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Dedication

For all the Lilys.

For every child and every parent who learned that in the post-antibiotic era, there is no such thing as a trivial wound.

You are the ghosts in this machine. This is for you.

Epigraph

"The ignorant man may easily under dose himself and by exposing his microbes to non-lethal quantities of the drug, make them resistant."

— Sir Alexander Fleming, Nobel Prize Banquet, 1945

Prologue: A Note from the Author

The monster at the end of this book is real.

For twenty years, I’ve been a physician on the front lines of public health. I have stood in sterile, air-conditioned ICUs in the Western world and in sweltering, underfunded clinics in the Global South. The geography changes, but the enemy is the same. I have held the hands of grieving parents and tried to explain the unexplainable: how a scraped knee, a sore throat, or a routine surgery could become a death sentence.

I will never forget the first time I truly lost the war. Her name was Maya. She was seventeen, a soccer player with a laugh that could fill a room. She came in with a scrape on her knee from a slide tackle. A week later, I stood by her bedside and watched a simple ‘’Staphylococcus’’ bacterium—a bug we’d dismissed as a clinical footnote for generations—laugh at a billion-dollar arsenal of fourth-generation antibiotics. I watched it feast on her body until every one of her organs surrendered. The last thing I did was switch off a monitor that showed a flat, green, unforgiving line.

The story you are about to read is fiction. Maya’s is not.

This is not a story about a distant, dystopian future. It is a bulletin from a war we are already losing, a war fought in silence in hospital beds around the world every single day. We are standing on the threshold of a post-antibiotic era, a time when our greatest medical miracles—from chemotherapy to organ transplants, from C-sections to joint replacements—will be rendered impossible by the threat of untreatable infection.

Statistics can be ignored. A story cannot.

This book is not entertainment. It is an alarm in the dead of night. It is a warning, an indictment, and a plea. I have written the science of this crisis into the heart of a thriller because I need you to feel the stakes. I need your heart to pound and your hands to sweat. I need you to see the faces of the victims and the architects of this slow-motion apocalypse.

Read this. Get angry. And then, ask what you can do.

Before the silence is all that’s left.
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PART 1: THE SILENCE After the Alarm

The silence was the loudest thing in the room. It roared into the vacuum left by the dying shriek of the flat line monitor, a physical pressure that pushed in on Kaelen’s eardrums. For thirty-seven minutes, this space had been a frantic universe of shouted orders, the rhythmic grunt and crack of chest compressions, the hiss of the ambu-bag, and the high-voltage whine of the defibrillator charging. Now, there was only the quiet hum of a ventilation fan and the distant, polite chime of an elevator.

Kaelen’s arms hung at his sides, feeling disconnected, like leaden prosthetics. A tremor ran through his right hand, the ghost of the adrenaline that had nowhere left to go. He stared at the girl on the bed. Maya. Seventeen. He forced his mind to hold the name, to not let her become just ‘the patient’. Her face, framed by sweat-dampened dark hair, had a waxy, translucent quality under the merciless fluorescent lights. A small, beaded friendship bracelet, its colors jarringly bright, was knotted around her wrist. Kaelen’s gaze drifted down to her leg, to the source of it all. The scrape on her knee, a trivial wound from a slide tackle on a soccer field, was now an obscene blossom of mottled purple and black, the flesh swollen and angry around a weeping center. A fortress that had laughed at his entire arsenal.

He could still smell the ozone from the final shock, a clean, electric scent that failed to mask the deeper, metallic tang of death. His own body was a catalogue of failure: the muscles in his back screamed, his scrubs were plastered to his skin with a cold sweat, and the inside of his mouth tasted of stale coffee and bile. He had poured a decade of world-class training, every miracle of modern pharmacology, into this girl. He had thrown chemical thunderbolts at a simple Staphylococcus bacterium—a bug he’d dismissed as a clinical footnote in medical school—and the bug hadn’t even flinched. It had simply feasted, multiplied, and flooded her bloodstream until every organ, one by one, had surrendered.

His hand, the tremor now a visible shudder, reached out and switched off the monitor. The green line, so stubbornly, brutally flat, vanished into blackness. In the dark screen, he caught a distorted reflection of himself: a pale, gaunt stranger with eyes sunk into bruised hollows. He looked away. He couldn't face the man who had failed.

