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Chapter One - The Thorn Beneath Her Ribs
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The Thornwake began beneath her ribcage.

Not in her heart—she’d burned that weeks ago, stitched it shut with prayer - thorns and silence—but in the hollow left behind. That’s where it bloomed. That’s where the rot remembered how to reach.

She woke to blood on her sheets.
Not warm. Not fresh.
But thorn-dark and brittle, like dried ink. The kind that stains deep.
At first, she thought it was her grief again. The body’s way of sobbing when the soul won’t. But then came the ache—sharp, pulling, upward. A tightness that threaded through her chest and pressed against her breath like roots seeking light.

She sat up slowly, her nightdress sticking to her skin. Pulled the fabric away.

And there it was.

A bloom of thorns, unfurling across her stomach in an intricate pattern—organic and violent, like a prophecy written in reverse. Pale skin ruptured by veins of dark red, curling inwards, wrapping around her like a crown turned inward.

Each thorn shimmered faintly.
Each carried a memory.
Each memory wasn’t hers.

A brother weeping into moss.
A lover forgetting her name on purpose.
A mother burying something too small to name.
She gasped. The pain lanced deeper—like the thorns were listening.
She could feel them under the skin, twitching in response.
She staggered to her mirror. Expecting her reflection. Hoping for something solid.

What she saw was rootwork.

Winding, gnarled, branching through the veins of her neck. Her eyes had gone stemless—iris flecked with petal-pink, the whites veined with soil-dark grey. Her breath fogged the glass. For a moment, the fog didn’t fade. It pulsed.

Her voice came out in petals.
Words fell soft and tearing.
She could no longer speak without cutting herself.
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She fell to her knees. Crawled. Pulled herself to the ritual shelf.

The Fifth Rite was never meant to be performed alone.

It required three: one to remember, one to grieve, and one to let go.

She’d done it herself. In silence. With shaking hands and a name she couldn’t write down.

Not her lover. Not her kin. Just someone who mattered.
A flicker of meaning that had lodged in her marrow.
A soul she was not willing to lose—not again.
She had buried their memory beneath rootbone, soaked the bloom in her own blood, whispered their forgotten name into stillwater—

—and waited.

But nothing had come back.

Until now.
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She dragged herself across the stone floor, to the altar she hadn’t touched in weeks.
Knocked over a censer. A thornpetal fluttered from her skin.
The Bloomkeepers had warned her.

“If you force a bloom, it becomes thorn.
If you water grief with blood, it does not flower—it hungers.”
She’d mocked them. Called it fear-dogma.

But now her skin itched with words that had never been spoken.
Her bones hummed with someone else’s sorrow.

She opened her mouth to scream—and choked.
Blood.
Petals.
A single thorn, long and black, fell from her tongue and hit the floor with a sound like a nail into wood.
She was no longer alone in her body.

And something inside her had roots. ​
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Chapter Two - When the Mirror Weeps
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The mirror would not stop crying.

She’d wiped it three times. Each time, her sleeve came away wet—not with steam or water, but dew, fragrant and dark. Like breath from underground.

It beaded along the glass in trembling lines, streaking her reflection until she could no longer see her own eyes—only the shape of something watching through her. A face she didn’t recognize, blooming in reverse.

Her hands were shaking again.

She sat before the glass with knees drawn to her chest, watching her ribs rise and fall beneath the bloom. The thorns were no longer passive. They shifted when she moved, curling inwards and twitching faintly, like insect limbs. When she pressed two fingers to her sternum, a petal unfurled.

She didn’t scream this time.

Instead, she asked a question:

“Who did I bring back?”

No answer came.

Not aloud.
Not yet.
But the mirror cried harder.
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She opened her old ritual journal.

The pages were faded, water-warped, scorched at the corners from failed rites and impulsive offerings. Between two brittle pages sat the drawing: a bloom split down the middle, roots curling outward into the void. Beneath it, in her own hand, she’d written a name.

It was gone.

Scratched out—not with ink, but something like rot. The paper had buckled and blackened around it, as if the name had rejected being remembered.

Names had power.
Forgotten names had hunger.
She traced her finger over the ruin of the page. Felt a pulse beneath it. Not memory.
Intention.
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The mirror behind her fogged again.

