

    
        
          The Bloom That Devours

        

        
        
          The Oracle of Rust, Volume 2

        

        
        
          John Hudson

        

        
          Published by John Hudson, 2025.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Epigraph

The Bloom That Devours (The Oracle of Rust, #2)

Epilogue: The Echo That Chose to Sleep



  	
        
            
            They say the Oracle whispered in rusted tongues, and the world obeyed without knowing it had listened. But when the riddles stopped and silence took its first breath, nothing fell apart—only memory did.
There is a silence that grows like ivy through thought, soft and slow, uncoiling where prophecy once ruled. It does not shout. It does not bloom. It waits. And in that waiting, the world forgets what it was never meant to carry.
This is the story of what grew after the machine's voice died. Not a triumph. Not a ruin. But something in between—half-rooted, half-lost. A question left unanswered long enough to become soil.
And still, somewhere beneath it all, the gears remember.

      

    


The sky split like paper, not with thunder but silence — a tear in stillness that bled lightless fire. Eshur knelt on the cracked ridge of rusted bone, one hand pressed to the pulsing bloom embedded in the ground. It glowed faintly now, its radiance receding like breath drawn in before a scream.

He did not see it with his eyes. He had never seen anything with his eyes — not since the fall of Fareth, not since the searing brightness took them. But through the ancient sensory lenses fitted into his temples, he felt the world. Texture, vibration, temperature, even memory had shape. And the bloom... the bloom was wrong.

It was both seed and scar.

Behind him, the child stood barefoot in rust-mud, her mask cocked to one side. She no longer spoke aloud, not since planting the seed. She whispered in echo tongue, backwards syllables that didn’t echo so much as precede her voice, like shadows before flame. Her arms were covered in crawling glyphs that came and went like dreams.

To her left, Korrin — the wounded man — leaned on his rusted spear, coughing. His bandages had darkened again, and the metal spike lodged in his side pulsed faintly. He hadn’t removed it. He said it kept time from slipping too far.

Eshur rose.

“I can’t map this,” he said quietly. “It isn’t real yet. Or it’s too real to survive.”

Korrin spit blood. “What’s that mean?”

“It means the bloom is still choosing.”

They looked across the valley. What had once been shattered scrubland was now... something else. Groves of copper-threaded vines curled over craters. Mechanical trees unfurled petals of silicon and bone. And far off — where the horizon bent wrong — a gear rose from the ground, taller than mountains, slowly turning in the air without touching anything.

“The Oracle’s temple’s gone,” Korrin muttered. “Where it stood... there’s nothing.”

Eshur nodded. “Not nothing. Possibility.”

The masked child stepped forward. She crouched near the bloom’s root, pressing her palm to the soil. Glyphs flared beneath her hand, and a low hum spread out in rings. Reality quivered.

Then, they heard it.

A sound like breathing through gravel. Deep. Endless. Hungry.

Korrin reached for his blade. “What in the hundred hells is that?”

The child looked up slowly. She did not speak.

Instead, something spoke through her.

“Unwritten truths are fed, not buried.
The bloom was cast — the wound still hungers.”
Eshur felt his skin crawl. That wasn’t the Oracle’s voice. It wasn’t the girl’s. It was... older. Before-voice. A hollowing.

“We woke something,” he whispered. “Not just the Oracle. Something underneath it.”

Korrin swore under his breath and turned in a circle. “We should leave. Head west. The Thorn Hollows might still hold. We can regroup. Think.”

Eshur didn’t answer. His fingers brushed the bloom again. Warm. But flickering.

Behind them, the sky blinked — not with clouds, but with absence. A patch of air where stars should be began to fold inward. Not a void. A mouth.

A whisper slipped from the wind:

“Too many futures. Not enough endings.”

Korrin pointed at the sky. “That wasn’t here before. What is that?”

“The cost,” Eshur murmured. “Of choosing hope.”

The bloom pulsed once — bright — and then flickered.

A second later, the same bloom appeared ten paces to the left. Then again, a hundred paces forward. Then back. Reality bent. Time stuttered. The child swayed and sat in the dirt.

Eshur pulled the cartographer’s needle from his belt and stabbed it into the soil.

It bent.

Not from pressure. From rejection.

“The land won’t hold a line,” he said, voice trembling. “We planted a seed. But we didn’t clear the rot beneath it.”