Now came the hardest part. The walk. He pushed through the swinging door, the whoosh of it unnaturally loud. Her parents were exactly where the nurses had left them, huddled on a small bench in the hallway, a small island of suspended time. They weren't crying. Crying would have been easier. The father, a man Kaelen had seen cheering in the stands at Maya’s games, stared at a crack in the linoleum as if it held the secrets of the universe. The mother clutched a folded, mud-stained soccer jersey to her chest, her knuckles white.

They looked up as he approached, their faces blank with a hope so fragile it was already dead. Kaelen opened his mouth, the practiced, sterile words of condolence lining up on his tongue. We did everything we could. But the words caught in his throat, a lie choked by the truth. He hadn't done everything. He had done nothing. He was a god with no thunder, a shaman whose prayers had gone unanswered. The silence stretched, and in it, he felt the full, crushing weight of his own profound, useless power.

Part 2: A Reluctant Inheritance

He drove. The city’s neon lights smeared across the rain-slicked windshield, a watercolor of meaningless promises. He didn’t register the turns or the traffic, his hands moving on the wheel with a muscle memory that felt like it belonged to someone else. The hospital, with its scent of antiseptic and grief, receded in the rearview mirror, but the faces of Maya’s parents were seared onto the back of his eyelids. He was running, not from them, but from the hollowed-out man they had looked to for a miracle.

An hour later, the pavement gave way to a graveled drive that crunched under his tires. The house stood against the bruised twilight, a dark Victorian silhouette of sharp gables and deep shadows. It wasn't a home; it was a repository, a place where four generations of Archer medicine were catalogued and preserved in the scent of lemon oil and decaying paper. He hadn't been back in years. He’d told himself it was because of the distance, the workload. The truth was that the silence in these rooms felt heavier, more judgmental, than any other silence he knew.

The old brass key grated in the lock. The air that met him inside was cold and still, carrying the faint, layered aromas of his lineage: his mother’s dried herbs, his grandfather’s pipe tobacco, and beneath it all, the phantom, carbolic scent of his great-grandfather’s clinic. He ran a hand over a mahogany sideboard, his fingers coming away grey with dust. Neglect. He felt a pang of guilt, followed by a surge of resentment. This house, this legacy, was a weight he had never asked to carry.

He drifted through the downstairs rooms, a ghost in his own history, until he stood at the threshold of the study. Alistair’s study. It was the heart of the house, the family’s secular chapel. Here, the air was thick with the smell of old leather and bottled ink. He saw the familiar landmarks: the worn wingback chair, the shelves groaning with medical texts bound like scripture. And there, under the tall bay window, was the chest. Dark oak, bound with tarnished brass, solid and imposing. It was a piece of furniture he had seen a thousand times as a child, a thing to be climbed on or ignored. He had never once seen it open. It was simply... the chest. A sealed vessel of family history he had instinctively, determinedly, avoided his entire life.

His phone buzzed against his thigh, a violent intrusion. He flinched. The screen glowed with a single word: Mother. He let it ring, the vibrations a frantic pulse in the dead quiet. On the fifth ring, he surrendered.

“I’m here,” he said, his voice a dry rasp. He didn’t have to say where.

There was a pause on the other end, not of surprise, but of deep, knowing sorrow. “I saw the final report, Kaelen,” Dr. Lena Archer said. Her voice was devoid of pity, the calm, steady tone of a fellow physician examining a wound. “Vancomycin-intermediate. Linezolid-resistant. It was a fortress.”

“I lost her,” he whispered, the words tasting like ash. “Nothing... it didn't respond to anything.”

“I know.” Another pause, this one deliberate, guiding. “Sometimes the newest weapons are useless against the oldest walls. You’re in the study, aren’t you?” she asked, though it wasn’t a question. “Look in the chest, son. The answers you’re looking for aren't in a genomics lab. They’re in the dark.”

The line went dead. Kaelen stood frozen, the phone still pressed to his ear. They’re in the dark. It wasn't advice; it was a diagnosis. A prescription. He lowered the phone and looked at the oak chest, no longer a piece of furniture, but a sarcophagus. And he knew, with a certainty that chilled him to the bone, that he was about to perform an autopsy on his own family.

