
​CRITICAL HIT TO THE HEART

​A Novel

​Seraphine Nocturne


Copyright © 2026 by Seraphine Nocturne

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly works.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First Edition


CRITICAL HIT TO THE HEART 

A Novel 

Seraphine Nocturne 

Copyright © 2026 by Seraphine Nocturne 

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly works. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

First Edition 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One 

[image: ]


Chapter Two 

Chapter Three 

Chapter Four 

Chapter Five 

Chapter Six 

Chapter Seven 

Chapter Eight 

Chapter Nine 

Chapter Ten 

Chapter Eleven 

Chapter Twelve 

Chapter Thirteen 

Chapter Fourteen 

Chapter Fifteen 

Chapter Sixteen 

Chapter Seventeen 

A month had passed in a blur of classes, late-night study sessions that turned into late-night makeout sessions, D&D campaigns, and the comfortable rhythm of being together. Violet had become a permanent fixture at their weekly game nights, and Sarah had successfully integrated her into the group text that was equal parts chaos and wholesome friendship. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Eighteen 

[image: ]


Chapter Nineteen 

Chapter Twenty 

Chapter Twenty-One 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 

Chapter Twenty-Eight 

Chapter Twenty-Nine 

Chapter Thirty 

Chapter Thirty-One 

The first day of winter break arrived with the kind of profound silence that only came from having absolutely nowhere to be. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Thirty-Two 

[image: ]


Chapter Thirty-Three 

Chapter Thirty Four 

Chapter Thirty-Five 

Chapter Thirty Six 

Chapter Thirty Seven 

Chapter Thirty Eight 

Chapter Thirty Nine 

Chapter Forty 

Epilogue - New Beginnings 

​

​

​

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One

[image: ]


Milo Thorn had been refreshing the Comic-Con ticket page for approximately three hours and forty-seven minutes—not that he was counting—when the "TICKETS AVAILABLE" banner finally blazed across his screen in glorious, beautiful, life-affirming green.

"Yes, yes, yes!" He slammed the purchase button with the kind of enthusiasm usually reserved for critical hits in boss fights, his desk chair spinning slightly from the force. His hands were actually shaking as he entered his credit card information. Three months of extra shifts at Realm Games, three months of eating ramen and skipping his usual ridiculous coffee orders, three months of watching his savings account slowly, painfully climb—all for this moment.

The confirmation email hit his inbox at 2:47 PM on a Saturday that had previously been utterly unremarkable.

Milo let out a sound that could only be described as a victory screech, immediately followed by frantic typing.

Milo: DUDE. DUDE. I GOT THEM.

Jack: Got what?

Milo: THE TICKETS. COMIC-CON. PITTSBURGH. NEXT MONTH. WE'RE GOING TO SEE THE CRITICAL ROLE PANEL. MATT MERCER IS GOING TO BREATHE THE SAME AIR AS US.

Jack: Oh shit! That's awesome man!

Milo: Hotel's already booked and paid for. Split it with me and we're set. This is happening. THIS IS ACTUALLY HAPPENING.

He was pacing now, that restless energy that always accompanied good news making it physically impossible to sit still. His fingers drummed against his thigh, his mind already racing through everything they'd need—cosplay materials, panel schedules, the list of comic vendors he'd been stalking online.

Jack: About that...

Milo stopped mid-pace. Those two words carried the weight of impending doom, the same energy as a DM saying "are you sure you want to do that?"

Milo: No.

Jack: Sarah and I are planning to go away that weekend

Milo: No no no. Jack. Buddy. Pal. Friend of my heart.

Jack: I'm sorry man, we already booked the cabin. Anniversary trip. She'd kill me if I bailed.

Milo: I will find you better anniversary plans. I will FUND better anniversary plans. I've been saving for THREE MONTHS.

Jack: Dude I'm really sorry. Can you get a refund on the hotel?

Milo flopped face-first onto his bed with all the drama of a bard who just rolled a nat one on a performance check. His phone was still clutched in his hand, the screen pressing against his cheek.

Could he get a refund? Probably. Should he get a refund? Logically, yes. Would he get a refund?

Absolutely the fuck not.

He'd worked too hard for this. Three months of explaining to customers why yes, they really did need to buy the expansion pack, three months of opening shifts that started at six AM, three months of Derek, his manager, making the same tired joke about "living the dream" every single day.

He rolled onto his back, staring at his ceiling where he'd taped up a poster of a red dragon mid-flight. His knee bounced restlessly as his mind spun through options.

The convention was doable alone. He'd done cons solo before—less fun, kind of lonely, but survivable. But the hotel... the hotel was already paid for, non-refundable because he'd chosen the cheaper option like a responsible adult for once in his life. Two beds, split cost. Except now there was no one to split with.

Unless.

His thumb was already scrolling through his contacts before his brain fully committed to the idea. Past Jack (traitor), past Derek (would rather eat dice), past his mom (absolutely not), until it landed on a name that made something warm and complicated flutter in his chest.

Violet Lockhart

They'd met five years ago in an Intro to Psychology class that Milo had only taken because it fit his schedule and Violet had taken because she'd been systematically working through degree requirements like crossing off a checklist. He'd made her laugh on the third day—some stupid joke about Pavlov that he couldn't even remember now—and she'd looked at him like he'd performed actual magic.

Five years later, she was his person. His Player Two. The one who listened to his 2 AM rants about game lore and didn't judge him for forgetting to eat lunch. The one who'd helped him study for finals by turning everything into a game, who'd sat with him in silence when his brain was too loud, who somehow always knew when he needed her to just be there.

