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The city had forgotten how to breathe.

Fog pooled between the narrow streets with the patience of an ancient creature, settling over rooftops and alleyways in a soft pallor that concealed far more than it revealed. On certain nights—when the moon bent low and the wind held its silence—the mist carried faint glimmers of red. Most Londoners dismissed them as tricks of exhaustion, stray reflections caught in the Veil that separated their world from the deeper one beneath. But those who still remembered the old magic knew better. The red glimmers were not illusions. They were echo threads—remnants of vows once spoken, lingering in the air long after the promises had frayed.

Elior had been born able to see these threads clearly. To him, each shimmer was not merely light but memory: a vibration of truth woven into the fabric of the world. His kind were called Threadseers—artists whose hands did not simply paint but revealed. Every stroke of Elior’s brush could draw a secret from hiding, coaxing buried truths onto canvas with unsettling precision. It was a gift, and a curse, and a burden that few understood. Some feared him. Some coveted him. But all underestimated the cost.

For Elior, the threads had once bound him to a life he had tried to believe in. To a home carved from cold grandeur, and to a man whose silence had shaped the air as much as his magic.

Alistair Owen wore his power differently. The Fogborn line carried a magic older than the stones beneath London—a quiet force that responded to emotion, shifting the density of fog around its heir like a living barometer of restraint. Elior had watched that fog all his life with a tenderness he never voiced. He had seen it thicken on days Alistair swallowed too many words, thin on nights he allowed himself rare softness. Their bond-thread, a true thread rather than an echo, had once pulsed steady and warm between them.

But threads strained under neglect. Even magic had limits.

Cassian Darlowe slipped between them with the confidence of a man who believed luck loved him best. It did—for a time. His gift allowed him to siphon fortune from others with a touch, leaving charm in his wake and ruin just out of sight. What he envied, he took. What he desired, he dismantled. And what stood between him and the life he coveted eventually shattered beneath the weight of one quiet, calculated betrayal.

The balance holding their world together cracked, letting truth bleed into places where lies had once held firm. And when the bond-thread trembled for the final time—when love collapsed under the pressure of choices too long avoided—the fog answered with a storm that drew every hidden thing into the open.

This is a story of threads: those pulled too tightly, those cut too late, and those that refuse to disappear even when severed.
A story of a prince who learned regret only when it scorched through his chest, of an artist who reclaimed his voice by painting the truth the world tried to forget, and of a man who mistook stolen luck for power until the magic he fed upon rose to devour him.
It begins in the fog.
But it does not end there.
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Chapter 1: Before the Storm of Red Mist
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London had not known a night this quiet in years. The city’s usual hum lay smothered beneath the rising veil of storm-fog, a strange, silvery-red weather that only appeared when the Owen lineage let their magic slip into turmoil. Elior stood on the balcony of a bedroom he no longer had the right to enter, his hand resting on a stone balustrade chilled by rain and faintly vibrating with trapped spells. The air tasted of iron and stormwater; he breathed once, slow, as if the very act of pulling the night into his lungs risked pulling the thread of life out of himself.

The fog didn’t roll so much as it layered—thin sheets of enchanted mist sliding over one another until the world beyond the manor blurred into a trembling, luminous smear. Every shift of the wind pushed a low groan through the fog, a sound like ribs under pressure. Something in the back of the night answered it with a hollow click, the kind of noise bones make when they’re close to breaking. The city’s lamps flickered as though the storm were reaching for them with cold fingers.

Most of the red glimmers drifting through the storm-fog were only echo-threads—faint remnants of vows long forgotten. The one above Elior’s heart, however, was different. It was a bond-thread, alive, tied to a single name he could no longer speak.

He watched it without blinking. Watching gave him distance. Watching kept the truth from rising too fast.

Behind him, the room was dim and still. Dust clung to every surface, softening the harsh geometry of Owen furniture, as if trying to protect what remained of him inside these walls. The door had not opened for him in months; the servants moved through the house with careful steps, pretending not to see the emptiness where a spouse should have stood. Pretending not to smell the failing magic in his blood or the rot of a curse that refused to sleep.

