in the old charts of repercussions tied to dishonesty. I had not truly credited them.”

Charts that had likely gathered dust in chambers where no one bled on the stone anymore.

Caelum held the commander’s gaze.

“Whatever this is, it doesn’t seem to tolerate me twisting what I mean,” he said. “The Council can use that observation as it wishes. My statement stands.” 

“You promise return,” Voren replied. “Yet every line of you fights the command.”

“I stated a condition.” The burn under Caelum’s sternum rolled with that answer, but the bond did not tighten further; calling an evasion what it was seemed enough to placate whatever nameless logic governed it. “Not a refusal.”

The commander’s attention slid past them to the ruin behind, to the still-collapsing remains of the Beast half-buried in Thornreach’s core. Vines that had once writhed with malignant life now lay limp, their surfaces cracked, ooze dry and flaking. The scar the creature had made across the valley would not heal in his lifetime.

“Messages from this place carry badly,” Voren said. “Mist eats ink. Crows do not like the taste of the air. Reports of this battle will arrive twisted, if at all. The King may accuse me of disobedience if I return without you or the cursed girl.”

“The King chose this scar as his proving ground,” Caelum replied. “Let him shoulder a fraction of its uncertainty.”

Voren’s lips parted, closed again.

Duty warred behind his eyes with a more private arithmetic—the count of men under his command, the worth of his own life weighed against the heir’s, the poisoned politics of a Court that used officers as both tools and examples. The pause stretched long enough for the wind to thread once more through the line of spears, drawing a dry, low whistle from their tips.

At the far right of the formation, the youngest Sentinel shifted again.

His attention darted between Seren and Caelum, between the bond-glow under their skins and the commander’s hesitation. Fear clung to him like an ill-fitting cloak; the hand on his spear had not steadied since they arrived.

Caelum’s gaze rested on him for one heartbeat.

The boy straightened under that brief focus, jaw locking, knuckles whitening around the shaft. Venom ran down Caelum’s arms in another hot wave, then settled, the color in his veins holding at that deep silver-blue, no longer brightening, no longer fading.

Voren exhaled once.

“The southern border remains unstable,” he said slowly, as if choosing each concession and tasting its cost. “Bloomwild’s elders stir. Thornreach’s wards strain. The Council will want immediate numbers, but a dead heir provides none. A fractured bond provides less.”

He lifted a hand.

The formation behind him shifted, a collective intake of movement as spears rose, points angling not at the pair on the path but upward, into a more ceremonial set. Harness leather creaked as wind-riders settled back against their folded gliders, surrendering the stance of interception for one closer to escort that would never be taken.

“I will report that you continue to test the bond in Thornreach’s shadow,” Voren said. “And that the Venom King may expect your return when you deem the bond stable enough to survive the journey.”

The lie sat there between them, dressed in obedience.

The bond did not move against it; the condition aligned, however uneasily, with the burning mark behind Caelum’s ribs. He would not lead Seren into the Venom Chambers like an offering. Stability, in the Council’s mouth, meant control. In his, the word had begun to shift toward survival.

“See that your report reaches the King before gossip does,” Caelum said.

Voren’s salute came sharper this time.

“Your Highness.”

He turned, barked a series of crisp orders; the wedge of Sentinels broke and reformed into a column that edged around the narrow path, giving the pair a corridor toward the north while keeping respectful distance. Steel rang softly as spear butts struck stone in unison, a small, contained thunder that marked the end of the confrontation.

Venom throbbed once more under Caelum’s skin, then settled into a sullen ache.

The burning did not vanish, but its edges blurred, the pain folding into the steady, familiar weight of what his blood had always carried. The veins along his hands dimmed slightly; the silver-blue receded just enough to suggest that, for now, the bond had accepted this shape of defiance.

Seren’s fingers lingered on his wrist for one extra heartbeat before she let them fall.

The absence of that touch left a small, precise chill behind, as if the air had stepped into a space it did not know how to fill. Flowers clinging at the ridge’s edge leaned toward her as she passed; one small, color-starved bloom turned its face after them both, its thin stem bending almost to breaking in its effort to follow.