Also, she was...

Nope. Not going there. Not now. Not when he needed her for purely platonic Comic-Con purposes.

His finger hovered over her name.

She'd probably say no. She wasn't really a convention person—too many people, too much noise, too much unpredictable chaos. But she liked some of the same games he did, had actually binged The Legend of Vox Machina with him over winter break, and had admitted (after two drinks at Jack's birthday party) that she thought Travis Willingham was "aggressively attractive."

Besides, what was the worst that could happen? She'd say no, he'd go alone, everything would be fine.

Before he could overthink it into oblivion, he texted her.

Milo: Shortstack. Question.

The response came forty-three seconds later. Yes, he counted.

Violet: This better not be about your campaign. I already told you the necromancer subplot is fine.

Milo: It's not about the campaign. Well. Not directly. How do you feel about Comic-Con?

Violet: In theory or in practice?

Milo: Pittsburgh. Next month. I have tickets. And a hotel room. Jack bailed. Sarah claimed him for anniversary purposes.

There was a longer pause this time. Milo watched the three dots appear and disappear approximately seven times. His leg wouldn't stop bouncing. He should've led with more information. Or less information. Or different information. Why was he like this?

Violet: You're asking me to go to Comic-Con with you?

Milo: I know it's not your usual scene but there's panels and some cool vendors and you said you liked Vox Machina and the hotel's already paid for so you wouldn't have to worry about that and I promise I'll make sure we have downtime if it gets overwhelming and—

Violet: Milo.

Violet: Breathe.

He stopped typing. Took an actual breath. Stared at his phone like it might suddenly develop the ability to tell him what she was thinking.

Violet: How much is my half?

Wait. Was that...?

Milo: You don't have to pay. Hotel's covered. Just split food and stuff if you want.

Violet: That doesn't seem fair.

Milo: You'd be doing me a favor. I really don't want to go alone. Plus you can be my impulse control. Stop me from buying every dice set I see.

Violet: You have terrible impulse control. This is a losing battle.

Milo: Is that a yes?

The dots appeared again. Disappeared. Appeared. Milo was going to vibrate out of his skin.

Violet: I don't really do crowds well.

Milo: I know. We can take breaks. Leave early if you need to. Whatever works.

Violet: And you're sure about this? Because if you'd rather find someone who's actually into this stuff...

Milo: I'm sure. Come on, Shortstack. When have I ever steered you wrong?

Violet: You convinced me to try that Thai place that gave us both food poisoning.

Milo: ALLEGED food poisoning. Could've been a coincidence.

Violet: We were both dying for two days, Tree.

Milo: But did you die though?

Violet: I wanted to.

Milo: But you DIDN'T. See? I make excellent choices.

There was another pause, and then:

Violet: Fine. I'll go.

Milo actually threw his phone onto the bed and pumped both fists in the air, making those embarrassing victory noises he would deny making if anyone ever asked. He immediately grabbed his phone again.

Milo: YES! You won't regret this! I'm already making a list of panels. Oh shit, we should coordinate cosplay. Do you have anything? We could match. OR we could do a duo thing. Like—

Violet: I'm not cosplaying.

Milo: YET. You're not cosplaying YET. I'll wear you down.

Violet: Doubt it.

Milo: Challenge accepted.

Violet: What have I agreed to?

Milo: The best weekend of your life, obviously. I'll send you the dates and details. You're not going to regret this, Vi. I promise.

Violet: I'm already regretting it a little.

Milo: That's just pre-fun anxiety. Totally normal.

Violet: That's not a thing.

Milo: It is now. I'm making it a thing.

Violet: You're ridiculous.

Milo: You love it.

There was a beat before her response came through, and something about it made his heart do a weird skip.

Violet: Yeah. I guess I do.

Milo stared at those five words longer than was probably normal, a grin splitting his face so wide it almost hurt.

He jumped off his bed, already pulling up his laptop to start documenting everything—panel schedules, vendor lists, food options, backup plans for if Violet got overwhelmed. His brain was in hyperfocus mode now, that beautiful zone where everything clicked into place and the world made perfect sense.

One month. He had one month to plan the perfect Comic-Con experience. One month to make sure Violet had the best time despite her reservations.

One month until he spent an entire weekend with his best friend in a hotel in Pittsburgh.

His phone buzzed again.

Jack: Did you find someone to take my spot?

Milo: Yep. Violet's coming.

Jack: Oh shit. VIOLET'S coming?

Milo: Yeah why?

Jack: No reason. That's a great man. Have fun.

Milo: You're being weird.

Jack: I'm not being weird. You're being oblivious but that's nothing new.

Milo: What's that supposed to mean?

Jack: Nothing! Have a great time. Send pics.

Milo frowned at his phone, but Jack had already stopped responding. Weird. Jack was being weird.

Whatever. He had more important things to focus on.

Like figuring out how to convince Violet that couples cosplay—friend couples, obviously, completely platonic couples—was actually a great idea.

This was going to be amazing.

He could feel it.



By the time evening rolled around, Milo had created a shared Google Doc titled "COMIC-CON MASTER PLAN" with color-coded schedules, a tier-ranked list of must-see panels, and a budgeting spreadsheet that he was honestly pretty proud of.

He was sprawled across his bed, laptop balanced on his stomach, adding notes about the gaming tournament sign-ups when his phone rang.

Violet's name flashed across the screen.