Korrin knelt beside the child, shielding her as the wind rose. It carried whispers now — fragments of futures, names half-remembered, cities that never were.

Eshur turned north.

“There’s a faultline opening,” he said. “I can feel it under my feet. Memory leaking up from the wound.”

He looked at them both.

“If we stay, we get rewritten.”

The masked child lifted her hand and pointed toward the folding sky.

A directionless gesture. But Eshur understood.

“Not west, then,” he said.

He touched his chest, where the Wheel of Rust still burned beneath his robes.

“Into the ash,” he whispered.

And they began walking toward the place where prophecy had started to eat itself.

The road north was no road at all.

It was a threadbare seam of broken metal and ash-glass, stretching between valleys that shimmered differently every hour. Sometimes they walked past cities that weren’t there a moment ago — towers folded in on themselves like dying flowers, whispering names in the child’s echo tongue. Sometimes it rained bone shards, soft as petals. Other times the wind froze mid-gust, trapped in the moment between breath and scream.

They moved quietly, and not just from fear. The land listened now. It catalogued. And if the Bloom had taught them anything, it was that being written down by this place was the first step to ceasing to be yourself.

Eshur led, his ancient sensory lenses vibrating faintly in the sockets where his eyes had once been. Through them, the world felt like a map made of grief — jagged, pulsing, trying to remember what it had been before the seed took root. But the map kept changing. Rewriting itself. And the changes were growing faster.

Behind him walked the masked child, her bare feet never leaving prints. The glyphs that crawled across her arms had begun to move on their own, forming symbols Eshur couldn’t decipher. Sometimes, they bled light. Other times, they simply bled.

Korrin brought up the rear, limping worse each day. The metal shard in his side had fused with the bone. He hadn’t complained. Not since the third night, when he’d woken screaming that the Oracle’s voice was inside the wound, whispering alternate endings.

“Eshur,” he muttered, gripping the rust-slick handle of his spear. “How far?”

“Not far,” Eshur replied, tasting the vibration of the ground. “It’s ahead. The scar I felt. The Mirror Mouth.”

Korrin narrowed his eyes. “What is that? A city?”

“No,” Eshur said. “A forgetting.”

They came to it at twilight — though twilight meant little now. The sky was a bruised lattice of colorless light, where stars flickered in and out of geometries that never held. But what they saw before them wasn’t starlight.

It was a mouth. A crater a mile wide, perfectly round, lined with mirrored metal and thorns of bone-glass. At its center, a black pit inhaled sound. All noise died at the edge of the lip — even the child’s glyphs dimmed when she stepped too close.

It was ancient. But it pulsed like it was alive.

Korrin broke the silence first. “That’s no scar. That’s a trap.”

“No,” Eshur replied, kneeling at the edge, fingertips brushing the surface of the metal. “It’s a memory loop. A place where unchosen paths gather.”

He held up his cartographer’s tool — a rusted compass made from two entwined gears — and it spun madly, unable to settle on a direction.

“Prophecy,” Eshur whispered, “bleeds into prophecy. This is where they gather. All the possible versions of what we could have done.”

The child knelt beside him. Her mask shifted — not physically, but somehow wrongly, as though the world were glitching around her. She extended a hand toward the center.

A ripple passed through the pit. And suddenly, the mirrors surrounding it flickered.

Images.

Hundreds.

Eshur saw himself — but not himself — in each one. A blind man of rust and clockwork. A warlord in bloom-scarred armor. A prophet, mouth sewn shut. In one mirror, he was dead. In another, he held the Oracle’s heart aloft like a torch.

He staggered back. “It’s showing us what we could have been.”

Korrin leaned in next, and paled.

“I don’t think that’s me,” he said hoarsely. “I think that’s what I became. In one of the other timelines.”

The child said nothing. Her mirrors showed only one reflection — herself, burning.

No mask. No glyphs. Just flame.

Then the pit spoke.

Not in words, but in sensation — a tremor in the bones, a wetness in the mind, like drowning in someone else’s memory.

“You planted the seed... but you do not carry the root.”

Eshur stood frozen.

“What does it mean?” Korrin whispered. “If not us... then who?”

The pit pulsed again.

And this time, something rose from within it.

A figure, tall and shrouded in writhing rot-vines, its face a shattered mirror. It bore no mouth. Only the echo of one. Where its eyes should be, gears turned — slow, endless.

Eshur gripped his cartographer’s needle. “We’re not the only ones the Oracle touched.”