The physician’s voice from earlier still hung in his ears—quiet, apologetic, nearly reverent. Less than a year. Perhaps much less, if the medicine continued to falter. The words hadn’t cut him; they had simply landed, like dust on old wood. What hurt was the knowledge that his body had not failed him by chance.

Someone had helped it along.

A wind curled through the balcony arch, lifting his hair and brushing the back of his neck with cold damp. Elior exhaled slowly, keeping his attention fixed on the horizon where fog met the glimmer of the Thames, a faint line of red threaded through the silver. The color wasn’t natural. It pulsed with every beat of his heart.

He lowered his gaze.

The thread.

It shimmered faintly above his sternum, an almost-invisible line of red light that only he could see. The bond-thread that tied him to Alistair Owen. Once bright, once steady. Tonight it trembled like a dying pulse. The storm tugged at it, the wind snapping small sparks from its surface. Each spark flickered, then vanished into the fog like a swallowed secret.

He lifted a hand toward the thread but stopped just short of touching it. Even without contact, he felt its strain. The bond wanted to sever. His body, weakened by months of interrupted medicine, no longer had the strength to hold the connection steady. The magic between them had thinned to a fragile filament, stretched almost past endurance.

A dull ache spread across his ribs. Not pain—pressure. The kind that announced a coming break.

He waited. He listened. A breath came, thin but steady. Another. Only when the third faltered did he realize he had clenched his jaw hard enough to set a pulse throbbing at his temple. He eased it slowly, letting tension bleed out of his shoulders. The fog around the manor seemed to drift closer, as if sensing the change in him.

He had always been careful with his emotions. Too much feeling made the threads misbehave; too much truth made his curse bite. Even now, on a night built from storm and endings, he kept his movements gentle. He let his thoughts come in soft shapes, not sharp ones.

A drop of rain struck his wrist, then another, cool and metallic. The storm was lowering. The Veil, that ancient magical layer woven through London since the Victorian era, had begun to thicken over the city. When the Veil thickened, secrets surfaced. When it churned, someone’s life was shifting.

Tonight, it churned because of him.

Or perhaps because of the man he was bound to.

The balcony’s iron rail vibrated under his palm as another wave of magic rolled through the estate. He could almost feel the manor breathing—rooms expanding and contracting with the pressure of Owen power held too tightly. Somewhere inside those walls, Alistair existed with his usual, practiced calm, unaware or uninterested in the storm rising around the spouse whose name he barely spoke anymore.

Elior’s eyes drifted back toward the city lights, glimmering weakly through the fog. Their wavering glow brushed a memory: a younger version of himself, painting soft lines on canvas before dawn, telling Alistair he liked the way London’s light wavered like a heartbeat. Alistair had answered with a nod so small it had barely qualified as a response, but Elior had taken it anyway. He had taken whatever he could.

The wind tugged his coat. A faint shiver ran up his arms. Not cold—realization. A slow, quiet acknowledgment flowing outward from his chest.

Tomorrow.

He wasn’t thinking it. He wasn’t deciding it. It simply existed, the way truth exists before it becomes words.

Tomorrow he would sign the dissolution request. Tomorrow he would place it on the table where Alistair liked to review his political reports. Tomorrow he would speak a sentence that had no way back.

He let the thought settle fully this time.

There will be no return.

The fog surged once, a heavy roll that dimmed the lamps along the distant river. The storm wanted to swallow the world. Or perhaps it only wanted to swallow this house, this marriage, this bond that had already become more shadow than thread.

He closed his eyes for a moment—not to shut out the world, but to feel the rhythm beneath it. Rain ticking softly on the stone. Fog brushing the arches in a long, tired sigh. His pulse, slow but steady, reminding him that he still existed, even if this place no longer recognized him.

A breath passed. Then another.

When he opened his eyes again, the fog had thickened so much that London’s skyline had blurred into a wash of faint silver. The storm-fog wasn’t just weather. It was a mirror. It always had been. Owen magic reacted to the emotions they refused to express, turning them into weather that touched every street and rooftop in reach. If Alistair was unsettled—and he must have been—then the fog would bear it.

Elior didn’t smile, but something in his face softened, as though he were acknowledging a part of the storm that belonged to him too. Not anger. Not grief. A quieter thing. The moment between letting go and falling.

The red shimmer of the bond-thread pulsed once, then steadied weakly. A final echo of what had once been devotion.