"Shortstack! Have you seen the doc? I sent you editing access. Feel free to add anything you want to—"

"Milo." Her voice had that particular tone that meant she was either amused or exasperated. Sometimes both. "Did you seriously make a spreadsheet?"

"Three spreadsheets, technically. One for budget, one for schedule, and one for food options ranked by proximity to the convention center."

"Of course you did."

"Organization is key to a successful con experience, Violet. Chaos has its place, but not when there's limited time and—are you laughing at me?"

"A little bit." He could hear the smile in her voice, and it did something stupid to his chest. "You're so excited about this."

"I've been waiting for this convention for months. They're doing a live D&D game with the Critical Role cast. Do you understand how rare that is? And there's supposed to be exclusive merch drops, and—" He caught himself rambling, forced himself to slow down. "Sorry. I'm doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The talking-too-fast-about-stuff-I-care-about thing."

"I like that thing." She said it matter-of-factly, the way she said most things. Violet didn't waste words on niceties she didn't mean. "It's very you."

"Very ADHD, you mean."

"Very Milo," she corrected. "So when do we leave?"

"Weekend after next. Friday morning if we want to catch the opening ceremony, but we could do Friday afternoon if—"

"Morning's fine. I'll rearrange my study schedule."

Milo sat up slightly, almost dislodging his laptop. "You sure? I don't want to mess up your routine."

"Milo. I agreed to go. I'm going. Stop second-guessing."

"I'm not second-guessing, I'm just making sure you're—"

"Tree."

He shut up. She only used the nickname when she needed him to actually listen.

"I want to go," she said, and she sounded like she meant it. "It'll be good for me. Get out of my comfort zone. Plus someone needs to make sure you don't blow your entire savings on dice you don't need."

"I always need more dice. You can never have too many dice."

"You have seventeen sets."

"Eighteen, but who's counting?"

"Me. I'm counting. That's excessive."

"That's preparedness. What if I need a specific color for a specific campaign? What if—"

"What if you have a problem and I'm enabling it by coming with you?"

"Then you're the best enabler a guy could ask for."

She laughed, that quiet sound she made when she was relaxed. He didn't hear it enough—Violet was careful with her laughter, doled it out like something precious. The fact that he could reliably earn it felt like a superpower.

"I should let you go," she said. "I have reading to finish."

"For which class?"

"Abnormal Psych. Chapter on personality disorders."

"Ooh, the fun stuff. Learn anything interesting about me?"

"That you're a textbook case of annoying best friend syndrome."

"That's not a real disorder."

"Should be."

"You'd miss me if I was normal."

"I'd miss you if you were anything other than exactly what you are," she said, and then quickly added, "Annoying included."

Milo grinned at his ceiling. "You're getting soft on me, Shortstack."

"Momentary lapse. Won't happen again."

"Liar."

"Goodnight, Milo."

"Night, Vi."

He hung up and immediately flopped back against his pillows, that restless energy still buzzing under his skin but softer now, warmer.

One month.

He pulled up the convention website again, started browsing through the vendor list with renewed focus. Maybe he could find something Violet would actually like. She wasn't into the mainstream stuff, but there was always niche art, book vendors, maybe some indie games...

His phone buzzed.

Violet: If you try to get me into cosplay I'm bailing.

Milo: You won't bail. You're too loyal.

Violet: Try me.

Milo: Is that a challenge?

Violet: It's a warning.

Milo: Warnings are just challenges in disguise.

Violet: Go to bed. Your brain needs rest.

Milo: My brain doesn't know how to rest. That's kind of the whole thing.

Violet: Try anyway. For me.

And because it was Violet asking, because she had this way of cutting through his chaos with simple sincerity, he actually closed his laptop.

Milo: Fine. But only because you asked nicely.

Violet: I didn't say please.

Milo: You were thinking about it.

Violet: Goodnight, Tree.

Milo: Sweet dreams, Shortstack.

He plugged his phone in, turned off his light, and stared at the dragon poster on his ceiling. Sleep wasn't coming anytime soon—it never did when his brain was like this—but he could at least try.

One month until Comic-Con.

One month until a weekend with Violet.

One month until what he was absolutely certain would be the best convention experience of his life.

He had no idea how right he was going to be.

Just not for the reasons he thought.
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Monday hit Milo like it always did—with the subtle violence of an alarm he'd snoozed four times and the resigned acceptance that yes, he did in fact have to attend his 9 AM Media Ethics class despite every fiber of his being rejecting the concept of morning.

He stumbled into Richardson Hall at 8:57 AM with his curls pointing in seven different directions, a coffee that was more sugar than actual coffee, and the vague hope that Professor Hendricks wouldn't call on him today.

Naturally, she called on him twelve minutes in.

"Mr. Thorn, what's your take on the ethical implications of AI-generated journalism?"

Milo blinked, his brain buffering like a video on slow wifi. Then, miraculously, it kicked into gear.

"I mean, it's kind of like using a random NPC generator for your D&D campaign, right? Sure, it saves time and can fill in gaps, but it lacks the nuance and creativity of an actual person building the story. Plus, there's the whole issue of bias in the training data—garbage in, garbage out. You wouldn't trust a quest-giver who only had three programmed responses, so why would we trust journalism that's basically algorithmically regurgitating existing content without critical analysis or—"

"Thank you, Mr. Thorn," Professor Hendricks cut in, but she was smiling. "Unconventional analogy, but not incorrect."