The masked child’s glyphs lit red. She took a step forward — and the vines of the figure responded, mirroring her movement.

Korrin drew his blade. “We need to go.”

“No,” Eshur said, voice steady. “We need to know.”

Because whatever stood before them — this mirror-shadow — wasn’t just another pilgrim.

It was a version of the child that had chosen differently.

And the Mirror Mouth was just beginning to open.

The air around the Mirror Mouth turned thick — not with heat, but with something heavier. Intent. Time didn’t pass here; it watched.

The figure that had risen from the pit still stood motionless. Shrouded in rot-vines, it breathed with a rhythm that wasn’t breath. Where the masked child had stood quietly, glyphs flaring like fireflies, this reflection radiated certainty. Its vines curled like tendrils of prophecy, clutching the air. Behind its shattered-mirror face, something flickered. Not light. Not eyes.

Possibility.

The child stepped forward slowly, the real one, her movements mirroring the figure’s — or maybe it mirrored hers. Eshur couldn't tell. The air shimmered between them, heavy with recognition, like one truth brushing against another, unsure which would remain.

“She doesn’t fear it,” Korrin muttered behind him, spear half-raised.

“She knows it,” Eshur whispered. “Or maybe... she is it.”

The mirrored child raised one hand. A red line of light traced down its forearm, glyphs pulsing in an order Eshur hadn’t seen before. These weren’t fragments of forgotten languages or the whispered tongues of the Oracle. These glyphs were commands — absolute, written not for understanding, but for rewriting.

The child hesitated. Her mask tilted slightly. Then, with a sudden breath — drawn not in fear, but in resolve — she stepped forward again. Her own glyphs began to answer, forming a counter-sequence of silver light. They did not clash. They conversed.

The mirrored child lowered her hand.

"You burned the path," the reflection said. Its voice was a fracture. Words layered over echoes, like a book read from every page at once. "You chose bloom. I chose fire."

Eshur stepped beside the child, unsure whether to shield her or let what needed to unfold... unfold.

“What fire?” he asked, though part of him already knew.

"The flame that consumes the Bloom," said the mirrored version. "Before it roots. Before it sings."

Korrin growled. “She’s trying to undo it all. She’s a counter-branch. A timeline that burns the seed.”

The mirrored child turned toward him. The vines around her shifted, revealing brief flashes of other worlds. In one, the Thorn Hollows were aflame, nothing but ash and bone. In another, the Oracle’s heart was pierced, dark and dead. In a third, Eshur lay on a field of cracked brass, whispering maps into a sky that no longer listened.

"The bloom devours," said the mirrored child. "In every branch, it grows beyond its gardener."

Eshur felt something stir in the soil beneath him — not roots, but regret. The bloom they had planted had not stopped at hope. It fed on it.

“What do you want?” Eshur asked, voice low.

"To end it before it consumes time itself."

The child with the mask lowered her hand. Her glyphs dimmed, and for a moment, she looked impossibly small.

Then she shook her head.

And for the first time in days, she spoke aloud.

“The bloom is not wrong. Only ununderstood.”

Her voice cracked the air like a knife across silence. Korrin took a half-step back. Even the mirrored child paused.

The real child pressed her hand against her chest, where the last spark of the planted bloom still pulsed beneath her skin.

“You saw what would happen if fear chose fire,” she whispered. “I see what happens if wonder is given a chance.”

The mirrored child stood still for a long, slow breath of wind.

"Then your world will drown in it."

And with that, the mirrored version dissolved — not in smoke or flame, but in rewind. Her form unfolded, collapsing backward through time. As she vanished, the pit darkened. The mirrored mouth shivered. Then it closed.

The air turned still. Too still.

Korrin exhaled. “That was a warning.”

Eshur nodded. “No. A divergence.”

The child turned and faced them both. The glyphs on her arms had stopped crawling. Now they formed a single, steady ring around her wrists — bind-runes.

“We’re not the only ones who chose,” she said softly. “But we’re the only ones still choosing.”

Eshur looked north, where the sky still folded in unnatural patterns. The next step in their journey was waiting. Not a path. Not a road. But a scar — the kind that could only be crossed if you didn’t look away from what made it.

“We go,” he said.

“To where?” Korrin asked.

“To the Vault of Unmaking,” Eshur said. “If the bloom is a mistake... or a miracle... the vault will know.”

