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The world had always been divided by breath.

In the north, Aeralis shaped its cities from wind-carved stone and silver-veined cliffs, its people raised beneath banners that whispered of order, duty, and the venom-touched bloodlines that guarded the skies. In the south, Bloomwild unfurled across warm valleys where flowers bent to the will of healers whose spirits threaded through root and petal, each bloom answering to emotions stronger than words. Between them lay Thornreach—an ancient scar where myths had once walked, and where the earth still remembered their names.

Most believed the old stories had withered centuries ago. They spoke of a bond forged between two powers that should never meet: Venomcraft, born of lethal breath and silver blood, and Bloomweave, shaped by living petals and the pulse of the land. The tales ended in ruin, leaving behind nothing but warnings etched into half-buried stones and whispered by those old enough to fear their truth. No one thought the bond could return. No one believed it should.

Yet the world had already begun to shift.

Long before Seren felt the first sting of her curse, Bloomwild’s flowers had started to open their petals toward storms instead of sunlight, sensing something troubled in the wind. Long before Caelum was ordered to the southern borders, Aeralis’ venom wells pulsed with unfamiliar heat, as if reacting to a presence they had not touched in ages. And long before Thornreach fractured beneath moonlight, the land’s buried veins stirred, connecting threads that should have remained severed.

Seren did not ask for the power that slipped beneath her skin, turning fear into blooming thorns and loneliness into petals that refused to die. She lived quietly, healing as she could, hiding what she could not control, praying each season that the full moon would not take more of her than the last. But the curse listened to her heart more closely than her words, and it grew restless the first time she felt drawn to someone she should never go near.

Caelum had never strayed from duty. His venom sang in his blood with the cold precision of a weapon honed for war, never mercy. He did not expect the world to soften for him; he did not expect it to change him. Yet the first breath he took in Seren’s presence silenced the poison around him, and nothing in his training prepared him for that silence—or for the instinct that rose beneath it.

No prophecy announced their meeting.

No omen warned them of the price.

The bond began the moment venom recognized bloom.

The world simply hadn’t realized it yet.

But Thornreach did.

And as its cracked sky waited for moonrise, the land prepared to remember everything it had once lost—and everything it intended to claim again.
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Chapter 1: The Boy Built from Poison
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The silver mist always arrived before the bells.

It poured over the cliff-edge city in a slow, deliberate crawl, fingers of vapor threading through the open arches and narrow wind-bridges, softening the hard geometry of towers and spires until Aeralis looked less like a kingdom and more like a ghost that had not yet decided whether to stay. Every breath carried metal on its tongue; every exhale left a faint chill behind.

Bootsteps echoed along the stone corridor as Caelum walked between two Skyward Sentinels, their armor darkened in the places the poison had touched most. The mist slipped inside through the arrow slits and gathered at ankle height, swirling around his bare feet, damp against old scars. The Sentinels kept a hand on their spears instead of his shoulders. No one touched him if they could help it.

Cold iron waited at the door to the Venom Chambers, a lock the size of his palm set into steel reinforced against anything but the very poison brewed inside. One Sentinel lifted the key that smelled faintly of tinctures and fear, turned it with a grinding protest, and the door yielded by inches, then more, as a gust of poisoned air rolled out to meet them.

The chamber never changed.

Walls of veined stone climbed upward into shadow, glazed in places with old spills that had burned the rock smooth. Chains hung neatly from the ceiling, hooks and clamps aligned with a mathematician’s care, tubes coiled on wheeled stands like tame serpents waiting to be called upon. Between the stands, low iron beds anchored the room in two straight rows, each with a leather strap at wrist and ankle, each with its own waiting stain.

Three of those beds no longer had owners.

Caelum’s feet knew the way to the fourth from repetition carved deeper than memory. The Sentinels stopped at the threshold; their duty ended at the door of the king’s laboratory. That was what the Poison Council called it—laboratory—soft consonants for a place that turned breathing boys into numbers.

His fingers curled once against his sides, nails pressing crescent marks into his palms until the sting steadied the restless part of his chest. Then he stepped forward alone.

Master Venomist Iral stood beside the bed, coat buttoned to the throat, sleeves rolled high and neat, hands already damp with the preparation of the morning’s work. The man’s hair had long ago taken on the same dull sheen as the silver fumes that coiled above the jars behind him, and the lines around his eyes looked carved by years of watching children stop struggling.

“Elixir Seven,” Iral said, voice flat, not bothering with titles. “Incremental increase. Subject: Caelum Varyn, royal line.”

A scratch of quill answered from the raised gallery above, where a narrow window of dark glass hid the silhouettes of the Council members. Their presence pressed down from that height with the same weight as the mist—unseen yet inescapable.

Caelum climbed onto the bed without prompting. Cold iron kissed his spine through the thin linen tunic as he lay back, the familiarity of the sensation sinking into his bones like another kind of poison. The leather straps wrapped around his wrists and ankles, not hard enough to bruise, not gentle enough to forget.

The mist seeped in under the chamber door, coiling along the floor, rising in lazy twists that caught the light of the lamps. Tiny droplets condensed on the underside of the pipes above him, each bead a shuttered moon clinging until gravity persuaded it to fall.

One fell now, striking the floor behind his head with a sound too soft to match the way his shoulders tensed. The chamber had collected hundreds of such drops, each one another day, another trial, another boy who did not rise.

The Venomist wheeled a stand closer, glass vials clinking together like teeth. Liquid moved inside them with a sluggish grace; silver at the start, shading into something darker, denser. When Iral lifted one toward the light, its contents glimmered with an inner sheen, a glow that refused to belong entirely to the lamps.

Today’s poison did not look like the mist outside. The mist was familiar, the backdrop to every breath in Aeralis. This venom was concentrated intention.