Jack, sitting two seats over, was visibly trying not to laugh.

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of note-taking, doodling in margins, and checking his phone approximately thirty-seven times. He had Cognitive Psychology at eleven, then a blessed lunch break before his Communication Theory seminar at two.

By 12:45 PM, he was sprawled on the grass outside Morrison Library with his usual crew, engaged in what could only be described as academic discourse if you were being extremely generous with the term.

"I'm just saying," Malcolm was arguing, his hands gesturing wildly, "if you had to choose between being able to fly or being invisible, flying is objectively better."

"That's bullshit," Lucas countered. He was lying on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes to block the sun. "Invisibility has way more practical applications."

"Like what, creeping on people? Congrats, you just chose the superpower that makes you a pervert."

"Or, revolutionary thought, sneaking into places you're not supposed to be. Concerts. Movies. The dean's office to change your grades."

"If you're changing grades, you've already lost the argument," Jack pointed out. He was actually attempting to read his Econ textbook, which meant he was having a worse day than all of them. "That's just academic dishonesty with extra steps."

Milo was only half-listening, mostly focused on the elaborate dice tower he was building out of his spent coffee cups and someone's abandoned textbook. "You're all thinking too small. The real question is what kind of flying? Are we talking Superman-style full control, or like, you just go up and hope for the best?"

"Why would hope for the best be an option?" Malcolm looked genuinely disturbed.

"Because superpowers don't come with instruction manuals, Mal. That's basic comic book logic."

"I think you're overthinking—"

"Is he ever not overthinking?" a familiar voice cut in.

Milo's head snapped up so fast he almost knocked over his cup tower. Violet was standing there, backpack slung over one shoulder, dark red hair pulled into a messy bun that had several strands escaping around her face. She was wearing an oversized gray sweater that made her look even smaller than usual and holding a paper bag from the deli on campus.

"Shortstack! What brings you to our corner of academic excellence?"

"The term 'academic excellence' is doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence," she said dryly, but her mouth twitched. She dropped the paper bag directly onto his lap. "You texted me at 6 AM about Comic-Con panel schedules and forgot to eat breakfast again, didn't you?"

Milo opened the bag to find a turkey sandwich, his favorite chips, and—"You got me a cookie."

"I got you nutrients that happened to come with a cookie."

"You're a saint. An angel. A benevolent deity who—"

"If you finish that sentence, I'm taking the cookie back."

He clutched the bag protectively to his chest. "You wouldn't dare."

"Try me."

Jack cleared his throat. "Hi, Violet."

"Hey, Jack." She gave him a small nod, then acknowledged Malcolm and Lucas with a slight wave. Violet wasn't big on small talk with people outside her inner circle, something Milo had always appreciated about her. No fake pleasantries, no performance. Just straightforward existence.

"Are you coming to Comic-Con too?" Lucas asked, perking up slightly.

"Apparently," Violet said, shooting Milo a look that he absolutely refused to interpret as regretful.

"Nice! You gonna cosplay?"

"No."

"She's gonna cosplay," Milo said at the exact same time.

"I'm really not."

"Character development takes time. I'm planting seeds."

"Plant them somewhere else." But she was fighting a smile now. He could tell.

Malcolm grinned. "Twenty bucks says he will convince you by the end of the week."

"Make it thirty and you're on," Violet said without hesitation.

"Wait, you're betting against yourself?" Jack looked delighted. "That's amazing."

"That's strategy," Violet corrected. "I know my limits. He knows my limits. This is free money."

"Your faith in me is truly touching," Milo said, unwrapping his sandwich. "Really feeling the love here."

"You want love, get a dog."

"I want a dog but my apartment doesn't allow pets, which is discriminatory and I should probably start a petition—"

"Eat your sandwich, Tree."

"Bossy."

"Hungry."

"Fair point."

Violet shifted her backpack. "I have to get to the library. Study group in twenty."

"For what class?" Milo asked through a mouthful of turkey.

"Developmental Psych. We're covering attachment theory."

"Ooh, the good stuff. Bowlby? Ainsworth?"

She blinked at him. "You know attachment theory?"

"I minored in Psych for two semesters before I remembered I hate research methods. But yeah, secure base, strange situation, the whole thing. Why?"

"No reason." But she looked pleased, that soft expression she got when he surprised her with random knowledge retention. "I'll text you later."

"Wait, what time are you done today?"

"Four-thirty. Why?"

"Meet me at the usual spot after?"

She raised an eyebrow. "The tree?"

"It's a good tree, Violet. Respectful. Provides excellent shade. Has great energy."

"It's a tree."

"It's THE tree. There's a difference."

"There really isn't."

"Five o'clock?"

She sighed, but it was the fond kind. "Fine. Five o'clock. At the tree that you've anthropomorphized for no good reason."

"See, this is why we're friends. You get me."

"I tolerate you."

"You brought me lunch."

"I pitied you."

"You like me."

"Debatable."

"You're coming to Comic-Con with me."

"A decision I'm increasingly questioning."

But she was smiling as she walked away, and Milo watched her go for probably three seconds too long before Malcolm's voice broke through his thoughts.

"Dude."

"What?"

"You're staring."

"I'm not staring, I'm observing. There's a difference."

"There really isn't," Jack said, echoing Violet's earlier words with a shit-eating grin.

"You're all terrible friends and I don't know why I associate with you," Milo declared, aggressively biting into his sandwich.

Lucas snorted. "He definitely doesn't know."

"Know what?"