He drew a breath through the cold, metallic air and let his hand drift down to his side.

He wasn’t sure whether the thread or the marriage would break first.

But he knew which one would end by morning.

The wind pressed against his back, urging him toward the room. He didn’t follow. He stood where he was, letting the weather move around him, letting the night gather its breath before the world shifted.

Inside the manor, a faint sound traveled through layers of enchanted stone—doors closing, footsteps muted by magic, the distant, rhythmic creak of something heavy in motion. None of it belonged to him anymore.

A single raindrop rolled down the thread of red light and evaporated before it reached his chest.

The Veil swallowed the last lamp on the street below, and the world went dim.

Elior didn’t move.

Not yet.

The night was still changing, and he needed to feel the final shape of it before he stepped away.

He stepped back from the balcony only when the fog pressed so close that it blurred the edges of his own silhouette. The room greeted him with a chill that clung to the floorboards, as if the cold had seeped up from the stone foundation and settled into the bones of the house. He crossed the threshold slowly, letting the door remain half-open so the storm’s breath could follow him inside. The sound of the rain changed once indoors—no longer sharp, but softened into a constant, muffled hush that filled the empty space.

Shadows gathered in the corners. They weren’t threatening, only patient, the kind of shadows that had learned to live around absence. This room had been designed for two, yet it had learned to echo with only one set of footsteps. Elior walked past the framed mirror near the wardrobe, the faint reflection catching his profile for a heartbeat before the fog-smeared air made the glass ripple. Even the mirror seemed reluctant to hold an image tonight.

He stopped beside the bed he had not slept in for months. The sheets lay perfectly smooth, untouched. The housekeepers had continued their routines as if hope were a duty, as if order could shield the place from the truth. A soft indentation lingered on the far pillow, a memory of weight that didn’t belong to him. The sight didn’t sting; it simply settled somewhere deep, like a stone dropped into slow-moving water.

A quiet breath left him as he rested his fingers on the edge of the mattress. The fabric was cool. The room had kept its distance from warmth, as though warmth itself were an outdated indulgence.

Another pulse of magic rippled through the manor. This time it was softer, a muted throb that traveled through the walls and floor like a sigh too heavy to rise. Elior didn’t need to guess whose emotions the storm was mirroring; he felt the echo of it in the tremor of the bond-thread that wavered faintly above his chest. The thread had grown so faint it was almost transparent, a line no thicker than a breath.

He drew back his hand and let it fall to his side. There was no reason to touch what no longer held.

The wardrobe door creaked slightly as the wind shifted through the hallway. Inside the wardrobe hung a few coats he had once worn to council events, their colors muted under the low light. He reached for one out of habit, his fingers brushing the fabric before he pulled them away. He would not need any of these garments tomorrow. Tomorrow required simplicity. Finality.

He moved instead toward the small writing desk by the window. The desk had always been too polished for his taste, its surface reflecting every candle flame like a thin sheet of water. A faint coat of dust dulled it now. He drew a line through it with one finger, watching the dust gather beneath his nail. Another detail that confirmed how invisible he had become in his own marriage.

The ink remained where he had left it during those early months of hope, untouched since the day he stopped writing letters he never found the courage to send. Letters that would never have been read even if he had. He opened the drawer, expecting the same neat stacks he remembered, but the sight inside struck him with an unexpected stillness.

The papers were exactly as he had left them.

No one had searched. No one had moved a single sheet.

His breath tightened at the center of his chest before loosening again into something quieter, almost calm. He didn’t reach for the papers. He let the drawer fall shut with a soft click that the fog swallowed immediately.

The rain thickened into a steady drumming against the balcony arch. The sound carried a strange rhythm, one that made the bond-thread flicker faintly in response. Elior turned toward the open balcony door, drawn by an instinct older than words. The fog rolled inward just a little, swirling around his ankles as if testing the shape of him, then retreated with a whisper.

He stood there for a long moment, letting the night filter into his lungs. Each inhale carried a faint sting of metal. Each exhale left the air warmer than before. It steadied him more effectively than any attempt at reasoning would have. He didn’t need to think about what would happen tomorrow; his body already knew the line it would cross.