They walked forward.

The path narrowed again where Thornreach’s old bones pushed through the soil, forcing them close enough that their shoulders brushed with each uneven step. The bond hummed quietly in that contact, no longer flaring, no longer clamping down, simply present, like a low note held beneath the melody of their overlapping breaths.

Behind, steel on stone echoed as the Sentinels rearranged themselves for departure.

Murmured voices carried up in snatches—references to the Venom King, to the Poison Council, to cursed flowers and a prince who spoke against orders in a voice that did not rise. The sound thinned as the distance grew, yet some threads found their way through the wind, winding up along the scar with enough clarity that individual words still reached.

“—will not like this.”

“—report will bleed before it lands.”

“—venom in his veins looked ready to burn the sky.”

The last comment trailed off into a low chuckle, cut short when Voren called the men to focus again.

Caelum did not look back.

The weight of Aeralis rode his spine anyway, a familiar, relentless presence shaped like stone towers and mist-laced corridors, like the shadow of the Venom Chambers stretching longer than any man’s life. The command he had refused would not simply fade because Thornreach’s wind scattered its sound.

Shared breath brushed his shoulder.

Seren’s next inhale matched his exactly; the exhale left their lungs as one stream of air that vanished into the battered landscape. The bond hummed, picking up that rhythm, building it into a pattern that did not belong to Court or Council or King.

Far ahead, where the scar climbed toward open land, the sky over Aeralis lightened by a shade.

The wind from that direction cooled as it reached them, carrying the faintest trace of silver mist and the distant promise of bells that would not yet be ringing. Somewhere under that pale horizon, a throne room waited for a report that would not tell it everything, and in the center of Caelum’s chest, venom held that omission like a spark it had no intention of surrendering.
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Chapter 3: Bloom’s Recoil
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Hills folded around them in a series of bruised rises, each slope scraped raw where Thornreach’s scar bled into the borderlands. Grass grew in thin, stubborn clumps between shards of black stone, its blades colorless under the high, pale sky. The wind carried grit along the ridges and slid down in dry sighs that rattled what remained of thornbushes and old, half-buried bones.

Seren walked with the hill’s curve under her feet and the bond’s pull along her spine.

Caelum moved ahead by three strides, his shoulders a dark line against the washed-out light, cloak torn high on one side where the Beast’s vines had tried to drag him under. The wind pushed that ragged edge against the back of his legs; each step broke the contact only for it to snap back again, the fabric clinging as if unwilling to let go. Weapons and gear rode heavier on him than they had in Bloomwild’s softer air—sword hanging low, satchel’s strap cutting diagonals across bruised muscle, the hard gleam of vials at his belt catching brief flashes of light.

The bond traced each shift.

Every time his foot met stone, a corresponding pressure touched beneath her ribs, a low echo that kept rhythm with the impact. When his weight rolled forward and his knee flexed, a faint tug at the base of her throat answered the change. The line between them had settled after the confrontation on the ridge, yet its threads wove through her like a second set of veins, their pattern tightening each time the wind brought the smell of metal and distant venom from behind.

The hunt followed.

No horns sounded in the white morning, no war drums or shouted commands, but the air already bent under the knowledge that the Venom King’s summons had gone unfulfilled. Somewhere beyond the next rise, Skyward Sentinels could reassemble at a different angle, or wind-riders might find a current that carried them over the scar more easily. Thornreach’s emptiness did not promise safety; it only promised fewer witnesses.

Heat gathered in her hands.

The first prickle woke in the center of her right palm, a dry itching beneath the skin, as though a splinter lay buried there and refused to work free. Fingers flexed instinctively; the motion scraped the sensation along the bones and spread it to the base of each finger, a thin pulse that did not belong to any ordinary ache. On the back of the hand, skin tightened, as if something beneath it needed more room.

The smell of flowers crept into the wind.