"Nothing," all three of them said in perfect unison, which was both suspicious and irritating.

Milo pointed his sandwich at them threateningly. "You're all acting weird."

"You're one to talk about weird," Malcolm shot back.

"I'm consistent. That's different from weird."

"Is it though?"

The conversation devolved into another debate—this time about whether consistency and weirdness were mutually exclusive—and Milo let himself get pulled into it, his brain happy to engage with the familiar rhythm of argumentative banter with his friends.

But a small part of him was already counting down the hours until five o'clock.



Violet's study group ran late—it always did when Stephanie was involved, because Stephanie had opinions about everything and needed to share all of them—so it was actually 5:07 when she finally made it to the massive oak tree on the south edge of campus.

Milo was already there, of course. He was always early, a side effect of his time-blindness that meant he overcompensated by showing up everywhere fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. He was sitting with his back against the trunk, legs stretched out in front of him, doing something on his phone.

"You're late," he called without looking up.

"Study group ran over. Stephanie had thoughts about Piaget."

"Stephanie always has thoughts about everything."

"Tell me about it." Violet dropped her backpack and settled against the tree next to him, close enough that their shoulders almost touched. She pulled out her earbuds, wrapping the cord around her phone. "What's wrong with you?"

He finally looked up. "What? Nothing's wrong with me."

"You have your thinking face on."

"I always have my thinking face on. That's just my face."

"No, you have your regular face, which is chaotic and expressive. Then you have your thinking face, which means you're spiraling about something." She tilted her head, studying him. "What are you spiraling about?"

Milo was quiet for a second, which was unusual enough to confirm her suspicion. Then: "Do you think I'm annoying?"

"Yes."

"Violet."

"You asked."

"I meant like, actually annoying. Like, too annoying."

She turned to face him properly. "Where's this coming from?"

"Nowhere. Just..." He ran a hand through his curls, making them stick up even more. "Sometimes I wonder if I talk too much. Or if I'm too intense about stuff. Or if people are just being nice when they pretend to care about the things I care about."

Violet was quiet for a moment, trying to find the right words. Emotional articulation wasn't her strong suit, but this was important. This was Milo.

"You talk a lot," she said finally. "That's not a bad thing. It's just a thing. And yeah, you're intense about your interests, but that's what makes you interesting. People who are passionate about things are better than people who don't care about anything."

"But—"

"I'm not done." She held up a hand. "You asked if people are pretending to care. I can't speak for everyone, but I don't pretend. If I didn't want to hear about your D&D campaign or your gaming theories or whatever random thing you're fixated on, I wouldn't be here. I'd tell you I was busy. I don't do things I don't want to do, Milo. You know that."

He was looking at her now with that expression he got sometimes, like she'd said something profound instead of just stating facts.

"Besides," she added, pulling her knees up to her chest, "you listen to me ramble about psychological theories and you actually remember details. That's more than most people."

"That's because your rambling is interesting."

"So is yours, you disaster of a human."

He grinned at that, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. "Disaster of a human. That's going on my gravestone."

"Here lies Milo Thorn. Disaster of a human. Talked too much. Died doing something stupid, probably."

"You know me so well."

"Unfortunately."

They fell into comfortable silence, the kind they'd perfected over five years of friendship. Violet pulled her earbuds back out, but before she could put them in, Milo was sliding a travel mug into her hands.

She looked down at it, then up at him. "What's this?"

"Hot chocolate. From the good place, not the cafeteria."

"Milo, you didn't have to—"

"I know I didn't have to. I wanted to. Plus you've been stressed about midterms and you always get the same order and I was already there getting coffee so..." He shrugged, but he looked pleased with himself.

Violet took a sip. Perfect temperature, extra whipped cream, cinnamon on top. Exactly how she liked it.

"Thank you," she said quietly.

"You're welcome." He pulled out his own coffee—probably his third of the day—and took a long drink. "So, can I talk about the Comic-Con schedule now? Because I have thoughts."

"You always have thoughts."

"Yes, but these are organized thoughts. Color-coded thoughts."

"Oh god."

"I updated the Google Doc with time blocks for panels we definitely want to hit, buffer time for food and breaks, and a secondary schedule in case we need to pivot—"

"I hate that you used the word pivot."

"—and I think if we get there right when the vendor hall opens on Saturday, we can hit the indie comic section before it gets crowded, which is good because crowds stress you out—"

"I don't remember saying that."

"You didn't have to. You do this thing with your shoulders when there's too many people. You tense up." He demonstrated, hunching his shoulders up near his ears.

Violet blinked at him. "I do that?"

"Yeah. And you start reorganizing things. Like your bag, or whatever's nearby. It's your call."

She didn't know what to do with that information—the fact that he'd noticed, that he'd categorized it, that he'd built it into his convention planning.

"Anyway," Milo continued, either oblivious to her internal processing or politely ignoring it, "I figured we'd pace ourselves. Do a panel, take a break, do the vendor hall, take a break. Very civilized. Very unlike me."

"Who are you and what have you done with Milo Thorn?"

"I'm evolving. Growing. Becoming a mature adult who plans things."

"How long will that last?"

"Probably until we get there and I see something shiny." He grinned at her. "But I'm trying. For you."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to," he said simply. "This is your first big con. I want it to be good. Not overwhelming."

Violet took another sip of her hot chocolate, using it as an excuse to look away from the earnestness in his expression. Milo was always like this—thoughtful in ways that caught her off guard, attentive to details she didn't think anyone noticed.