Part 3: Opening the Portal

Kaelen knelt. The floorboards were cold, their chill seeping through the thin fabric of his trousers. His fingers, still bearing the faint tremor of his earlier failure, traced the edge of the chest's lid. This felt like a transgression, an act of historical vandalism. With a grunt of effort, he lifted. The brass hinges fought him, groaning with a high, metallic squeal that tore through the room’s profound silence. The lid gave way, and the scent of the past washed over him—a dry, clean aroma of cedar wood, brittle paper, and something else, something faintly, sweetly floral, long since faded.

Inside, nestled on a bed of yellowed linen, lay the relics of a life. A heavy, bell-shaped stethoscope with frayed rubber tubing. A small, velvet-lined case of surgical steel instruments, gleaming dully in the low light. A single, pressed Queen Elizabeth rose, its petals the color of dried blood. And beneath it all, wrapped in a protective sheath of oilcloth, was the journal.

He lifted it out. The book was heavier than he expected, its leather cover worn smooth as a river stone at the corners. He untied the simple twine that held it shut and let the cover fall open. The pages were thick, cream-colored stock, filled with a dense, elegant script written in faded sepia ink. His eyes fell upon the first entry, the date penned neatly in the top corner: June 4th, 1928. He had expected a physician’s log, a dry catalogue of symptoms and diseases. He was not prepared for what he found.

The morning light performs a daily miracle in our garden, yet I suspect it saves its finest work for Elara. I watched her from this very window as she went to war with the roses, armed with nothing but a pair of shears and a fierce concentration that belies the gentleness of her task. She does not merely prune; she negotiates. A snip here to encourage a bloom, a careful cut there to relieve a stem of its withered burden.

There was a smudge of good English soil on her cheek, a dark crescent on the pale canvas of her skin, and she was entirely unaware of it. Her hair, the color of dark honey, had escaped its pins and was caught by the breeze, a living halo in the slanted sun. She spoke to the flowers; I am sure of it. I could not hear the words, only the soft murmur of her voice, a secret language shared between my wife and her thorny congregation. She believes a garden is a conversation, not a conquest.

To see a thing of such uncomplicated beauty—a woman, a flower, the light of a summer morning—is to feel the hand of God on one’s shoulder. It is a reminder that for all our study of the body’s failings, its fevers and its plagues, the ultimate science is simply the act of being alive. And in this moment, seeing her there, I feel more a student than a doctor.

Kaelen’s breath caught in his throat. He read the passage again, the words forming a stark, painful contrast to the sterile, data-driven world he inhabited. This was not the grim, haunted man from the photograph on his desk. This was a poet. A man who saw miracles in the morning light. A man deeply, unabashedly in love.

He gently touched the paper, the texture rough beneath his fingertips. A profound sense of dislocation washed over him. He wasn't just reading a journal; he was eavesdropping on a life, listening to a voice that was supposed to be silent. And this voice, so full of warmth and wonder, made the impending darkness he knew was coming feel like a far greater and more terrible sacrilege.

Part 4: A World Without Miracles

Kaelen turned the page. The elegant script continued, and as he read, the dusty study around him dissolved, the scent of cedar and old paper replaced by the sharp, clean smell of carbolic acid and boiled linen. The world reformed through his great-grandfather’s eyes.

July 12th, 1928.

The air in the clinic is thick with the ghosts of last winter’s influenza. I smell it in the wooden floorboards, taste it on the back of my tongue. It is a quiet day, for which I am grateful. The silence, however, is a liar. It is never truly quiet. From behind the door to examining room two, I hear the shallow, wet cough of a child. My world is not measured in the ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall, but in the spaces between panicked breaths.

As I cross the reception, the door to the senior physician’s office opens. Dr. Harding emerges, a mountain of tweed and self-satisfaction, followed by a pale, anxious-looking woman clutching the hand of a feverish little boy. The child’s cheeks are flushed with a dangerous heat I can feel from across the room.

“Just a summer fever, madam,” Harding proclaims, his voice a booming, dismissive balm. He pats the boy’s head with a hand like a shovel. “A cool bath. A spoonful of my proprietary syrup. He’ll be right as rain by morning.” He doesn't look at the boy’s eyes, doesn't notice the slight tremor in his limbs. He sees a textbook case, a simple puzzle already solved. The mother offers a watery, grateful smile, and leads her son away. I watch them go, a cold knot tightening in my stomach. Harding sees a nuisance; I see a tiny, flickering candle flame, and the world as one great, howling wind.