He walked slowly to the vanity table where a small carved box waited beneath a thin layer of dust. The box had been a wedding gift from a lesser House—an ornate little thing etched with protective runes that no longer recognized him. He lifted the lid. Inside, the interior glowed faintly as the runes awakened to the presence of Owen blood in the house, though they offered no greeting to him.

At the bottom lay a ring.

Gold, understated, fitted with a thin thread of red stone along its edge. The bond-ring. It held no warmth when he picked it up; it lay in his palm with the stillness of a forgotten relic, shining only where the storm-light caught its surface. The thread of red stone flickered at his touch, struggling to answer whatever remained of the bond.

For a moment, he let the ring sit against his skin. Its weight was negligible, but the memory inside it wasn’t. Weddings in the Owen family had always been political, and theirs had been no exception. But he had tried. He had given truth where truth had not been asked for. And he had learned, slowly, that truth offered to someone who does not want it turns into something fragile, something that bruises too easily.

He closed his fingers around the ring until the edge pressed lightly against his palm. Then he loosened his grip, placed the ring back into the box, and lowered the lid. The runes dimmed at once, settling into silence.

His shoulders eased. Not from relief—relief required something lighter than what lived in him now—but from clarity. The night was giving him a last moment to breathe before the step he already knew he would take.

The storm outside shifted, the fog swirling in a pattern he recognized even with his eyes half-lowered. A pulse of magic brushed the manor walls, and the floor under his feet vibrated faintly. Somewhere in the distance, Alistair was awake. The bond-thread glimmered once in acknowledgment, a small tremor passing through it like a final echo of a long-faded heartbeat.

Elior lifted his head toward the balcony. The fog carried a different scent now—cleaner, sharper, cut with the faintest hint of lightning. It reminded him of a truth buried under months of silence: the storm always changed just before a spell broke.

His fingers hovered over the balcony door for half a breath before he pushed it shut. The glass muted the sound of rain, turning it into a steady, rhythmic hush that filled the room like breath drawn close to the ear.

He stood there until the rhythm settled into him.

Then he looked once more at the dim, untouched bed. At the mirror that refused to hold his shape. At the closed wardrobe where he no longer kept anything he would carry into tomorrow.

He let a quiet exhale slip through his parted lips.

Tomorrow, the signature would be written. Tomorrow, the bond would be named for what it had already become. Tomorrow, he would sever the last thread still pretending to bind them.

A soft groan from the house answered him, as though the manor itself had heard.

He turned away from the sound, letting the shadows fold around him like a closing curtain.

Tonight was ending.

And for the first time in months, the ending did not frighten him.

It steadied him.

Just before he crossed toward the door, the bond-thread flickered with the palest shimmer—as if waiting for him to hesitate, just once.

He didn’t.

He walked on, leaving the faint glow behind as the room fell still, wrapped in storm-light and the last breath before change.
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Chapter 2: The 99th Betrayal
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The house changed when the fog thickened. Elior had lived long enough beneath the Owen roof to recognize the shift: the walls seemed to inhale, the floorboards tightened as though bracing for impact, and the lights softened into a slow, amber pulse that revealed more shadow than shape. By the time he stepped out of the balcony room and down the corridor, London had already vanished behind the storm, swallowed completely by the swollen veil of mist pressing against every window.

The hall stretched ahead of him in silent, measured lines. He moved through it with quiet steps, each one tapping faintly against cold marble as if marking the boundary between what he still carried and what he would soon abandon. The air held a bitter fragrance—damp stone threaded with old magic—and it clung to the back of his throat with a heaviness that slowed his breathing. The corridor lamps flickered, their light refracted by the fog outside, giving the illusion that flames leaned toward him as he passed.

He drew in a steady breath. The night pressed against him from both sides, not with weight but with expectation, as though the house itself anticipated the moment he would cross into the western wing. He rarely approached that part of the manor anymore. The route had become a hollow passage he learned to walk around, the same way he walked around memories sharp enough to reopen wounds that had not healed.

But the storm had grown too dense to ignore, and something in the silence felt unfinished. His hand brushed the smooth banister as he turned the corner—an unconscious gesture, almost a tether, anchoring him in a place that had long since stopped feeling like home.