She turned. This time, she didn’t see herself. Not fully.

In her place stood a girl the same size, the same shape—but older in the eyes. Black thorns coiled around her throat like a halo inverted. Her smile didn’t touch her mouth—it bloomed along her cheeks, stretching in ways that skin shouldn’t.

And in her eyes:

A brother weeping into moss.
A lover forgetting her name.
A mother burying something unnamed.
Her own hands digging into dirt that remembered her grief too well.
The girl in the mirror raised a hand. Touched the glass.

From the point of contact, a bloom spread—five petals wide, dark red with a center of bone-white rootwork. The Thornwake’s first flower.

She didn’t move. She let it happen.

Her breath caught. Her throat burned. And then she heard it—a voice not hers, echoing faint beneath her skin.

You called something back, it whispered.
You didn’t ask what it wanted to return for.
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She staggered away from the mirror, knocking over the basin. Water and flower ash spilled across the stone. The petals hissed where they touched the floor.

She could feel it now: the bloom wasn’t just alive. It was listening.

It didn’t want to destroy her.
Not yet.
It wanted to finish.
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There was a knock at her door.

Three sharp raps.

Then silence.

Then—

“Child of thorn and root.
Come out before the bloom takes more.”
The Bloomkeepers had come.
And the Thornwake within her pulsed once—eager.​
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Chapter Three - A Name Unwritten
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They stood at the threshold like carved saints.
Weather-worn. Root-bound. Unforgiving.
The Bloomkeepers wore no armor. They didn’t need it. Their skin was marked in permanent rites—sigils etched in sap, soil, and silver that pulsed with quiet menace. Robes of dead petals hung heavy on their frames, layered like mourning veils.

The leader stepped forward. Her eyes were milky with visionwork, but she saw too well.

“You summoned without triad.
You tore a soul from the cycle.
You carry a Thornwake.”
The girl said nothing.

She couldn’t.
The thorn lodged beneath her tongue had already split.
Words now cost blood.
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The Bloomkeeper extended a hand. It trembled—not with fear, but age.

“Come with us. The bloom must be severed clean.”

Behind her, another spoke, a younger voice:

“If it roots, it becomes many. If it becomes many, we lose the Bloomlands.”

And a third, barely audible:

“We’ve burned girls for less.”

The girl’s breath slowed. She reached down, hidden in the folds of her sleeve, and touched the old ritual blade.

Ironleaf.
Used in rites of severing.
Never meant for combat.
She didn’t draw it.

Not yet.

Instead, she opened her mouth—and tried to speak.

I didn’t mean to—
But what came out was a petal. A sob. A thorn.
Blood ran down her chin. The older keeper flinched.

The Thornwake was flowering.

She turned and ran.

Not toward safety.

But toward the grove.
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It was a sacred place. A forgotten place.

Long before the Bloomkeepers built sanctuaries of song and soil, the Grove of the Unnamed held what couldn’t be buried—memories too blurred for ritual, grief too shapeless for closure.

She passed into its threshold, and the air tightened. Sound vanished. Even the Thornwake inside her stilled.

This place remembered her.

She had come here once, with the name of the one she lost.

Long ago, she had scratched it into the bark of the oldest tree. As offering. As plea.

Now, she found that tree again.
The bark had split wide open.
Inside: hollow. Deep. Unnaturally so.

The name she’d written?

Gone.

But where it had been, something new had bloomed:

A sigil of spiraled roots, written in thorn-blood and sap.
Pulsing. Breathing. Waiting.

She stepped closer.

A wind rose in the grove—though nothing moved.

Then a voice. Not hers. Not the Thornwake’s.
Older. Deeper. Weeping.
You tried to remember me.
But the cycle was not ready.
You planted a name in soil that could not hold it.
Now I grow wrong.
Now I hunger.

The Thornwake inside her flared.

Thorns across her ribs erupted, pushing through fabric. She gasped, fell to her knees. The sigil burned into her skin in mirrored shape.

A name should’ve lived here.
But instead, she had sown absence.
And now, that absence wanted roots.

Behind her, the Bloomkeepers entered the grove.

Their robes rustled like dry leaves. Their blades were already drawn.

But it was too late.
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