Iral cleaned the inside of Caelum’s elbow with a cloth that smelled of sharp alcohol over deeper copper. The cold touch on the thin skin brought up gooseflesh along his arm, ran in a line to his shoulder, then up the side of his neck. Veins surfaced, blue and fine, all but trembling.

“Breathe,” the Venomist said, more to the records than to the boy.

Air entered, heavy with metal. It left again, carrying a hint of warmth that did not belong to the room.

The needle slid into the vein with the soft resistance of skin giving way to steel. A pressure followed, not yet pain, just the awareness of something new insisting on a place inside him. Iral depressed the plunger with practiced slowness, and the venom moved from glass to flesh in a steady, merciless line.

Warmth turned to heat, then to fire.

It started at the crook of Caelum’s arm, a burn that felt less like flame and more like molten metal poured into too-narrow channels. It ran up toward his shoulder, down into his wrist, across his chest in viscous trails that left nothing untouched. Muscles clenched without permission; the leather straps creaked as his fingers jerked against them.

The lamps blurred at the edges of his vision while the ceiling above him shifted closer; the sense of distance peeled away, leaving only white stone and silver pipes and the tiny pulse of blood under his own skin, hammering against the invasion.

Venom was never just pain. It took the body, peeled away the parts that pretended at control, and revealed what remained. Some children screamed until their throats gave out. Some stiffened, shook, fell quiet. Some simply slipped under, like stones dropping through deep water.

Caelum’s jaw tightened as the heat reached his throat, climbing toward his skull, a slow flood pushing against bone. The urge to clench his teeth until they cracked moved through him with the same cadence as the venom’s advance. Breath scraped in and out, shallow at first, then drawn longer by stubborn habit.

The world narrowed to the path of the poison.

Up, into the base of his skull. Across, behind the eyes. Down again, along the spine, each vertebra catching the burn and passing it on.

And then, somewhere between one heartbeat and the next, the chamber went black.

Not the dimness of a room without lamps, not the simple closing of eyelids. This darkness pressed in from everywhere at once, total and heavy, stripping away walls and ceiling and the chill of iron under his back. No echo, no distant clank of metal from the Venomist’s tools, no scratch of quill from the gallery above. Only the weight of absence.

In that blackness, something opened.

A point of color appeared where nothing else existed, small at first, a bead of tarnished white. Petals unfurled from it in slow, deliberate arcs, thin edges catching a light that came from nowhere. Layer upon layer spread with patient insistence, each one edged in red so deep it approached brown, as if it had drunk more than rain.

The bloom floated in the dark, suspended in nothing, untouched by mist or ash or the stench of poison. Its scent moved past the familiar metal that usually ruled his breath, carrying a low sweetness that settled at the back of his tongue and refused to leave, like a name never spoken aloud.

The venom burned on, yet the flower only opened wider, impossibly bright against the void.

In Aeralis, flowers belonged to books and old tapestries, to the faded mural on a forgotten stairwell that no one repaired because no one cared if petals flaked away from painted stems. Real petals did not grow where the soil drank silver, where rain carried toxicity instead of life. Children heard stories about them as cautionary myths—soft things that could not survive where the wind cut so sharp.

Yet the shape hung there in the dark, vivid and exact, each curve of petal precise, each vein subtle and sure.

Heat rolled through his chest in a new pattern, not entirely venom now, something sharper beneath the burn. The flower’s center glowed as if a spark had lodged there, tucked among the petals, waiting.

A breath tore back into his lungs like air returning after a dive.

The chamber slammed into existence again with a force that rattled the bed. Stone ceiling. Pipes. The sting of the needle still lodged in his arm. Sweat cooling on his lip where it had gathered at the corner of his mouth. Iral’s face hovered somewhere above, lines tighter than usual at the corners of his eyes.

“Pulse elevated,” the Venomist said, voice clipped. “But stable. Subject remains conscious after full dose. Mark the time.”

The quill scratched again above the dark glass. The sound landed like distant hail on a roof he no longer trusted.

Caelum’s fingers had curled into fists without his permission; the leather cut into his skin where he pulled against it. His body lay pinned and still, yet a tremor threaded recognition along his spine, as if the venom had etched something permanent there.

The burn began to settle, leaving behind a throbbing heat deep within the muscles, in the bones themselves. Venom never truly left; it learned the body, learned where to linger, where to whisper. Today’s brew seemed to prefer the ribs, where each breath pressed against it like a hand against a half-healed bruise.

The mist outside drifted through the arrow slits higher on the wall and curled toward the lamps, drawn as always to warmth. Silver strands rose and fell in slow spirals, wrapping the room in a shifting veil. In that wavering light, the Venom Chambers looked less like a laboratory and more like a shrine raised to an unkind god.

Leather loosened at his wrists as Iral unbuckled the straps. The indentations they left behind remained red against pale skin, ringed faintly with the gray tinge that never quite faded from anyone who breathed Aeralis air.

The needle withdrew from his arm. A bead of blood swelled at the puncture, darkened as the venom mingled with it, then flattened under a strip of cloth pressed with impersonal care. The Venomist’s hands moved efficiently, but his gaze kept sliding, almost unwilling, to the numbers on the brass instruments beside the bed.

“Response exceeds projection,” he said toward the gallery. “Again.”

A murmur answered from behind the glass, too muffled to catch as separate words, yet the tone slipped through—satisfaction shaded by something sharper, like a blade admired for how easily it cut.

Caelum pushed himself upright slowly, the world tilting a fraction to the left before settling where it belonged. Muscles in his shoulders twitched under his skin, a mix of exhaustion and the venom’s aftershocks. His feet touched the cold floor; the stone’s chill climbed into his calves.

The beds to either side stood empty, blankets folded with military precision, straps coiled at the ends. One still held the pale outline of a smaller body against the darker iron, a faint trace of where heat had once lingered. The boy who had filled that space last week had not walked out.

Air moved through Caelum’s lungs with the measured discipline drilled into him since he could stand. In, full enough to not betray strain. Out, slow enough to suggest control instead of desperation. The technique smoothed the quiver from his hands but did nothing for the image that clung behind his eyes.