A sound rose faintly through the corridor. Soft at first, blurred by distance, then clearer as he approached the branching hallway: laughter. Not bright or careless—sharp, rising with a pitch that slid along the walls like a blade on glass. The laughter hit the stone with a brittle echo, cracking the quiet.

His step paused, only for a breath.

It wasn’t eavesdropping. The sound found him. It threaded through the cold air and pulled him forward, nudging each footfall into motion. The corridor leading to the west wing glowed dimly with the warmth of a low-burning fire, its amber hue brushing the edges of the walls like a mocking invitation.

He walked toward it.

The scent reached him first. Cassian’s cologne—sweet at the top, smoky beneath, steeped in the kind of confidence that always announced him before he entered a room. Beneath it lay the sharper note of Alistair’s magic, metallic and clean, a scent the house recognized and amplified. Together, the two fragrances curled into the air with an intimacy that tightened the muscles across Elior’s chest.

The laughter came again, layered now—a lower note threaded under the bright one. Alistair’s voice. Softer than Cassian’s, deeper, carrying that particular restraint he used when he wanted to appear unaffected. The sound struck Elior with a force that did not show on his face, a pressure building behind his sternum like a slow bruise.

He stepped closer until the hall widened into a small antechamber. The fire from the adjoining room flickered across the polished floor, casting shifting gold across the walls. Elior stopped at the threshold.

The doorway stood half-open. A narrow strip of light cut across the floorboards in front of him. Through that sliver, the scene inside unfurled in fragments—shadows first, then the suggestion of movement, then the unmistakable shape of two figures too close to be denied.

Cassian leaned easily against Alistair’s shoulder, his posture relaxed as if poured into place by habit. Alistair sat with his bare torso angled toward the fire, the warm glow revealing the sharp line of his collarbone and the faint shimmer of magic along his skin. The two of them made a picture he had seen ninety-eight times before, each repetition carving a new line across the surface of his endurance.

The ninety-ninth.

The thread above Elior’s chest dimmed at the sight. Not snapped. Not broken. Dimmed—like a flame deprived of air, shrinking toward extinction.

He didn’t move deeper into the room, nor did he withdraw. He simply remained at the threshold, steadying his breath as the fire crackled softly. The scent of burning wood curled around the two men like a stage light, outlining every gesture that should have belonged to privacy. Cassian’s hand slid across Alistair’s shoulder, fingers brushing skin with an easy familiarity that told its own history. Alistair didn’t push him away.

A small spark drifted up from the fire and disappeared. Another followed. Elior watched them rise without blinking.

The noise in the room shifted as Cassian spoke—words too soft to catch from where Elior stood, but warm enough to draw out a low response that settled into Alistair’s throat. The sound struck like a tiny, deliberate blow, quiet but precise. The kind of hurt that didn’t bleed. The kind that burrowed.

Elior’s breath left him slowly. The ache didn’t sharpen; it spread, thinning into something clean. A sensation without heat. A closing, not a break.

The house seemed to sense it. The lamps along the corridor dimmed, their flames bending minutely toward him. Somewhere deep within the structure, old magic recoiled in a subtle twitch. The fog beyond the windows thickened until the outside world vanished entirely, leaving only the soft, golden flicker from the hearth to illuminate the scene inside.

The bond-thread above his sternum quivered. Not violently. Just enough to register the shift.

The fire’s warmth didn’t reach the doorway. Elior felt only the cold—steady, quiet, almost grounding. He let his gaze slide from Cassian’s shoulder to Alistair’s profile. The line of Alistair’s jaw caught the firelight, curving with a calm expression that suggested comfort, or perhaps willingness. The kind of expression Elior hadn’t seen directed at him in a very long time.

He didn’t look away.

One heartbeat passed. Then another.

Nothing broke. Nothing rose to his throat. No anger, no sharp sting of jealousy, no collapse of breath. What came instead was a slow, deep settling. A closing of doors one hinge at a time. A narrowing of something inside him that had stretched too thin for far too long.

Cassian laughed again, softer this time, brushing against Alistair’s shoulder as though he belonged there.

And Elior, standing in the doorway like the last quiet witness to his own life, let the moment etch itself into clarity.

This was the ninety-ninth betrayal.

And the last one he would carry.