Not Bloomwild’s morning sweetness—dew on petals, sap in stems—but a sharper strain, thick and overripe, like blossoms forced open out of season. The scent threaded through the grit and Thornreach dust with an insistence that edged on metallic. Each breath drew it in; each exhale failed to thin it.

Caelum slowed.

The hill’s gradient steepened; rock jutted from the ground in a rough spine that turned the track into a narrower ledge. He glanced back once, eyes quick over her posture, over the way her free hand had curled in toward her chest as if to protect something hidden there. Silver-blue lingered faint at the edges of his irises, bond-light that refused to fade entirely even away from moonrise.

“We stop at the next cut in the ridge,” he said. “You’re dragging your feet.”

Humidity clung to the words where his breath left him, the sound of venom coiled behind them, low and thin, like a blade carried under cloth.

Her feet did not stumble.

Muscles in her calves strained, but the path still obeyed when she asked it to hold her weight. The bond, though, tightened around her ribs at the character of his voice—level, controlled, a little too smooth. The same tone had filled the space between them and Commander Voren when he gave the promise that had bent truth until it creaked.

Pain rose in answer, quiet at first, then more insistent.

It started under the left side of her ribcage, a small, hard point that pressed outward as though the bone had grown a knot. The pressure spread along a thin line, hooking under each rib it passed, tugging them inward until breathing cost more effort than the slope warranted. Blood rushed in her ears, loud and taut, like strings pulled too tight on a bowed instrument, each pulse an audible stretch.

She drew in air slowly, forcing the breath to match the hill instead of the pain.

The scent of flowers sharpened as the lungs expanded, as if the inhalation scraped it from the air. A hint of iron threaded through the sweetness, faint but present, the aroma that clung to petals bruised by fingers or hail. The skin on the back of her right hand prickled harder.

Caelum turned fully when the path widened again.

The movement brought him close enough that the edge of his cloak brushed her thigh; the bond relaxed a fraction at that nearness, loosening its grip under her ribs before the pain could fully stake a claim. His gaze took in her face, the tightness at the corner of her mouth, the way her shoulders held more rigidly than the climb required.

“We stop now,” he said. “Here is enough.”

He nodded toward a shallow cut in the hillside, a rough indentation where rock had fallen away long ago, leaving a hollow just deep enough to hide two bodies from a frontal view. A stunted tree clung to the outer lip, its branches twisted and bare except for a few hard, dark leaves that rattled when the wind threaded through.

The ache under her ribs agreed with him.

Every step past that hollow stretched the thin line of pain further along bone; each stretch threatened to snap it or drive it deeper. The bond rode that line, its pressure fusing with the hurt until the two felt indistinguishable—a single bar pressed across her chest, forged of venom echo and curse response.

She stepped into the hollow and let her back meet the stone.

Cold pushed through cloth, tempering the heat that had soaked her spine during the climb. The curve of the rock fit poorly at first, digging into one shoulder blade, but when she shifted her weight, a groove met the line of her spine and held her more evenly. Knees bent; the ground accepted their weight with a faint crunch of grit and dried plant matter.

Caelum dropped down beside the entrance, between her and the open slope.

His position turned his body into a barrier, shadowing her from a straight shot from any ridge above. The angle gave him a partial view both up and down the track; his hand rested on his sword’s hilt, not in readiness to draw in an instant, but close enough that a single, practiced motion would bare steel. Venom answered the posture, humming faintly under his skin, visible in the faint seam of darker color tracing the veins at his throat.

“Give me your hand,” he said.

Her fingers twitched away from the stone before the words finished, more reflex than obedience. The ache on the back of the hand flared with the movement, the skin drawing tighter over whatever pressed from beneath. A breath sharpened in her chest; blood in her ears climbed another notch of tension.

“It’s nothing,” she said.

The protest came too quickly, the word too light, but air needed to leave on something, and denial cost fewer syllables than explanation. The moment the lie slid past her tongue, the bond tightened, sudden and unhappy.

Pain pinched along her sternum.