The flower remained.

Not in front of him, not as something the others could point to, but imprinted under his ribs, in the place where the venom had settled and the heat refused to entirely fade. Each beat of his heart brushed past it, like fingers grazing the same bruise over and over.

Iral gestured toward the door without ceremony, already turning back to his vials, already preparing for the next iteration of numbers. “Return him to quarters,” he called to the Sentinels waiting outside. “No exertion beyond customary drills. Monitor for convulsions, hallucinations, or failure of respiratory function.”

The word lingered—hallucinations—thin and clinical, a neat box built to hold anything the Venom Chambers could not explain.

Caelum stepped down from the bed. His legs obeyed with the obedient heaviness of limbs that had been taught how to move even when they wanted to fold. The straps had left his wrists bare, the veins there still raised, fine blue lines under skin that had seen more tinctures than sunlight.

The door opened with its familiar metallic protest. The corridor’s air felt almost clean compared to the thick saturation of the chamber, though the same metal tang rode it, just thinner, like poison cut with water.

The Sentinels did not reach for him. They fell into step, one ahead, one behind, spears angled with ceremonial precision. The mist in the hallway sat knee deep now, stirred by their movement into small eddies that lapped at his shins, leaving his skin damp and faintly chilled.

In the far distance, bells finally rang, late to the morning ritual as always. Their notes slipped through the corridors in a series of measured chimes, announcing hours that meant drills for some, lessons for others, more chambers for the doomed.

Every strike of metal on metal pushed the image of the flower deeper instead of dislodging it.

The path back to his quarters led past a narrow window carved into the outer wall, a slit barely wide enough to fit a hand, barred with iron that had blackened years ago. Today, the mist outside pressed against it in a dense sheet, so thick that no sky showed through at all. Light diffused into a pale, sour glow.

He stopped, just for a heartbeat, the Sentinel behind him slowing a fraction to avoid collision, the one ahead not turning but pausing enough to show he had noticed the break in rhythm.

Mist crawled along the iron bars in thin beads that joined, parted, joined again, as if testing the strength of the metal, as if searching for any fracture. The droplets caught what little light there was, each one a tiny, warped reflection.

The kingdom relied on that mist, on the poison carried in every swirl and coil. It soaked into the lungs of enemies and citizens alike and made no distinction. Aeralis existed because it had learned to stand where other realms fell choking.

Inside his chest, breath met a different kind of weight.

The venom’s residual burn lay low and steady under his sternum, humming with a faint pulse that did not belong entirely to his heart. The sweetness still clung to the back of his tongue, thin but stubborn, refusing to dissolve under the metallic film.

Stories whispered among the younger trainees spoke of visions in the Chambers—faces in the fumes, shadow-creatures born from too much poison and too little sense—but none of those tales had ever carried flowers. None of them had carried color that did not belong to silver, ash, or blood.

Behind the dark glass of the gallery, the Council would adjust their records, note his endurance, refine their next formula. To them, the morning belonged in columns and lines, in precise measurements and projections. To the Venomists, it would be a shift in ratios, a mark on a chart.

To the mist, it was nothing at all.

Yet the petals in that remembered darkness had opened as if the world waited for them.

A draught moved along the corridor, a thin breath of colder air slipping past his neck. It lifted a strand of his hair, carried the taste of outside deeper into the hall. The mist pressed harder against the bars, flattening for a moment before sliding around them in thin threads that seeped in to join the vapors already inside.

The Sentinel ahead resumed walking, the scrape of his boot a quiet reminder of expected motion. The other followed.

Caelum stepped away from the window and let the bell’s last fading chime set his pace again, feet finding the rhythm drilled into him for years. The corridor turned, then turned again, stone swallowing the slit of gray light behind him.

The scent of metal stayed, layered now with something faint and impossible that refused to wash away with the rest.

By the time he reached the door to his quarters, the burn under his ribs had settled into a steady, unyielding glow, as if a small, stubborn thing had taken root there without permission. The mist slid past his ankles in slow currents, pooling against the threshold as though listening.

For the first time, the air of Aeralis did not lie quite right on his skin, like a cloak that had been cut to measurements that no longer matched the body that wore it.

Outside, the silver fog thickened, soft and patient, gathering against the windows of the Venom Chambers as if the city itself leaned closer to watch what its poison had made.
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Chapter 2: The Girl Who Makes Flowers Listen
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Rain left the valley with a lingering shiver.

Mist rested low over Bloomwild, clinging to the hollow where the river bent and to the slope where the rosebush terraces climbed like a soft, stubborn staircase. Drops slid from leaf to leaf in patient succession, each fall a tiny sound against the quiet of the early hour. The air held a cool edge from the night yet to be burned away; beneath it, the earth breathed a slow, damp warmth that crept up from the roots.

Seren stood barefoot in the doorway of the cottage, one hand on the worn frame, hair still damp from the basin. The doorway opened straight onto the slope, so that the first step beyond the threshold was soil rather than stone, and the second was a tangle of stems. Roses waited there on thin, dark arms, their closed buds slick with the last of the rain.

She exhaled, a long, steady breath that left a faint cloud in the cool air, and the nearest buds shivered.

Petals eased apart with a reluctance that lasted only a heartbeat; then color surfaced, red and pink and soft violet pushing past beads of water that clung as though reluctant to go. The roses did not bloom with the sun here. They bloomed with her.

Another breath, drawn deeper, let out slowly.

Farther along the slope, clusters of smaller flowers stirred. White throats lifted. Blue bells shook loose droplets that caught a slant of early light. The valley’s damp hush filled with the faint, rising rustle of leaves adjusting themselves to the day and the delicate crackle of tiny sepals giving way.

Warmth moved across her skin with the air’s response, a tide that rolled gently toward her from every side. Bloomwild listened. Always.