"Okay," she said. "Tell me about the panels."

His entire face lit up. "Okay, so, the Critical Role live show is obviously the main event. That's Saturday night. But Friday there's this incredible panel about narrative structure in RPGs with some industry writers, and I know you'd actually like it because it's basically applied storytelling psychology—"

"That does sound interesting."

"Right? And then there's a workshop on character development for indie games, and a discussion about representation in fantasy media, and oh—" He was pulling up his phone now, scrolling rapidly. "There's this artist who does these incredible watercolor pieces based on D&D characters. Like, commission-level stuff. I thought maybe you'd want to check that out? Since you like art and you're always saying you wish you could draw—"

"I never said that."

"You did. Last month. You were looking at that illustrated mythology book in the library and you said 'I wish I could draw like this' and I said 'you probably could with practice' and you said 'I don't have time' and I said 'make time' and you told me to shut up."

Violet stared at him. "You remember that?"

"I remember most things." He said it casually, like it wasn't a big deal, like he didn't just admit to cataloging random throwaway comments she'd made weeks ago.

"That's..." She trailed off, not sure how to finish the sentence.

"Creepy? Weird? A symptom of my ADHD brain latching onto random details while forgetting important things like eating breakfast?"

"I was going to say sweet, actually."

Milo's eyes widened slightly. "Oh."

"But also a little weird."

"That's fair."

She bumped her shoulder against his. "Keep talking. About the con."

"You sure? I don't want to ramble—"

"Milo. If I didn't want to hear it, I wouldn't have asked. Now tell me about the panels before I change my mind."

So he did.

He talked about the schedule, the guests, the exclusive merchandise drops. He went on a full five-minute tangent about the differences between various Critical Role campaigns and why Campaign Two was underrated. He pulled up photos of previous cons, explaining the layout of the vendor hall and the best strategies for navigating crowds.

Violet sipped her hot chocolate and listened, watching the way his hands moved when he talked, the way his eyes sparked with genuine excitement. Most people found Milo's intensity overwhelming, but she'd never understood that. There was something grounding about his chaos, something comfortable in the way he filled silences she didn't know how to navigate.

"—and that's why I think we should skip the cosplay contest even though it's usually fun, because it runs long and you'll be tired by then and I'd rather we have energy for the evening panels—" He stopped abruptly. "I'm doing it again, aren't I?"

"Doing what?"

"Talking too much."

"I literally asked you to keep talking."

"Yeah, but—"

"Tree." She waited until he looked at her. "I like listening to you. You're the talker, I'm the listener. That's how this works."

"But you should talk too. Tell me about your day. How was the study group?"

"Boring. Stephanie argued about Piaget for twenty minutes. We didn't get through half the material we needed to."

"Classic Stephanie."

"She's the worst."

"Is she still dating that guy from her Business Ethics class?"

"Unfortunately. He's somehow worse than she is."

"Didn't think that was possible."

"Neither did I, yet here we are."

Milo laughed, that bright sound that always felt like a small victory. "You're so judgmental. It's great."

"I'm not judgmental. I'm observant."

"You judge everyone."

"Only the people who deserve it."

"Which is everyone?"

"Exactly."

They fell back into easy conversation, trading stories about their classes and professors and the small dramas of campus life. The sun was starting to set, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, and the temperature was dropping in that way that meant autumn was actually here.

Violet pulled her sleeves down over her hands, a habit Milo had seen a thousand times. Without a word, he shrugged off his jacket—a worn denim thing covered in pins and patches—and held it out.

"I'm fine," she said automatically.

"You're cold."

"I'm fine."

"Violet."

"Milo."

"Just take the jacket before I throw it at you."

She took the jacket, mostly because arguing would take more energy than just accepting it. It was way too big on her, the sleeves hanging past her fingertips, but it was warm and smelled like his cologne and the vanilla coffee he was always drinking.

"Happy?" she asked, pulling it tighter around herself.

"Deliriously." He was grinning like he'd won something.

"You're going to freeze."

"I'm six-six. I generate my own heat. It's basic thermodynamics."

"That's not how thermodynamics works."

"It's how my thermodynamics works."

"You're an idiot."

"And yet you keep hanging out with me. What does that say about you?"

"That I make poor life choices."

"The poorest," he agreed cheerfully. "Speaking of poor life choices, I'm absolutely going to convince you to cosplay."

"No, you're not."

"I'm going to make you a deal."

"I don't want your deal."

"If—and this is hypothetical—I found a cosplay that you actually liked, would you consider it?"

"No."

"Not even if it was comfortable and low-effort and you could wear normal clothes for most of it?"

"Milo—"

"Not even if I promised to handle all the prep work and you literally just had to show up?"

Violet sighed. "What character?"

His grin went absolutely feral. "I knew you'd crack."

"I'm not cracking. I'm asking a hypothetical question."

"You're cracking. I can see it happening. It's beautiful."

"What. Character."

"I'm still workshopping it. But I'm thinking something lowkey. Maybe just like a t-shirt and some accessories. Very casual. Nothing elaborate."

"Why do I feel like you're lying to me?"

"I would never lie to you. Mislead? Occasionally. Omit details? Perhaps. But lie? Never."

"That's not reassuring."

"It wasn't meant to be." He checked his phone, then scrambled to his feet in one fluid motion. "Shit, I have to get to work. Derek's gonna kill me if I'm late again."

Violet stood too, reluctantly handing his jacket back. "What time are you closing tonight?"