He drew back a fraction—not a full step, just enough to reclaim the weight of his own body. The cold air slid across his collarbone as he turned, steady and unhurried.

The thread above his chest dimmed further, the shimmer fading into something the eye could barely catch. A signal. A truth.

A door closing quietly inside him.

A soft exhale slipped from his lips, steady in the dark corridor as the firelight behind him flickered over his retreating shadow.

The corridor swallowed the warmth of the fire the moment Elior stepped back from the threshold. Silence pooled around him again, thick and cold, as if the fog pressing against the windows had seeped through the walls and settled in the hollow behind his ribs. His footsteps carried him away from the doorway at an even pace, unhurried, deliberate—the movement of someone who had decided something without needing to name it.

The house shifted around him with each step. Not loudly, not dramatically—only the faint creak of wood contracting under the chill, followed by a long, quiet exhale through the ventilation charms buried in the walls. Owen Manor always reacted to emotion, even emotions no one spoke aloud. Tonight, the residence seemed to curve away from him, withdrawing its warmth the way a body instinctively recoils from pain it cannot heal.

The lamps along the hallway dimmed further, their flames leaning subtly toward the floor as though acknowledging the truth he carried with him. A faint tremor brushed across his sternum. The bond-thread flared weakly, then dulled into a muted wash of red so thin it almost looked gray. The sight didn’t startle him; it settled into place like a final puzzle piece that had always belonged.

His fingertips grazed the cool surface of the wall as he walked, not for support, but for direction. The air smelled faintly of Cassian’s cologne, drifting through the hall from behind him—an invisible trace following in his wake. The sweetness of it curled at the edge of the breath he drew in, tinged with the sharper metallic undercurrent of Alistair’s lingering magic. The two scents entwined like a ribbon pulled too tightly.

He didn’t hurry his steps. The night had no reason to rush him. The storm outside pressed against the manor, its steady pulse vibrating through the windows, the fog humming a low note that resonated in the bones of the structure. Somewhere deep in the house, a door closed, the muffled thud echoing faintly along the corridor.

His footsteps slowed near a tall window framed by velvet curtains. The pane was fogged over from the outside, the storm so dense that not even the faint outline of London’s distant lights remained. He raised a hand and let his fingers rest lightly on the cold glass. A thin film of condensation clung to his skin. The fog pressed back, mirroring the contact, as if testing the boundary between him and the world beyond.

For a moment, the bond-thread pulsed again—one weak flicker, a final check, a last reach. Then it steadied into something faint and distant, barely present.

He lowered his hand.

The hallway stretched to his left, leading deeper into the west wing, where the firelight still flickered through the gap of that half-open door. He didn’t look back at it. The warmth there had never belonged to him, not since the beginning, not even when he had tried to believe otherwise.

He turned right instead, heading toward the manor’s central hall. His breath fell into a calm rhythm—quiet, steady, each inhale smoothing the lingering shards beneath his ribs into something almost weightless. It wasn’t peace. It was clarity.

Halfway down the hall, he paused again. A faint image surfaced in his memory, uninvited: the first time he had seen Alistair laugh without restraint. It had been years ago, by the river, before obligations hardened his expression into something less readable. The memory rose not as a wound, but as a distant ripple, one that faded as quickly as it appeared.

He let it drift away.

His footsteps resumed, carrying him past portraits of Owen ancestors whose eyes followed him with muted disapproval—or perhaps simple curiosity. The storm-mist outside made their gold frames look tarnished, the once-vibrant paintings dulled into shadows of themselves. As he walked beneath them, a soft draft brushed the back of his neck, stirring a loose strand of hair against his cheek.

He reached the end of the hall where a small alcove opened near the staircase. A single candle burned there, its flame trembling under the pull of the storm. The flame stretched toward him before pulling back, as though caught between two instincts—recognition and retreat. The candlelight cast a faint glow across his features, drawing out the tiredness that had settled along his eyes.

His gaze dropped briefly to the ringless hand hanging at his side. The skin along his palm still carried a faint press from the bond-ring he had held earlier. The imprint felt like a whisper left behind on the surface rather than something that reached deeper.

Another tremor rolled through the manor—soft, restrained, distant. Alistair’s magic responding to something in the other room. Cassian’s laughter had fallen silent behind him now, replaced by the low rumble of voices too soft to parse. The house absorbed those sounds, dulling them as if to spare him the echo.