Behind her, a wooden chair creaked as Lyra shifted, wrapping a shawl more tightly around her shoulders. Steam curled from the cup in Lyra’s hands, carrying the milky sweetness of root tea and a breath of chamomile.

“Slowly, little star,” she said, voice hoarse from sleep and smoke and old songs. “They’ll tire themselves if you ask too much at once.”

Seren stepped out of the doorway, skirts brushing damp stems, feet sinking just enough into the soft soil to press small crescents near the roots. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, not wide, but present in the relaxed set of her shoulders. The roses near her ankles tipped their faces toward her like children leaning into a familiar hand.

“They listen whether I ask or not,” she answered, her words carrying on the same breath that stirred the next tier of blossoms. “They were restless before dawn.”

A wind pushed down through the pass at the valley’s head, bringing the faint smell of wet stone and distant pine. When it passed over her, the current twisted, folding around her body and carrying her own faint scent back upon itself—green and lightly sweet, the way fresh cut stems smelled before the bloom opened. Wherever that trace touched petals, they stirred.

Lyra watched with eyes that had once reflected the same devotion from the flowers but now held only the gentle regard of someone who had stepped aside for another. Lines at the corners of those eyes deepened when the roses nearest the cottage bloomed faster than the rest, as if racing to meet the girl at their center.

The warmth in the valley thickened.

On most mornings, the flowers woke in waves, the ones near the stream later than those on the high terraces, the shaded patches last of all. Today, color spilled outward in a more eager rush, so that patches further away opened almost on the same breath as the ones by her feet. The air’s perfume darkened quickly, layering fresh green under heavier sweetness, humid and almost tangible.

A sound broke through the settling quiet.

Not birdsong, though the finches would begin soon enough from the hedgerows. Not the creak of cart wheels on the higher path. A thin, sharp cry rose from down-slope, stumbling upward through the thinning mist, punctured by a sob that caught and broke.

Seren’s head turned toward it. Her hands, which had been brushing light fingertips along the nearest stem, stilled.

Lyra set her cup aside. “Go,” she said, already rising, shawl slipping from one shoulder. “They will not come here if they can help it.”

Seren was moving before the words finished. The slope dropped more steeply beyond the first terrace, stone steps carved into the earth there to hold back erosion. She took them two at once, bare feet catching the grit, wet edges dark against pale toes. Roses leaned toward her as she passed; small white blossoms from a wild creeper above the path released another burst of fragrance, the sweetness almost aggressive against the morning’s cool.

The cry came again, nearer now, edged with panic that scraped the air raw.

At the base of the slope, where the valley floor leveled into a patch of communal ground, three children stood in a ragged cluster. Two leaned in, one on either side of a smaller boy sitting in the trampled grass, his face blotched with tears and streaked mud. His left leg stuck out at an angle, heel braced in the earth, and halfway between ankle and knee, a barb protruded from the flesh, curved and glossy, like a thorn that had grown greedy.

Dark veins threaded out from the entry point beneath the skin, faint at the edges, darker nearer the wound. The flesh around it swelled in a rising ring, and the boy’s fingers hovered near the barb, too afraid to touch.

Seren dropped to her knees in front of him, damp seeping into her skirts. The scent hit her first—less of blood, more of sap crossed with old rot, the particular sour tang that grew around Nightthorn groves when the beasts passed nearby. The thorn itself still glistened at the tip with a whisper of clear venom.

A sliver, this one; not from a full-grown Nightbloom Beast, those roving masses of vine and fang that prowled nearer Thornreach, but from a younger creature’s snapped growth, a piece left behind that had waited for a careless step.

“Did it move?” she asked, voice quiet enough to steady, carrying no scold.

The older girl to the boy’s right swallowed hard, braids sticking damply to her cheeks. “No, Seren. He... he kicked near the old stump by the east hedge, where they said not to. It was in the roots. It bit him even though it shouldn’t move.”

“I kicked it first,” the boy gasped, hiccup wrapping around the words. “It was ugly. It— it hurt me back.”

Seren studied the thorn, the way the skin around it reddened and shone. Heat rose off the leg in a visible shimmer, the air above it bending almost imperceptibly. The boy’s breaths shortened; each inhale caught halfway, each exhale trembled on the edge of another sob.

Her hand hovered, fingers spread over the wound, close enough that warmth from his skin brushed the cool of her palm. The grass at her knees dampened the fabric still further; the earth here smelled strongly of crushed clover and the sharp bitterness of Nightthorn sap.

“Hold him,” she said, without lifting her gaze. “His hands, his shoulders. If he jerks, the barb will tear more.”

The older children moved at once. The girl braced herself behind the boy’s back and slid slender arms across his chest, palms flattening over his ribs. The other, a lanky boy with anxious eyes, knelt beside Seren and wrapped both hands around the younger one’s wrists, holding them down gently.

Seren drew in a breath, deeper than usual, the air slicing cool through her nose, filling her chest until the edges of her ribs pressed against her skin. The valley responded as it always did; petals shifted, leaves turned, the faint rustle building like a small, attentive crowd.

She let the breath go slowly, not as a sigh, but as an unspooling thread.

The scent changed around them.

The general perfume of the valley deepened and narrowed to focus on the patch of ground beneath her hands. Roses in the nearest terraces swung their heads, not upward now, but inward, petals angling toward the boy’s leg. It felt as if the whole of Bloomwild leaned closer, drawn by the hurt the way bees were drawn by nectar.

Heat under her palm flared, then steadied, as though the limb recognized the call and hesitated between response and refusal.

Threads woke beneath her skin.

Bloomweave never showed itself as light; it moved as sensation. Fine lines of awareness spread from the base of her throat down into her arms, dividing again at elbows and wrists, branching like unseen roots into every finger. From there, something gentler than warmth but stronger than simple touch extended into the space between her hand and the boy’s leg, crossing the hairbreadth of air as though that gap did not exist.