"Nine. Why?"

"Just wondering if you'd remember to eat dinner."

"I'll grab something at the shop."

"So no, you won't eat dinner."

"I'll eat! Probably. Maybe." At her look, he held up his hands in surrender. "I'll set an alarm. Happy?"

"Thrilled."

"You're bossy when you care about people. Has anyone ever told you that?"

"You. Repeatedly."

"Well, it's true." He was walking backward now, that restless energy already pulling him toward his next destination. "Text me later?"

"Maybe."

"You will."

"Presumptuous."

"Accurate."

"Bye, Milo."

"Bye, Shortstack!"

He nearly walked into a trash can, course-corrected at the last second, and threw her a wave before jogging off toward the parking lot.

Violet watched him go, shaking her head. Disaster of a human was right.

But he was her disaster.

She pulled out her phone as she started the walk back to her apartment.

Violet: You have thirty dollars waiting for you when you inevitably lose that cosplay bet.

Malcolm: Bold of you to assume I'm going to lose.

Violet: I know my limits. And I know Milo.

Malcolm: That's what makes this fun. See you Wednesday!

Violet pocketed her phone and pulled her earbuds back out, queuing up her usual study playlist. She had reading to finish, notes to organize, a paper to outline.

But first, she pulled up the Google Doc Milo had shared with her.

"COMIC-CON MASTER PLAN" stared back at her in bold, color-coded glory.

She scrolled through it slowly, taking in the meticulous scheduling, the notes about her preferences, the built-in break times he'd added specifically for her.

Despite herself, she smiled.

One month until Comic-Con.

One month until a weekend with Milo.

She was definitely going to regret this.

But maybe, just maybe, in the best possible way.
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​Chapter Three
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Three weeks had passed in a blur of classes, work shifts, and increasingly detailed Comic-Con planning sessions that had somehow become a daily occurrence. Milo wasn't complaining—any excuse to spend time with Violet was a good excuse, even if she kept insisting his color-coded schedules were "excessive" and "possibly a cry for help."

It was a Thursday evening, and they were camped out in Violet's apartment—a small one-bedroom that was somehow both meticulously organized and lived-in. Her textbooks were arranged by subject and color on the shelves, her kitchen had labeled containers for everything, but there were also coffee mugs on every surface and a blanket permanently draped over the couch from her habit of studying while bundled up like a burrito.

Milo loved it here. It was so fundamentally Violet—controlled chaos, carefully maintained comfort.

He was sprawled on her couch, legs hanging over the armrest because there was literally no furniture in existence that could contain his height, while Violet sat cross-legged on the floor surrounded by a fortress of notebooks and printouts. She'd been working on a research proposal for the past hour while he alternated between helping her brainstorm and scrolling through Comic-Con updates on his phone.

"Okay, but counterpoint," Milo said, abandoning his phone to gesture at her. "What if instead of focusing on attachment styles in romantic relationships, you looked at attachment in friendships? Because everyone has romantic relationships. That's basic. But friendship attachment? That's interesting."

Violet looked up from her notes, tucking a strand of dark red hair behind her ear. "You think friendship attachment is underexplored?"

"I know it is. Everyone's obsessed with romantic love like it's the only thing that matters, but friendship bonds can be just as intense. Maybe more, because there's no societal script for it. You're just... choosing each other. Repeatedly."

She was quiet for a moment, her pen tapping against her notebook—a fidget she probably didn't realize she was doing. "That's actually not bad."

"I'm occasionally smart. Don't sound so surprised."

"I'm always surprised when you have good ideas. Keeps things interesting."

"Rude."

"Accurate."

He grinned, pulling a throw pillow over his face. "Your apartment is aggressively comfortable. I'm never leaving."

"You have to leave eventually. You have work tomorrow."

"Derek can manage without me."

"Derek called you 'essential to operations' last week."

"Derek was drunk and feeling sentimental."

"It was 2 PM on a Tuesday."

"Derek lives his truth. I respect that."

Violet snorted, returning her attention to her notes. Milo watched her from behind the pillow, the way her brow furrowed when she was concentrating, the way she chewed on her bottom lip when she was thinking through something complex.

He should probably stop staring.

He didn't stop staring.

"Milo."

"Hmm?"

"You're being weird."

"I'm always weird."

"Weirder than usual. What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. I'm just existing. Witnessing your academic excellence."

She threw a pen at him. It bounced off the pillow. "If you're bored, you can leave."

"I'm not bored." He sat up, tossing the pillow aside. "I'm never bored around you. That's like, scientifically impossible."

"That's not science."

"It's my science."

"Your science is questionable."

"Your face is questionable."

"We're not twelve, Tree."

"Are you sure? Because I have evidence to the contrary."

She was fighting a smile now. He could always tell—the corner of her mouth twitched, and her eyes did this thing where they got a little lighter, a little softer.

"You're ridiculous," she said, but there was no heat in it.

"You've mentioned that. Several times. Today."

"Because it bears repeating."

Milo shifted on the couch, pulling his knees up. "So what are you actually working on? Walk me through it."

"You don't want to hear about my psychology research."

"I literally just gave you a research angle. Try again."

Violet set down her pen, turning to face him properly. "You really want to know?"

"I really want to know."

She took a breath, and then—

She started talking.

Not the careful, measured way she usually spoke, but actually talking. Her words came faster, her hands started moving, and Milo realized with a jolt of something warm and overwhelming that Violet was ranting.