I step out into the afternoon sun, the glare making me squint. The street is a relief, a world blessedly alive. And, as if summoned by the thought, a familiar voice cuts through the noise of a passing motorcar.

“Still trying to cure the world of all its ills before suppertime, Alistair?”

Constable John Miller leans against a lamppost, his helmet tilted back on his head, a half-eaten apple in his hand. His uniform is immaculate, but his smile is a comfortable, crooked thing. He is the one man in town who sees the person behind the physician’s bag.

“I’d settle for just this one street, John,” I reply, the tension in my shoulders easing for the first time all day. We fall into step, our conversation an easy, rambling current of town gossip and shared complaints about the heat.

He stops mid-sentence, his face breaking into a wide, unguarded grin. “There they are.” He gestures with his apple toward the market square. His wife, Mary, is haggling with a vendor over a basket of tomatoes, her expression one of theatrical seriousness. Beside her, their son, Thomas, a boy of six with his father’s unruly hair, is attempting to balance a wooden toy soldier on his head. He sees us and waves, a frantic, whole-body gesture that nearly sends him toppling over. Mary glances up, her stern haggling face melting into a smile of pure, unadulterated warmth as she meets her husband's eyes. It is a private, silent exchange that speaks volumes.

“She’ll get those tomatoes for a penny cheaper, you know,” John says, his voice thick with admiration. “A will of iron, that woman.”

“She is the town’s most formidable force,” I agree. “You are a brave man to live under her command.”

He laughs, a deep, honest sound that makes a passing horse shy. “Aye, that I am.” He claps me on the shoulder, his hand warm and solid. “We’ll see you for dinner Sunday, then? Mary’s planning a roast.” He turns and walks toward his family, his back straight and strong, a pillar of simple, decent certainty in a world that, to my eyes, offered none. I watch him go, a pang of something like envy in my chest for a man who so clearly knew his place, who was so effortlessly, completely, at home in his own life.

Part 5: The Trivial Wound

August 2nd, 1928.

John stopped by the house this afternoon, not in his official capacity, but as a friend. Elara was out, and I was in the garden, examining the very roses she had been tending to in June. The summer heat had been relentless, and a touch of black spot was beginning to plague the lower leaves. I was preoccupied with this small, manageable blight when his shadow fell over me.

“A doctor’s work is never done, I see,” he said, his voice full of good-natured amusement. “First the people, now the petunias.”

I straightened up, my back protesting with a dull ache. “These roses are more temperamental than any patient I have, John. And far less grateful.”

He was beaming, his face flushed with a satisfaction that went beyond our easy banter. He held up his right hand for my inspection. It was a strong, capable hand, accustomed to gripping a truncheon and offering a steadying arm. Now, across the back of it, running from knuckle to wrist, was an angry red scratch. It wasn't deep, but the edges were ragged, and a single, perfect bead of crimson had welled up near the thumb. I could see fine grains of soil embedded in the broken skin.

“Mary’s trellis,” he announced, the pride in his voice unmistakable. “The one by the west wall. That climbing rose of hers was making a bid for freedom. I spent the morning wrestling it back into submission. It fought back.”

My eyes narrowed, the physician in me taking over before I could stop it. My mind, a traitorous archive of horrors, instantly supplied the images: the swollen, blackened limbs in the septic ward, the tell-tale red lines of lymphangitis snaking up an arm, the sweet, cloying smell of decaying tissue. I saw the dirt not as soil, but as a teeming metropolis of clostridium and staphylococcus.

“Did you clean it?” I asked, my voice flatter than I intended. I reached out and took his hand, turning it over in mine. The gesture was meant to be casual, but my touch was clinical, analytical.

John laughed, pulling his hand away gently. He wiped it on his trousers, smearing the bead of blood. “Gave it a quick rinse under the pump. It’s nothing, Alistair, honestly. A scratch.”

He looked at me, his expression open and trusting. He was my friend, showing me a minor injury as a testament to his hard work for the woman he loved. And in that moment, I was faced with a choice. I could be the doctor, the tiresome, pedantic alarmist who drags his friend inside, scrubs the wound with stinging carbolic, and delivers a stern lecture on the invisible monsters lurking in the soil. I could shatter this moment of simple, masculine pride with the weight of my professional anxieties.