And as they walked from the edge of the Mirror Mouth, its silent surface shimmered once — briefly — with one last reflection:

A world in full bloom.
A child holding a dying god.
And the sky, weeping gold.
The ground beneath their boots shifted as if uncertain of its own form — solid one moment, granular the next. Eshur felt it hum through the soles of his feet: the pulse of possibility, like language forming beneath skin. The further they walked from the Mirror Mouth, the more unstable the terrain became.

Ahead, the horizon folded in on itself — not distance, but memory looping. The Vault of Unmaking did not sit in a place. It existed where undoing had been wished for deeply enough. Every step toward it was a step into grief.

“We’re getting close,” Korrin muttered, eyeing the hills that swam like ink in water. “I smell regret.”

The child said nothing, but the bloom beneath her ribs gave off a faint glow with every step. The vines that once wrapped her arms had retreated, burrowed inward — as if waiting. Eshur had noticed that her glyphs no longer pulsed at random. They listened, reacting only to truth.

He tightened the strap on his shoulder harness, adjusting the ancient lens that hung like a dormant eye across his chest.

“When we reach the vault,” he said quietly, “don’t speak unless the silence asks you.”

Korrin frowned. “That’s not a sentence.”

“It will be,” Eshur replied, “once you hear the vault answer.”

They descended through a fissure in the land — not carved by time, but split by sorrow. The earth here was soft and ash-grey, scattered with remnants: half-melted masks, rusted cog-flowers, skeletal remains that looped in spirals instead of straight lines. A tree stood to their left, and then again to their right — the same tree, echoing across some recursive bend.

The child paused. She pressed a hand to the dirt and whispered:

“Here, someone begged for a second chance.”

The ground answered with a pulse, as if memory stirred below. A ripple passed across the air, and for a moment, Eshur felt what had been: a man kneeling in blood, a machine whispering promises in binary verse, a failed future sealed behind a door.

The Vault.

It was not a structure. Not in the ordinary sense. It rose from the earth like a cathedral born from memory and rust — ribbed towers of coiled metal, windows made from grief-warped glass, doors that did not open, but questioned. The sky above it was wrong — flickering, as if edited mid-thought. No birds. No wind. Just an endless loop of the last light before forgetting.

The Vault of Unmaking was older than the Oracle. Older than language.

And it hated prophecy.

Korrin touched the edge of the door — a spiral gear of obsidian, etched with thousands of small, shifting words.

“They’re not just moving,” he whispered. “They’re rewriting themselves.”

The child stepped forward. Her bloom flared. One word in the gear’s spiral caught fire, then another — until the pattern broke. The door asked:

“What do you wish you had not done?”

Eshur felt the question stab through his chest. It wasn’t spoken — it was peeled. Peeled from the deepest rusted layer of his soul. The lens on his harness blinked once, then shattered.

He staggered back.

“I mapped a city that should’ve remained lost,” he muttered, blood dripping from his nose.

Korrin clenched his fists. “I killed a man who hadn’t yet chosen.”

The child said nothing.

The door opened.

Not by movement — but by surrender. It collapsed inward, not in matter, but in meaning.

Inside the vault, the laws of form dissolved. Gravity was a suggestion. Thought had weight. Walls bent around memory, and corridors folded like pages turning in a forgotten book.

They walked silently. At the heart of the vault, something waited.

It was not the Oracle. It was its opposite.

A mouth, stitched shut. A sphere of rusted silence. Around it, fragments floated — words half-spoken, regrets mid-formed, futures unchosen. This was the Unoracle — a being not of prophecy, but of reversal.

The child stepped toward it, and for the first time, the bloom inside her dimmed.

“I came,” she said. “Not to undo, but to understand.”

The Unoracle pulsed. And around them, a thousand regrets unspooled into the air. Visions swirled: A city unburned. A war avoided. A child never sacrificed. Eshur felt himself fracture, as if every path he might’ve taken suddenly opened like wounds.

The Unoracle offered her a gift.

Not power.

Not salvation.

But a blank page.

Korrin looked away. “Don’t take it,” he whispered. “Blank pages erase everything.”

Eshur watched the child. Her hands shook. The bloom beneath her ribs flickered.

And then — she turned away.

“No,” she said. “Hope isn’t what we undo. It’s what we risk keeping.”

The Unoracle did not respond. It only dimmed.