The thorn’s venom resisted, thick and heavy where her senses brushed it, a clot of dark intention embedded in bright, frightened flesh. The pattern of its spread traced in the veins, each line a narrow path of corruption.

Seren’s fingers lowered until her palm barely rested against the boy’s skin, not pressing, just present.

The boy flinched once, a sharp, involuntary jerk, and the older children tightened their hold. A hiss slid between his clenched teeth, but the sob that followed broke differently, less sharp now, the edges blunted. His leg trembled beneath her touch, then settled into a trembling that matched his breathing.

From somewhere above, Lyra’s steps approached across the wet ground, steady despite age, the hem of her skirt whispering through the grass. Another presence followed at a slower pace—heavier footfalls cushioned by the damp earth, the dry creak of an old staff.

“Already at work,” Elder Vaen murmured as he reached the small circle, his voice a low thread worn thin by years of smoke and council fires. “The morning barely opened its eyes, child.”

Seren did not look up.

The curse lay close enough beneath the surface of her every action that any call to Bloomweave stirred it, and yet this was what Bloomwild asked of her. The valley had no healers who were not also rooted in its oldest dangers.

The venom under her hand struggled.

It pushed against the lines of Bloomweave as a thick river might push against a new channel dug through its bed. For a moment, the two forces met with equal strength, suspended above choice, and the boy’s body stiffened, caught between.

Seren adjusted the arc of her breath.

Instead of simply exhaling, she let the breath roll over the back of her tongue and out between slightly parted lips, letting the air pass across the skin of the boy’s leg as it left. The warmth of it wove into the unseen threads beneath her hand, guiding them, thinning them, until they matched the fine complexity of the veins themselves.

Bloomweave slipped in.

The sensation was always the same: a quiet, insistent movement, like water seeping into dry ground, or roots finding cracks in stone. It entered along the blood’s path, greeting each darkened line with patient pressure, wrapping around the venom’s grip and loosening it by fragments. Wherever Bloomweave touched, the feverish heat lessened; wherever it curled closer, the sour Nightthorn scent faded, replaced in the boy’s breath by a gasping release.

His fingers, pinned by his companion’s hands, flexed once in a reflexive reach for something to clutch. A small sound escaped him that held more surprise than raw pain.

The thorn’s barb, freed from some of its hold as the venom retreated, shifted within the flesh. Seren slid her other hand to the back of the leg, bracing the limb, and nodded once toward Lyra, who had come to stand at her shoulder.

“Take it now,” Lyra said quietly to the lanky boy, offering him a folded strip of leather. “For him to bite. It will still hurt.”

He slipped the leather between the younger boy’s teeth with clumsy care.

Seren angled her fingers along the line of the wound, pinching the skin around the entry just enough to give the barb a path. The Bloomweave threaded through the edges of the puncture to hold the surrounding tissue steady, to keep it from tearing. With a swift, clean motion learned through harsh repetition, she drew the thorn out.

Blood welled around the empty channel, dark at first, then brightening as it flowed. The barb lay in her hand, heavier than its size warranted, coated in a thin sheen of fluid that smoked faintly against the cool air before dripping to the earth.

The boy’s cry shook the leather, raw and startled, then collapsed into a series of shuddering breaths as the held tension left his body all at once. He sagged back against the older girl’s chest, eyes squeezed tight, lashes clumped with tears.

Seren pressed her palm more firmly over the wound, stem-warmth rising under her skin as Bloomweave flowed to draw out what traces of venom remained. Each slow inhalation brought another subtle shift in the valley’s scent; the roses nearby overcompensated for the injury, releasing more of their fragrance, until the air turned thick enough to sit on the tongue.

Elder Vaen coughed softly into his fist.

“The valley shouts this morning,” he said, his staff sinking a fraction into the softened ground. “Your presence stirs them more than usual, girl. The rain barely left and they act as though it were mid-summer.”

Lyra’s hand touched Seren’s shoulder, fingers resting lightly as if ready to tug her back, or hold her upright, whichever became necessary.

When Bloomweave settled again, the throbbing heat in the boy’s leg dimmed to a mild warmth. The dark threads beneath the skin faded into ordinary color, leaving only a ring of red around the puncture site. Seren lifted her hand to check, eyes moving to the inside of her wrist where faint greenish marks sometimes appeared after strong healing work.

No new marks had risen there today, just the usual scattering of pale lines.

The thorn in her other hand cooled rapidly now that it lay separate, the thin smoke curling away. Its surface still gleamed with a dull, dangerous beauty; the curve of it caught the light in a way that could almost pass for ornament if not for the memory of its bite.

“Keep this far from the hearth,” Elder Vaen instructed one of the children, nodding toward the barb. “Bury it deep, where the roots know how to hold such things.”

Seren curled her fingers around the thorn, intending to pass it to him for disposal. Her hand closed completely, skin sealing around the sharp curve.

Something answered.

Heat flared in her palm, not from the Nightthorn venom, which her Bloomweave had already stripped. This warmth came from somewhere closer, fed by the over-rich air and the valley’s humming response. It rose up through her bones and out along her fingers, prickling just beneath the skin, as if fine, unseen stems pressed toward the surface.

The sweet scent around them intensified in a sudden, dizzying wave. Roses on the nearest terrace opened wider than before, petals pushed to the very limit of their curve, some beginning to fray at the edges under the strain. The smaller white blossoms along the hedgerow turned almost all at once, facing her so directly they might have been a circle of eyes.

Lyra’s hand tightened on her shoulder.

“Seren,” she said, not loud, but sharply enough to cut through the growing haze of perfume.

Seren loosened her fist, intending to let the thorn fall.

There, at the very tip of her index finger, where the skin had not broken, a point of color gathered. Not the faint flushing that sometimes marked her after a difficult use of Bloomweave, but a precise dot of red, no larger than a pinprick, so intense it seemed to pull light inward.

Petal edged out from that point.