Or I could be his friend.

I forced a smile. I clapped him on the arm, mirroring the gesture he so often offered me. “A warrior’s wound, then,” I said, the words feeling like a betrayal on my tongue. “Earned in noble service to your queen. Just... keep it clean, John.”

He grinned, the brief flicker of medical seriousness forgotten. “That I will.” We spoke for a few minutes more about the upcoming town fair, but I wasn't truly listening. My eyes kept returning to the trivial wound on his hand, a thin red line that felt to me like a crack in the foundations of the world. He left a short while later, whistling, his stride confident and strong. I watched him walk down the path until he was out of sight, a small, cold stone of dread settling in my gut. I told myself it was nothing. I went back to tending the roses.

Part 6: The Futile War

August 7th, 1928.

He is burning. The fever has settled deep in his bones, a forge stoked by some invisible devil. The scratch on his hand is a memory, obliterated now by a grotesque, purple swelling that has consumed his entire arm. The red lines I feared have appeared, angry tributaries mapping a path of poison to his heart. His breathing is a wet, rattling sound, a broken pump trying to clear a flooded cellar. Yesterday, I lanced the primary abscess. The stench that filled the room—sweet, foul, the smell of life rotting from the inside out—will never leave me. I packed it with tincture of iodine. I have poulticed his chest with mustard plaster until his skin blistered. I have administered quinine until his ears rang with it. Nothing. The enemy inside him simply consumes my remedies and grows stronger.

Kaelen paused, his own breathing shallow. He felt a phantom chill, the sympathetic cold of a sepsis he was not experiencing. Tucked between the pages was a smaller, folded sheet of paper, the handwriting on it different—softer, more fluid.

From the journal of Elara Archer.

He has not slept in three days. He comes home from John’s bedside only when I beg him, and then he does not rest. He sits in his study, the lamp burning until dawn, surrounded by open books, searching for a single sentence that will tell him how to command a tide to retreat. He does not see me when I bring him tea. He looks through me. The man I married had the kindest eyes in the world. The man who now wears my husband’s face has the eyes of a soldier trapped behind enemy lines, listening to the approach of an army he cannot defeat.

Kaelen refolded the sheet and turned the page in Alistair’s journal.

August 8th, 1928.

Harding came today. He was not summoned. He arrived like a vulture drawn by the scent of failure, filling the small, suffocating sickroom with his bulk and his booming certainty. He took one look at John, who was lost in a rambling delirium, and then at me, with an expression of profound, theatrical pity.

“Good God, Archer. You’ve been tinkering while the house burns down.” He peeled back the bandage on John’s arm without asking, his touch rough and dismissive. “You’ve let the humors putrefy. The blood is toxic. It must be let out.”

“I’ve already bled him twice,” I said, my voice thin, reedy. “There was no change.”

Harding scoffed, a sound of pure derision. “A thimbleful, I imagine. A timid gesture. The poison is deep. The treatment must be bold.” He turned to Mary, who stood in the corner, a ghost haunting her own home, her face a mask of sleepless terror. “Madam,” he commanded, “Boiling water. Your sharpest razor. We are going to save your husband.”

I stood frozen. Every instinct, every shred of my learning, told me this was barbarism. It was a brutal, medieval ritual masquerading as medicine. I knew it would not work. I knew it would only weaken him further, robbing his body of what little strength it had left for the fight.

I opened my mouth to object. To throw him out. To shield my friend from this final, pointless violation. But the words would not come. What could I offer in its place? More useless poultices? More empty reassurances? I had nothing. My science was a child’s pail and shovel against the sea. Harding’s certainty, as arrogant and baseless as it was, was a force, a form of action. My truth was a void.

Mary looked at me, her eyes pleading for a verdict. In that moment, I saw myself as she must see me: a man hollowed out by his own incompetence. I looked away from her and toward Harding. I gave a single, slight nod.

I watched him strop the razor. I watched myself help him tie the tourniquet. And as the first dark, sluggish drops of my friend’s life fell into a porcelain basin, I felt something inside me break. It was the sound of a man becoming complicit in a murder he had already failed to prevent.