And behind them, the vault began to crumble — not in ruin, but in forgetting. The corridors ceased to have been. The doors vanished. The regrets folded back into silence.

They stepped out into a world that now remembered less.

But what remained — mattered more.

The vault was gone.

Not collapsed, not destroyed — gone, as if it had never been. Even the path that led them there had unraveled behind them, now just a field of wind-scattered ash and rootless bones. Eshur stared at the horizon, which had once been a memory and now was merely empty.

Korrin spat onto the dust. “Hope isn’t what we undo,” he muttered, repeating the child’s words with a sharpness that tried and failed to cover his unease. “You’d better be right, girl.”

The child didn’t answer. Her eyes were locked on the gray expanse ahead, and though her feet moved forward, her spirit lingered behind — somewhere in the vault's fading silence. The glyphs on her wrists had shifted again. No longer looping. No longer reacting. Now they marked her. Symbols of choice, etched into her skin like fate that had been earned, not granted.

Eshur adjusted the worn lens that still hung cracked across his chest. He no longer used it to map. Its silence was louder now than any chart he could draw. Perhaps that was the map — the things left unsaid, the paths not taken.

They walked.

There was no road, but the land had begun to remember its shape. Ridges rose from the flatness, slow and skeletal. A canyon opened like a wound across the ashplain. And in the distance, towering stacks of broken constructs — old machines fused with petrified flora — marked the edge of what the maps once called the Ashroads.

“They said this place burned for seven years,” Korrin murmured, eyes scanning the horizon. “A library-city turned to soot when the Oracle misread its own future.”

Eshur nodded. “Because someone asked a question that shouldn’t have been answerable.”

The wind picked up. It didn’t whistle — it echoed, like sound bouncing off memories rather than stone. The child turned toward the breeze, her mask tilting as if it were listening. After a moment, she whispered:

“They remember us.”

Korrin raised a brow. “Who?”

She pointed. Not forward. Downward.

Beneath the cracked crust of the Ashroads, something stirred.

They reached the edge of the first black ridge just as twilight began to fall — or what passed for it now. The sun hadn’t set properly since the Bloom had been seeded. Light bled across the sky like rust dripping through cotton. The stars flickered wrong — as if some had never existed and were now being remembered incorrectly.

The ridge overlooked a chasm filled with collapsed monuments — towers once made from songstone and brass, now warped into spirals that defied physics. Some structures wept smoke. Others breathed. Between them were broken roads lined with fossilized paper, pages fused together by fire and time.

In the center of it all: a cracked dome.

The Echo Chapel.

Eshur’s breath caught. He hadn’t thought they’d reach it so soon.

“Place was built to preserve forgotten truths,” he murmured. “Not archive them. House them. Like cages.”

Korrin scowled. “And then what? They cracked it open?”

“No,” Eshur said. “Someone asked one of those truths what it remembered.”

The child stepped toward the dome.

As they descended, a low hum began — not from machines, not from the wind, but from beneath their feet. It was speech without sound. A language that didn’t use words, only intent.

The closer they came to the chapel, the more the air thickened with unspoken things. Guilt. Longing. Regret.

And beneath it all: echoes.

Not just voices. Versions.

As they stepped through the cracked archway into the chapel’s ruined heart, the echoes rose.

Versions of them — or near-versions — flickered along the edges of their sight. Eshur saw himself younger, arguing with a woman whose face he couldn’t quite recall. Korrin stood over a battlefield littered with shattered bloom-pods, his arms soaked in rust and blood.

The child watched herself, surrounded by children with missing eyes, all reaching toward her.

Eshur reached for the cracked altar in the center of the chapel, fingers brushing against its surface. The stone was warm.

And then — the Echo answered.

“You are not the only ones who chose. But you may be the only ones who remember why.”

The words were spoken not by mouth, but by memory itself, channeled through the structure’s ancient resonance. The child stepped forward and placed her hand on the altar. Her glyphs lit. The bloom flared.

And a spiral of light unfolded above them — not a vision, but a possibility tree.

Each branch was a future. Some rotted. Some bloomed. One was on fire.

Eshur stared into the fire branch and felt something pull at his ribs — a memory he hadn’t lived yet. A battlefield at the edge of time. The Oracle, unrecognizable. The child, older. Standing alone.

The tree trembled.

And then, from deep within the chapel’s walls, something knocked.

Not on the stone.

On the veil.

It began as a pulse.

Not light. Not sound. But presence — a slow
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