Elior exhaled slowly, letting the breath fill the alcove for a moment before it faded.

Up the staircase, shadows moved across the upper landing—servants perhaps, or simply the house shifting under the storm’s pressure. He didn’t follow them. Instead, he turned toward the eastern wing, the wing that had long ago become his refuge in name only.

He reached the familiar doorway that led toward the rooms where he had once painted small studies of London’s skyline. Before the sickness. Before the silence. Before the ninety-nine small cuts that shaped themselves into a truth he could no longer look away from.

He rested his fingertips on the doorknob. The cold metal grounded him.

The bond-thread flickered again—its faint glow catching the corner of his vision. Not a plea. A confirmation.

He stepped inside the room. It welcomed him with the stillness of a place that had waited too long.

The fog outside the window glowed faintly, a muted red pulsing through the gray. That muted red moved across the floorboards like a slow tide, brushing the hem of his coat. The color matched the thread above his chest, both dimmed, both thinning.

His gaze settled on the empty easel by the far wall. The canvas leaned against it stood blank, untouched since the day he stopped trying to paint himself back into the life he kept losing pieces of. The surface glowed faintly in the diffused storm-light, waiting for a hand that would no longer lift a brush for this house.

Another exhale slipped through him—steady, clean, almost quiet enough to vanish before reaching the air.

He crossed the room, pulled the curtains slightly to study the fog beyond, then released them with a gentle motion. The fabric fell into place, the rustle barely audible.

Behind him, the house groaned again. Soft. Resigned.

The bond-thread dulled once more.

A small sound escaped the hallway—a door closing, then silence—suggesting that someone else had moved within the manor. But Elior didn’t turn to see. The knowledge of who it might be no longer tugged at him.

Instead, he let the quiet settle. He let it settle fully.

This was the moment he closed the door inside himself. Not with force. Not with bitterness. With the kind of certainty that comes when pain has finally lost its sharpness and turned into something still, something that no longer asks to be held.

He touched the windowpane lightly, feeling the cool press of fog-chilled glass against his fingertips.

Tomorrow would come.
And he would no longer stand in a corridor waiting for something that had already ended.
The fog pulsed once more outside, as if acknowledging the truth with a final, muted glow.

Elior’s hand lowered.

The room exhaled around him.

And the night moved on.
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Chapter 3: Diagnosis of the Fading Thread
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The clinic on Raven Street held its silence like a ritual. Even the lamps along the hallway burned with a rigid stillness, their bluish flames trapped in tall glass cylinders that cast narrow columns of pale light across the floor. Elior moved through that light slowly, each step muted by the charm-woven carpeting, each breath catching the faint sting of bitter herbs that seeped from the apothecary room at the end of the hall. The scent clung to the air with a dryness that scraped gently at the back of his throat, crisp and sharp, like the memory of metal left too long in winter.

The receptionist guided him toward the examination room without conversation, her expression carefully arranged into the neutrality required when facing someone from a High House. She knocked once on the door before opening it for him, revealing a space washed in clinical brightness, so intense it bordered on painful. The contrast forced his eyes to narrow as he stepped inside. The door closed behind him with a soft click that seemed to seal the world beyond the room away.

Dr. Sterling stood near the counter, bent over a sheaf of documents. His pen scratched across the paper in short, measured strokes, each one landing with the faint rasp of ink on grain—an unbroken rhythm that filled the otherwise motionless space. The notes he added gathered like shadows along the margins of the report, growing heavier with each stroke. Elior watched the slight pause in the doctor’s movement when he sensed him enter, a pause that carried the weight of reluctance.

The doctor lifted his head at last. His eyes didn’t hold surprise or professional detachment; they held a softness tightened by worry, the kind that made the skin at the corners crease with something harder than sympathy. He motioned toward the chair without speaking. Elior sat, the cool leather pressing against the thin fabric of his coat.

For a moment, neither of them moved. The overhead lights hummed with a faint vibration that blended into the stillness of the room. Elior let his gaze fall to the folder in the doctor’s hands, its edges too crisp, the paper inside too thick to be anything but a final confirmation.

Dr. Sterling exhaled, a quiet sound that barely disturbed the air.