It emerged by degrees, first as a thin line that split the skin without spilling blood, then as a curved sliver, then as a small, perfectly formed fold. Another followed, crossing the first, overlapping in a familiar pattern. In the space of three held breaths, a rosebud no bigger than a tear-drop opened from the flesh of her fingertip, its stem no more than a green thread embedded beneath the skin, invisible save for the bloom itself.

The boy who had been crying fell silent.

The older children stared, lips parted, hands slackening their steadying grip. Even Elder Vaen’s staff paused mid-shift; his knuckles whitened around the wood. Lyra’s fingers dug into Seren’s shoulder hard enough to leave marks that would linger past sunset.

The rose at her fingertip continued to open.

Petals unfurled in miniature, each one catching the morning’s soft light along its velvet edge. The color deepened toward the center, from fresh crimson at the outer edges to a darker, almost wine-dark hue near the core, as if someone had painted the bloom with careful strokes from the outside in. A single drop of clear moisture clung to the lowest petal, too bright to be dew.

The valley’s air held its breath.

Seren raised her hand in front of her face, the thorn forgotten in her palm. The miniature flower trembled under a stray breeze, the motion tugging faintly at some matching point beneath the nail, as though a nerve had been redirected into stem and petal. A thin, unfamiliar ache traced up along the bone, nothing like injury, more like the soreness of a limb at the beginning of growth.

Vaen’s voice scraped out, dry as bark.

“The blood-rose,” he said, the words not quite more than air. “Too soon.”

Lyra’s breath shook above her.

“Last year,” she whispered, “it did not stir until the second full moon.”

The boy’s lower lip quivered; his gaze flicked from the rose at her fingertip to his own leg and back again, as if some connection might appear that would explain both. The scent wrapped around them all, heavy and lush, pressing against lungs and throat. Somewhere above, on a higher terrace, bees began to hum in earnest, drunk on the sudden excess.

Seren lowered her hand, very carefully, protecting the fragile bloom from brushing against her own skirt. The petals did not wilt under the movement; they seemed anchored, impossibly, to living flesh.

Heat rolled low in her chest, nothing to do with the exertion of healing, everything to do with the weight of Elder Vaen’s gaze. Lines bracketing his eyes carved deeper as he watched her, as though they had been waiting for this exact moment to etch themselves further.

“You will come to the Circle before dusk,” he said, more command than request now. “The moon rises full tonight. The first of the year. The curse tugs harder in such seasons, and the roots do not like surprises.”

Lyra’s hand shifted from grip to support, fingers sliding down to link around Seren’s forearm.

“She is not going near the upper grove unguarded,” Lyra answered, spine straightening, voice low but fierce. “If the rose pushes through skin, what do you think it will do when the curse takes the rest of her?”

The boy on the ground whimpered a little at that word—curse—but the sound barely carried over the pounding in Seren’s ears.

The roses on the slope had lost their earlier, gentle sway; now they stood too still, heavy heads tipped in the same direction, as if awaiting a verdict. The air, once cool, had warmed enough that sweat gathered at the nape of her neck, dampening the curls that had escaped her braid.

Tonight.

The word settled in her veins like another kind of venom. First full moon of the year. The elders had spoken of it during the long winter evenings, as they always did. The first moon set the tone, they said. However the curse moved then, it would move more fiercely with each one that followed.

Last year, the roses in her palms had erupted on the third full moon, when the valley already lay under the thick sweetness of mid-season. The scent had blanketed the cottages so completely that children woke in the night, coughing as though drowning in petals. Lyra had sat up with her until dawn, wiping sweat from her brow, humming old songs to distract from the way her bones ached.

This year, the bloom burst from her skin before the sun had even climbed fully above the ridge.

Elder Vaen planted his staff more firmly, the end sinking deeper into the softened ground.

“Tonight,” he repeated. “We watch. We measure. If the signs go ill, we do what must be done to keep Bloomwild standing.”

What must be done.

The words brushed over her like a cold hand, leaving gooseflesh in their wake.

Lyra’s grip tightened again, subtle, a small anchor in the shifting air.

“Not here,” she said quietly, eyes on Vaen. “Not in front of the children. Let them remember that she heals before they remember what she is.”

He pressed his lips together, then inclined his head in an acknowledgment that was more weight than courtesy. Turning toward the cottages on the far side of the communal ground, he moved away at his own steady pace, each step tracing a line of damp earth in his wake.

The older girl helped the younger boy to his feet. His leg trembled once, then held. He tested his weight gingerly, surprise crossing his face as pain did not answer with its earlier sharpness. The lanky boy kept a hand under his elbow, ready to catch him if he faltered.

“Go, both of you,” Lyra said, softer now. “See your mothers. Tell them Seren came before the fever could climb. Show them how you walk. Let them give thanks to the valley, not to fear.”

They obeyed with the shaky obedience of those recently spared worse hurt, moving together toward the cluster of cottages, leaving a trail of crushed grass and fading Nightthorn scent.

Seren watched them until they reached the steps, until a door opened and a woman’s startled cry of relief leapt out to meet them. Only then did she turn her hand again to look at the bloom.

The rose on her fingertip had not vanished, as small manifestations sometimes did when her mood steadied. It remained open, unblinking, color undimmed. The drop on its lowest petal had grown heavier, thickening to something more viscous than dew. It clung stubbornly, refusing to fall.

Lyra’s thumb brushed just below the bloom, the touch careful, almost reverent, though her jaw remained set.

“You burn them faster every year,” she murmured. “The roses, the air, yourself. They cannot follow slowly anymore. They race.”

Seren exhaled, not quite steady.

The valley answered again, but this time the movement of petals felt less like devotion and more like a shiver passing through a body that had just remembered its own mortality. The perfume did not lighten.

Lyra’s gaze slid toward the path that led out of the valley, the narrow trail that wound between old stones and thinning hedgerows, eventually opening into the world beyond Bloomwild’s gentler slopes. The line of it cut across the morning like a held breath.