Part 7: The Unforgivable Question

August 10th, 1928.

He is gone. The fever took him in the grey, merciless hours just before dawn. I was not there. Harding had sent me home, declaring the crisis had passed, the bloodletting a success. He was wrong.

Today, I performed the final, useless duty of the physician. I walked to his house. The crepe of black silk hanging on the front door was a stark, formal punctuation mark at the end of my friend’s life. My hand, holding the medical bag, felt alien to me. The bag was a liar now; a hollow symbol of a power I did not possess. I raised my knuckles to knock, and the gesture felt like a trespass, an intrusion on a silence I had helped to create.

Mary opened the door. The change in her was terrifying. Grief had not softened her; it had scoured her. Her features, once so expressive and full of life, were now stark and still, carved from pale stone. She was wearing one of John’s shirts, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, the garment hanging loose on her diminished frame. She did not weep. Her eyes were dry, vast, and empty. She looked at me, and I felt nothing from her—not anger, not blame, only a profound and terrifying absence.

She stepped back, a silent invitation. I entered the small parlor. The sickroom smell was gone, replaced by the clean, sharp scent of beeswax and lye. The bedsheets had been stripped, the windows thrown wide open. The room had been scrubbed of his suffering, but the act of cleansing had also erased him. His pipe lay cold in an ashtray on the mantelpiece. His boots, which I had last seen covered in the mud of his garden, were polished and placed neatly by the hearth, ready for a man who would never walk in them again.

I opened my mouth. The words of condolence I had rehearsed—the sterile, meaningless phrases—died on my tongue. “Mary, I...” I started, but my voice was a stranger’s croak. What could I say? I am sorry for my failure? I am sorry for my ignorance? I am sorry I let another man torture your husband in his final hours?

She gave a slight, almost imperceptible shake of her head, silencing me. She did not want my apologies. They were useless currency here. She moved to the mantelpiece and began methodically, silently, wiping its surface with a soft cloth, her movements slow and automatic, a pantomime of normalcy in a world that had fractured.

And then I saw the boy. Thomas sat on the floor in the corner, away from the harsh light of the window. He was small, a miniature version of the man I had failed. He was not crying. He was arranging his little wooden soldiers into a perfect, straight line. One soldier, the one I had seen him with at the market, kept falling over. He would carefully stand it up, and it would fall again. He did this over and over, his concentration absolute.

He must have felt my gaze. He looked up, his expression not one of grief, but of simple, clear-eyed confusion. His eyes, the same shade of honest brown as his father’s, fixed on mine. He looked at me, the town’s brilliant doctor, the man who fixed people, the man who had been in this very room for days, fighting some invisible enemy.

He stopped fiddling with the soldier and held it in his small hand. He looked from the toy, to his mother’s rigid back, and then back to me. His voice, when it came, was not a child’s wail, but a quiet, level inquiry, a genuine request for information from a world that had suddenly stopped making sense.

“Why,” he asked, his gaze unwavering, “didn’t you save my father?”

Part 8: The Scar Memorialized

August 11th, 1928.

There is no sleep. There is only the boy’s question, playing over and over in the quiet theatre of my mind. It is not an accusation. It is worse. It is a simple, honest inquiry, and I have no answer for it. My medical knowledge is a dictionary with the most important word torn out. I fled his house. I walked the streets for hours until my feet were numb, but I could not walk away from his eyes.

I have spent the night dissecting my failure, laying it out on the operating table of my memory like a cadaver. The moment of death was not in that overheated room at dawn. The moment of death was weeks ago, in my own garden, under a benevolent sun. It was the instant I chose the comfort of a friend over the cold, hard duty of a physician. I saw the dirt in the wound. I saw the portal. And I smiled, and offered a platitude, and sent him on his way. Harding, for all his butchery, is innocent. He arrived at a house already on fire. I am the one who watched the spark land in the kindling and did nothing.

This guilt is a physical thing. It is a pressure behind my ribs, a cold weight in my gut. It is not a wound that will heal or a memory that will fade. John’s fatal injury was not the scratch on his hand. That was merely the door through which the enemy entered. The true, permanent wound—the one that will fester for the rest of my life—is the one that boy’s question carved into my soul. It is a rose thorn’s scar, and it is mine to carry.
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