“Elior,” he said, voice low yet steady. “The results are back.”

The pen rested beside the folder. The doctor didn’t open it immediately; instead he angled it gently toward Elior, as if offering an object that could bruise. His fingers hovered above the cover for a moment before he drew them away, giving space without stepping back.

Elior reached for the folder. The paper felt cool under his fingertips—as cool as the marble floors of the manor, as cool as the fog that clung to London on nights when the Veil grew restless. He opened the folder without hesitation, the movement smooth, almost too controlled.

Light spilled across the report.

The numbers glowed faintly where ink touched magical paper, readings of blood oxidation and curse intensity woven into the script in shimmering lines. Elior let his eyes track the columns, the progression, the way each row darkened in color the further it descended. The shift wasn’t mild. It wasn’t gradual. It was violent.

Dr. Sterling began to speak, but the words reached him only as a muted shape at first, like distant voices behind glass. Then they sharpened, slicing cleanly through the sterile hush.

“The deterioration is accelerating. Your levels dropped sharply over the last three months—more sharply than the previous year combined.”

A quiet beat followed.

“That only happens,” the doctor continued, “when the medication stops reaching the bloodstream.”

The room didn’t tilt. The air didn’t thin. Instead, something within Elior grew very still, as though the truth had pressed a hand between his ribs and held him steady. His pulse slowed its pace, aligning with the faint hum of the lights above.

Dr. Sterling’s voice softened. “This isn’t a natural progression of the curse. You were stabilizing. The only explanation for this pattern is a sustained interruption. Months, at least.”

The pen scratched again—one deliberate note added to the margin. The sound echoed louder than it should have, magnified by the silence that followed.

Elior lowered his gaze to the next page. The numbers sharpened into something unmistakable.

Not an accident. Not an oversight. Not misfortune.

A choice.

He closed the folder slowly, the stiff paper edges sliding together in a soft whisper that brushed against his fingertips. His hand remained on the cover for a breath before he let it fall to his lap. The room felt colder then—colder than the clinic’s enchantments justified—its light pressing against the sides of his vision like the edge of a blade.

Dr. Sterling stepped closer, stopping just before the boundary of personal space. “I don’t know who controls your medication,” he said, each word chosen with a surgeon’s care. “But someone has been withholding it long enough to cause systemic decline. The curse has begun to feed on the nerves. If this continues, your organ damage will become irreversible.”

The truth didn’t strike; it settled. A single, heavy note sinking into the quiet inside him, claiming its place.

The doctor hesitated before adding, “This qualifies as magical negligence. A criminal offense. If you want to report it, the Aegis Office—”

Elior lifted a hand gently, stopping the words without cutting them. His palm steadied in the air for a moment before falling back to the armrest. The gesture wasn’t dismissive. It was measured. Controlled.

The doctor’s mouth closed. His shoulders eased into a posture of reluctant understanding.

The silence between them lengthened. Elior’s gaze fell to the folder once more. The paper edges had pressed a faint line into the skin of his palm where he had gripped too tightly earlier, a thin mark that stung only when he flexed his fingers. He let them uncurl, the ache spreading through the joints like the small echo of a larger pain beneath his ribs.

The overhead light above flickered, catching briefly on the sheen of the magical ink. In that sudden brightness, the numbers burned clearer than before, and the truth unfolded with a precision sharper than grief.

This wasn’t the curse taking him.
This was someone helping it along.
He let the breath leave his chest in a slow, steady release. The room remained motionless, waiting, as though it understood the shift in him even before he did.

Dr. Sterling set the pen aside gently. “I will prepare additional doses of the remedy,” he said, his voice hushed as though speaking too loudly would deepen the wound. “But without consistent administration, even I cannot promise—”

“No,” Elior murmured, the single word emerging with a calm that surprised the doctor enough to still him. The sound was soft, steady, resolute. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to.

The physician’s brow creased. “Elior—”

A faint tremor passed through Elior’s fingers as he closed the folder again, this time with a deliberate finality. The movement carried no anger. Only clarity.

“I understand,” he said quietly.

And he did.

When he rose from the chair, the lights above hummed once more, their glow sharpening against the sterile tiles. His coat brushed the edge of the desk as he stepped around
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