“Before the next moon,” Lyra said, still quiet, but with iron under the words now, “we may have to ask the valley to let you go, child. Before your curse stops listening to those of us who still dare speak your name without trembling.”

The tiny rose trembled where it grew from skin, as if that possibility brushed its petals too.

Seren followed the line of the path with her eyes, past the last terrace where the roses grew wild and tangled, up to the ridge where the sky already brightened toward noon. The first pale trace of the still-hidden moon lingered there, a ghostly curve barely lifting out of the blue.

The air thickened once more, heavy and sweet, pressing against her tongue as she drew it in, pressing against her lungs as she held it. Some part of Bloomwild recoiled from the thought of her absence; another part, older and wiser in the secret ways of roots and rot, whispered of necessary pruning.

The rose at her fingertip tilted, petals catching the faintest thread of breeze rising from beyond the valley, from the direction where no one in Bloomwild liked to look for long.

The wind there smelled different.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Venom Meets Bloom
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The southern border breathed its usual poison that morning, a slow, rolling drift of silver mist that gathered between the wind-carved ridges and spilled in thin ribbons across the low scrub. Caelum moved through it with the same practiced ease he carried into every patrol, his cloak trailing a muted wake through the haze while the metallic tang of airborne venom threaded into each inhale. The council’s orders had been firm at dawn—investigate the disturbance in the mist flow, confirm whether the “biomantic rupture” reported by scouts was an enemy conjuration or a natural fault—and though the council rarely admitted uncertainty, the urgency in the messenger’s voice had carried the echo of sleepless hours.

The wind slid in uneven breaths across the range, disrupted by something further ahead; its rhythm stuttered, caught, then pressed on with a ragged undertow that set the hairs along Caelum’s arms on edge. Venom-rich air usually kept a steady cadence, pulsing from the north toward the border like tides governed by a merciless moon, and anything that altered that movement tended to end poorly for whoever stood too close. He tightened the straps across his gauntlets and stepped over a fractured patch of ground where the mist thickened, drawn downward as if some unseen pull worked against its natural rise.

A pale shimmer clung to the rocks near his boots. The shimmer was not mist.

The “rupture” revealed itself only when he crested a slope where the terrain dipped sharply downward, the earth sinking into a shallow hollow scorched at the edges. The air thickened there into a lopsided whirl that spun without sound, its center trembling like a held breath. Strands of silver mist bent toward that trembling point and vanished into it in thin, wavering lines, as though absorbed by a hidden mouth. The pull was subtle, but the world around it strained; even the wind paused at the hollow’s edge, delaying its next step.

He descended the slope with measured control. The toxin in the air grew colder near the center, thinning in strange patches where the rupture drained its substance. A gap in the world should have produced violence or noise, a tearing sound or the sharp scent of something newly exposed, yet the silence here pressed its weight over everything, creating a stillness more unsettling than any warning could have been.

Then he saw her.

A figure lay on the ground near the edge of the hollow, half-hidden by a low bush whose leaves trembled despite the absent wind. Dark hair had spilled across the earth in a loose arc, strands clinging to the remnants of rain still caught in the grass. She lay curled on her side, one arm under her head, the other angled as though she had reached for something before her strength abandoned her. The soil beneath her palm pulsed faintly with residual energy—Bloomweave, unmistakable even to someone who had only glimpsed it in histories—and the cracks in the earth around her glimmered with thin, luminous veins that traced outward from where her fingers touched.

The mist thinned around her.

It thinned, and with its thinning, the air shifted in a way he had no name for. The familiar metallic sting that always settled behind his teeth loosened its grip; the sharp edge of venom dulled as if the atmosphere had been scrubbed clean in soft spirals. A scent rose in its place—fresh, impossible, like petals pressed between warm hands—and the contrast struck with a clarity that halted his next step.

The southern border never smelled like flowers.

Her breaths came shallowly, chest rising beneath a cloak the color of wet bark, each inhale edged with strain. A faint tremor ran through the ground with every exhale she released, a tremor so slight it might have been imagination, yet the stone beneath his boots recognized it with a muted answering vibration. He crossed the remaining distance quickly, tests of safety forgotten in the face of a form so clearly near collapse, and knelt beside her with a hand hovering above her shoulder.

Warmth clung to her skin. It carried the same scent that had cut through the mist—rose, but sharper, tinged with something wild. When he leaned closer, the air around her shifted again, as if her breath rewrote everything within reach.

The rupture behind him contracted suddenly, a flicker of motion that rippled through the hollow, and the mist swayed in response. Caelum angled his body protectively without conscious decision, placing himself between the disturbance and the girl. The air tasted brittle for a heartbeat, then steadied. Only after it did he extend a hand toward her arm.

His fingers closed carefully around her wrist.

The moment skin met skin, something in the earth answered.

A sting bit into his palm before he understood what moved beneath her sleeve. A thin spike, no longer than a needle, punched through the cloth and into his hand with the precision of a living instinct. Pain rang through his palm in a sharp, immediate ribbon, the wound searing as though marked by more than simple thorns. The contact jolted through his forearm, up into the crook of his elbow, and the venom in his blood surged toward the sting as though recognizing a challenge.

Silver light flared beneath his skin.

He had felt venom surge before—on the Chambers’ beds, under the council’s needles—but never with this precise insistence. Royal blood was said to answer only three things: command, mortal threat, and, in the oldest records he had half believed were cautionary myths, a Bloomweave line cursed deeply enough to mirror its own ruthlessness. He had dismissed that last as legend scribbled in the margins of Venomcraft histories.

It glimmered along the lines of his veins, brightening in a rhythm that matched the throbbing pain in his hand, and the flare cast a ghost-pale sheen over the grass. When the light spread across his wrist, the girl’s head stirred faintly, her brow tightening before her eyelids fluttered with the barest motion. Whatever lived beneath her sleeve withdrew its thorn, but the remnant burn it left behind anchored itself deeply enough that his breath hitched.