The point at her ribs lashed across, striking the opposite side, then back, like something caged and furious. The motion plucked the taut strings in her ears until the steady pulse became a brief, discordant ringing, as if the whole body had turned into a drumhead struck too hard. Fingers spasmed open.

Caelum’s hand closed around hers before it could fall.

His palm met her palm in a firm, encompassing grip, calluses rough against the softer skin between her fingers. Heat flooded the contact point immediately; venom moved there in a rush, drawn by the bond’s agitation, pouring into the small space like water seeking a breach. The flush of it climbed her forearm, turning the lingering prickles into a harder, more present sense of being held from within.

The skin on the back of her hand broke.

A single petal forced its way through, thin and deep red, unfurling from a slit that had not been there a heartbeat before. Blood welled at the base of it, dark and slow, seeping around the delicate stem where curse-made flesh interrupted real. The petal’s surface glossed with that moisture, brightening its color to something closer to fresh-spilled sunset.

His fingers tightened.

The pressure anchored her hand, stopping the instinctive jerk away that the sting demanded. Breath rushed in through her teeth; the air tasted of crushed flowers and something copper-sharp that did not belong to the wind.

“Not nothing,” he said quietly. “Your scent changed.”

The words grazed the line where her throat dipped.

Bloomwild rested in that statement—nights where elders warned children not to lie to those whose bodies spoke in petals and vines, days spent learning that their magic answered most strongly when feelings ran unhidden. The bond had taken that rule and cut it deeper, carving it into the place her curse used to save lives and ruin them.

His thumb brushed the edge of the petal.

The movement smeared a thin line of blood across its surface; the color deepened further, shading almost black at the tip. The contact sent a new sensation along her bones, not exactly pain, not quite relief, like pressure equalizing briefly on either side of a fragile barrier. Under the broken skin, something else shifted—a faint, hard graze, as if the petal were anchored to a more solid structure below.

“This should not happen without the moon,” she said, the words leaving on a breath that scraped gently at her raw ribs. “The elders always said the curse blooms fully only under full light.”

“The bond does not answer to their charts,” Caelum answered.

His grip eased just enough to let her turn her hand and see.

On the back, the petal stood alone, small and defiant, bending faintly toward his palm as though the unseen wind came from that direction. No thorn protruded yet, no jag of green or white to mark the weapon that might accompany such a bloom. The skin around the slit remained unmarked by the usual climbing patterns of Bloomrage; the bloom sat like a single, wrong note on otherwise quiet flesh.

“What did you deny?” he asked.

His voice held no accusation, only a steady interest edged with concern, like a healer taking note of a new symptom. Venom hummed under the tone, steady, ready to move if the bond demanded it.

Her gaze stayed on the petal.

Body heat made its edges tremble, or perhaps the bond’s subtle currents stirred it; the movement carried an odd intimacy, as if her own skin had grown a mouth that refused to stay still. The scent of flowers thickened again, lifting off the small bloom with a force that outstripped its size, the aroma bright and too sweet, flicking at the back of her throat like wine taken too quickly.

“I said it was nothing,” she answered.

The pain under her sternum loosened a fraction at the admission.

The knot beneath her ribs did not vanish, but its grip slackened, like a hand released from around bone. The strings in her ears eased back toward the regular beat of blood, leaving only a faint, high ringing at the very edge of hearing.

“The lie was small,” he said. “The reaction was not.”

Fingers shifted around hers, turning the grip into something less like capture, more like support. His thumb circled once over the back of her hand, careful to avoid the petal and its raw base, tracing the skin where veins lay close to the surface. Venom answered the contact in a lower hum, as if his blood recognized the need to stand still rather than surge.

“They punished you when I lied to Voren,” he added, each word landing with measured care. “More than they punished me.”

The memory pressed up from the bond, raw and recent.

The moment on the ridge when he had let promise shape itself around the King’s command, the brief, vicious strike of agony that had carved through his chest and hers at once. His spine had gone rigid with it; her lungs had nearly refused their next breath. The pain had felt as though the bond itself had driven a spike between them, outraged at the shape of the words.

