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Dedication


	For those who loved until they broke — and bloomed again from the wound.


Chapter I – The Garden of Thorns

	The wind had forgotten how to move in this place. It lingered between the stems, tasting of rust and roses, as if the air itself were holding its breath.

	Elian stepped through the arch of wilted vines, his boots brushing against fallen petals that crumbled like old paper. The garden before him seemed to stretch beyond reason — a labyrinth of dark blooms, each one trembling in a silence so perfect it almost sang.

	He had heard the tales in the villages beyond the woods: of a garden that bloomed without sunlight, where the night itself grew roots. But no story had prepared him for this hush, or for the way the shadows curved around the roses as though protecting something precious, or dangerous.

	The scent was intoxicating — sweetness mixed with sorrow. It clung to his throat, whispering memories he did not own. Somewhere deep within the thorned maze, something pulsed faintly, like a heart beneath the soil.

	He walked on, careful, reverent. Every petal seemed to watch him. Every thorn seemed to know his name.

	A raven waited on the highest branch of a withered tree, feathers glimmering like oil under the half-moon. Its eyes were two shards of winter — cold, clear, and unblinking. When it cawed, the sound did not echo. It fell straight to the earth, heavy as truth.
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