A pulse rose through him—venom answering intrusion.

The flare brightened again.

For a moment, the world contracted into that brightness; the air dissolved into thin sparks; the scent of the girl's flowers pressed deeper, filling the space violence usually ruled. A shape surfaced in the brightness, not outside him, but along the inner walls of his veins. Something unfurled there, deliberate and slow, curling outward from a single point in the darkness of blood.

A rose.

It opened petal by petal in a bloom of pale fire, its edges touched with the same silver that raced through his bloodstreams. The image did not cloud his sight—there was no dizziness, no delirium—and yet the bloom existed with impossible clarity, as real as the pain flaring from the thorn’s mark and as steady as the slow, relentless beat of his pulse.

Heat rippled up his wrist.

He tightened his grip on her arm just enough to steady her as she shifted, and the warmth of her skin intensified under his touch. Her breath brushed his knuckles in a faint exhale that trembled with exhaustion, the soft whisper of it carrying enough coolness to steady the flare in his veins by degrees. The silver light dimmed slowly, sinking back beneath the skin as if the interior rose folded itself again.

“Easy,” he murmured, voice low in the stillness, though the words belonged more to the venom than to her.

Her lashes dragged upward, heavy and slow, revealing eyes glazed by fatigue yet startling in their clarity. They searched his face for a moment, unfocused, then tracked downward to the hand still braced around her wrist. The thorn had not left a mark on her, yet the bloom of its effect still burned in him.

She swallowed against a dry throat, her next breath carrying enough trembling force to push a cool draft across his skin. That exhale tugged at the remnants of the flower-scented air, thinning the lingering venom haze around him with a precision that unsettled. The mist above them hesitated, then drifted backward, recoiling from the radius around her body.

No one made poison retreat.

Her voice reached him in a whisper roughened by strain. “Don’t—touch there.”

He loosened his grip—not much, but enough that his fingers no longer pressed against the place where the thorn had struck. Her arm remained beneath his hand, impossibly warm despite the cold air running off the rupture.

He shifted his weight, sliding his other hand beneath her elbow to help her sit, and the world responded with another shiver. Not a quake from the rupture; not a tremor of earth; something smaller, closer—something that passed between their bodies in the space of a single shared breath. Her shoulder brushed his chest lightly as she lifted herself upright, and the contact thinned the border between sensation and something softer.

The hollow answered with a faint hum.

Her strength appeared spent; her limbs carried the inelastic heaviness that followed severe Bloomweave exertion. When she moved, petals embedded in the earth around her stirred faintly, their edges trembling as though her exhaustion pressed outward into the soil. Caelum angled her weight against his side so she would not fall forward. Warmth passed from her arm into the place where his ribs met the edge of his chestplate, and the flow of it coaxed an involuntary tightness beneath his sternum.

The scent of her breath changed—less sweetness now, more earth after rain.

“What happened?” he asked, though the question came out quieter than intended, the words suspended between them as if the air itself bent to carry them gently.

Her gaze lifted to the hollow’s trembling center. “Someone was hurt. I used too much. The valley opened and the ground ... didn’t close again.”

The rupture pulsed faintly, shrinking and expanding in slow, unsteady cycles that made the mist dip awkwardly around its edges. Caelum scanned the hollow for additional threats, but no creatures lurked nearby, no movement cut through the grass beyond the swirling air. Only the girl and the impossible stillness she radiated.

“Bloomweaver?” he said, not accusing, but assessing aloud.

She nodded once, a small, weary motion.

Her hair had dried unevenly in the wind; strands clung to her cheek in a way that revealed the shape of bone beneath the softness. When she drew a deeper inhale, the air around them shifted again, as though pulled into her ribs with more force than lungs alone could claim. The poison in the mist withdrew a fraction more.

He had never stood inside an atmosphere that did not belong to venom.

He had never breathed air that did not sharpen behind his teeth.

He had never been close enough to anything living to notice how warm another person’s body could be without the sting of poison mingling with it.

Another tremor moved through her limbs. His hand tightened reflexively to steady her. That touch let his skin brush the inside of her wrist, and the bloom that lived under her pulse answered with a faint fluttering, a shift so delicate that it struck through him with unexpected clarity. The movement pushed a memory of warmth along the inside of his ribs, as if the rose that had unfurled in his veins stirred again.

She stared at his hand now, or rather at the place where the silver light had flared earlier. “Your blood reacted.”

“Yours struck first.”

“It wasn’t me,” she said, shaking her head slightly. “It’s the curse. It protects. Even when I don’t want it to.”

Another thorn hidden somewhere beneath her sleeve glinted briefly as she adjusted her arm, its edge catching a faint ray of sun that managed to pierce the mist. Caelum tightened his stance subtly, shifting to avoid provoking another strike, though the curse seemed dormant now, perhaps calmed by the weakening of her strength.

The light in her eyes flickered, not fading but drifting toward weariness that pressed visibly at her balance. Her next inhale faltered, catching halfway as though her lungs had found less space to expand. Caelum lifted her fully against him, her weight slight but steady, and her shoulder eased under the hold—the movement small, but trusting.

The rupture behind them contracted suddenly.

Caelum turned without letting go of her, muscles coiling into readiness. The tremor in the hollow ran down the slope, shaking loose dust and small stones that trickled toward the center. The air thinned around the rupture’s core, collapsing the mist into a narrow funnel. As the funnel tightened, a faint cracklike echo rolled through the ground, not a sound but a vibration, like the resonance of something tearing itself out of alignment.

Her breath hitched sharply.

Pain carried through that sound—not hers, but something that moved through her, something that pulled his attention to the trembling in her fingers as a low pulse of Bloomweave flickered beneath her skin. The pulse weakly sought the earth but failed to settle, flickering in brief, misaligned beats.
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