"—and that's what I find so frustrating about the current literature," she was saying, her eyes bright with the kind of passion she usually kept locked down. "Everyone focuses on pathology. On what's wrong with people. But what about the people who have anxiety or panic disorders and still function? What about the coping mechanisms that actually work?"

"What kind of mechanisms?" Milo asked, leaning forward.

"That's what I want to study." She pulled one of her notebooks closer, flipping it open. "I've been researching grounding techniques—you know, the 5-4-3-2-1 method, tactile anchoring, that kind of thing. And I've been testing them. On myself."

"Do you have panic attacks?" The question came out softer than he intended.

Violet met his eyes, and for a second he thought she might shut down. But then she nodded. "Sometimes. Not as often as I used to, but yeah. Usually when I'm overwhelmed or stressed about something I can't control."

"And the techniques help?"

"Some of them." She was tracing patterns on her notebook now, not quite looking at him. "I found this one that works really well for me. It's called tactile sequencing. Basically, you focus on textures and sensations in a specific order. Rough to smooth, cold to warm. It interrupts the panic response by redirecting your sensory processing."

"That's brilliant."

"It's not my invention. I'm just studying its effectiveness."

"Still brilliant." He shifted closer, sitting on the edge of the couch now. "Does it work every time?"

"Mostly. If I catch it early enough. If I have something with the right textures nearby." She finally looked up at him. "I carry this stone in my bag now. Obsidian on one side, polished smooth on the other. When I feel a panic attack starting, I hold it and focus on the contrast. Rough, smooth, rough, smooth. By the time I've done it ten times, the worst of it passes."

Milo felt something crack open in his chest. The fact that she was telling him this, trusting him with this—

"Can I see it?" he asked.

Violet hesitated for just a second, then reached for her bag. She pulled out a small black stone, about the size of a quarter, and held it out.

Milo took it carefully, turning it over in his palm. One side was rough, almost volcanic. The other was smooth as glass, polished to a shine. "This is perfect."

"It helps," she said simply.

"Have you had to use it recently?"

"Last week. During my Abnormal Psych midterm. I got overwhelmed by the time limit and started spiraling." She took the stone back, running her thumb over the smooth side. "This brought me back."

"I'm glad you have it." He meant it. "I'm glad you have something that works."

"What about you?" Violet asked suddenly.

"What about me?"

"You have ADHD. What helps you? When things get bad?"

No one ever asked him that. People asked if he'd taken his meds, if he'd tried being more organized, if he'd considered just focusing harder. But no one asked what actually helped.

"Talking," he said after a moment. "Moving. Having something to do with my hands." He pulled out the d20 from his pocket—the blue one with gold numbers that he'd carried for three years. "And this, I guess. When my brain gets too loud, I roll it. Over and over. The randomness is soothing."

Violet smiled, that small private one that felt like a gift. "That makes sense. Controlled chaos."

"Exactly."

They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, and then Violet surprised him by launching back into her research explanation. She talked about neural pathways and cognitive behavioral frameworks and the intersection of physiological and psychological responses to stress.

And Milo listened.

He listened to every word, watching the way she came alive when talking about something she cared about. Her hands moved when she explained complex concepts. Her voice got stronger, more certain. This was Violet without her walls, Violet passionate and engaged and completely unselfconscious.

He could have listened to her for hours.

He probably would have, except she suddenly stopped mid-sentence and narrowed her eyes at him.

"You're staring."

"I'm listening."

"You're doing both. It's weird."

"You're interesting. Am I not allowed to look at interesting things?"

"You're looking at me like..." She trailed off, her cheeks flushing slightly. "Never mind."

"Like what?"

"Nothing. Forget it." She stood abruptly, gathering her notebooks. "I need coffee. You want coffee?"

"It's eight PM."

"Your point?"

"Caffeine before bed is a terrible idea."

"Says the man who had an energy drink at seven."

"That's different. That's medicinal."

"That's not how medicine works."

"You're not the boss of medicine."

Violet disappeared into the kitchen, and Milo could hear her clattering around with her coffee maker. He took the opportunity to breathe, to get his expression under control.

He'd been staring. He knew he'd been staring. But watching Violet talk about something she loved, seeing her drop her guard and just be—

He was so screwed.

"Milo!" Violet's voice carried from the kitchen. "You still want to debate Elder Scrolls lore or have you finally accepted that I'm right?"

"You're never right about Skyrim lore!" he called back, grateful for the subject change. "Your takes are objectively bad!"

"My takes are perfect. You just can't handle being wrong."

He got up and wandered into the kitchen, where Violet was already pouring coffee into her favorite mug—the one with constellations on it. "Okay, explain to me again how you think the Thalmor are misunderstood. Because that's insane."

"I didn't say I was misunderstood. I said their motivations are more complex than you give them credit for."

"They're literally fantasy Nazis, Violet."

"That's reductive."

"It's accurate!"

She handed him a mug—not coffee, but hot chocolate, because she knew he didn't actually want caffeine this late despite his protests. "The Thalmor Dominion has legitimate grievances about the Empire's treatment of Elven provinces. Their methods are extreme, but the underlying political tensions are—"

"Are you seriously defending the Thalmor right now?"

"I'm not defending them. I'm saying the lore is more nuanced than 'elves bad.'"

"But they are bad."

"Some of them are bad. Not all Altmer are Thalmor."

Milo leaned against the counter, cradling his mug. "You know what? Fine





































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Crigical Hit 20 the Hears

[ mm——

Seraphine NocLurne





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