“Not only when you lied,” she said. “When you refused to call your fear by its name.”

The observation left the air softer than any accusation.

His hand stilled, thumb resting over the line of veins again. The bond pressed along the inside of her wrist, matching her pulse, then overlaying it with his, until the two beat together in a rhythm that left no space between.

“Fear is a luxury at the Venom Court,” he said. “They do not design their sons to carry it openly.”

The petal trembled.

Flower-flesh shivered as if the words brought a ghost of colder wind; the small stem leaned more firmly toward his grip, as if seeking shelter there. Under the broken skin, something flinched—a faint, sharper echo, like the promise of thorn waiting behind softness.

Her fingers closed more securely around his.

The gesture brought their palms into clearer alignment, skin to skin from heel to fingertip. The bond responded, the hum along her bones deepening into something closer to a low, continuous chord. Heat seeped through the remaining chill in her hand until the stone’s earlier cold felt distant.

“Then the bond will not let you keep that luxury,” she said. “Every time you twist how you feel, it punishes us. It pushes my curse to the surface and turns my body into its knife.”

The words laid themselves between them with the steady weight of facts, not blame.

His jaw tightened.

A muscle flicked along the line of bone, barely visible under the shadow of stubble and dried dust. The silver-blue in his veins darkened again, not in the violent surge that preceded battle, but in a slower, denser pooling, like metal cooling in a mold.

He looked away, out toward the empty rise and the thin strip of washed-out sky.

“If the price of keeping you from those laboratories is thorns in my palm,” he said, “it is not a cost that will stop me.”

The bond jerked.

Pain arced down from the base of her throat, along the breastbone, and into the center of her palm, finding the place where their skins met. The petal flared wide, edges straining; the slit at its base tore a fraction further, brightening the bead of blood that clung there. Something harder than the bloom moved under the wound—a sharp, determined push.

A thorn budded beneath her skin, a bright, sharp point that punched outward into her own palm but went no farther.

A white-hot line drew itself through the meat of her hand; skin yielded, then split, and her breath caught in a short, rough sound as the jolt shot up her arm. A white-hot line drew itself between their hands; skin yielded, then split. His breath caught in a short, rough sound, the exhale cutting off halfway as the bond translated the motion into another flare of ache under her ribs.

Blood welled along the small split in her palm, seeping into the narrow space between their hands until his skin grew slick with the smear. The scent of iron thickened; the flower’s sweetness wrapped around it with a stubborn intimacy. The scent of iron thickened; the flower’s sweetness wrapped around it with a stubborn intimacy.

Seren’s spine pressed harder against the stone.

The body’s instinct wanted distance—hands ripped apart, chord severed, all the hurt allowed to escape into open air—but the bond wove restraint through her muscles, holding her still long enough for sensation to carve its message in full. Heat climbed her arm in a dizzying rush; under the pain, a pulse of something deeper moved, not quite anger, not quite grief.

The bond seemed to have very little patience left for noble lies. 

Caelum’s hand tightened for one heartbeat, as if testing the thorn’s hold, then slowly eased.

He did not snatch away; he did not let her pull back alone. Instead, he loosened his grip a fraction, enough to let the thorn withdraw at its own pace. The small spear of curse-grown marrow slid back into her palm with an ache that felt far larger than its length justified, leaving behind a trail of raw, tender nerves. Blood filled the vacated space, slick across both their skins.

He turned their hands, careful even now, until the wounds faced upward.

The thorn lay collapsed between their palms, already softening, its tip dark with their mingled blood. It looked fragile in that state, a thing that might crumble under a breath, yet the echo it left in her bones said otherwise. The petal on the back of her hand drooped, torn at one edge, its earlier defiance wilted by the effort.

“So it isn’t content with metaphors,” he said softly, gaze on the thin, receding point. “Whatever this is doesn’t stay in stories; it reaches for skin.”

The admission sat heavy and true.

Her stomach tightened, not in revulsion, but in a different kind of recoil, a folding inward that
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