
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Last Flower

To Break the Curse, One Must Bleed for Love

By Seraphe Lynwood

The Venom & Bloom Chronicles (Book 3)

Copyright © 2025 Seraphe Lynwood

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews, academic criticism, or as permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All characters are portrayed as adults.

First Edition — November 2025

Cover design and interior formatting by the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The moon had not yet chosen whom it wished to kill, yet its light had already begun to thin across the three kingdoms—stretching into a pale veil that hinted at fractures no one could see but everyone felt. The world was holding its breath again. It always did, when the curse stirred. It always waited for a name to carve into its next sacrifice.

But this time the thinning light carried more than omen—it carried the aftermath of the Moonlit Bloom, a ritual that had pushed two lives beyond the shape the world expected them to hold.

Far from the courts that pretended the future could be ruled, far from the forests that remembered every death they had witnessed, a bond existed that the world had not planned for. It had not been born from prophecy or duty or bloodline.

It had been reforged in Thornreach, where venom and bloom collided until the old rules cracked—and two heartbeats learned to survive by borrowing life from each other.

A bond that split power instead of hoarding it. That rewrote the pattern of venom and bloom until neither force recognized its own shape anymore.

It was the beginning of a choice the Mooncurse had never allowed before.

The kingdoms—Aeralis with its cold steel, Bloomwild with its fading petals, Thornreach with its restless heart—felt the shift without understanding it. Tremors ran through their lines of power, tugging at the edges of oaths and magic. Rumors drifted across borders:

of a prince declared dead whose venom had turned impossible blue,

of a girl whose blood bore petals that refused to wilt,

of a bond that grew stronger with every wound instead of breaking under them.

Rumors were all they had, but it was enough to stir fear in council chambers and whispered alliances alike.

Because the world had been built on the assumption that love could be controlled.

And history had been shaped by the belief that sacrifice was the only language fate respected.

But fate had not met them yet.

Before the petals burned white.

Before venom carved new constellations across skin.

Before the Final Bloom began its slow and terrible awakening.

There was only the quiet truth carried between two heartbeats—that they had chosen each other long before the curse tried to claim them, and that no kingdom, no ancient system, and no moon that believed itself eternal would take that choice away.

The world would try to end them.

The curse would try to choose between them.

The past would rise insisting they follow the same pattern as all the others.

Yet beneath Thornreach, where the earth remembered every wound ever carved into it, something older than prophecy stirred. It did not speak in warnings or commands but in a steady, waiting pulse—

as if inviting someone, at last, to break the rules that had ruled too long.

And far above, the moon hesitated for the first time.
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Chapter 1: The Dawn After a Broken Moon
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The sky had been wiped too hard.

Color thinned above the broken line of trees, a pale, exhausted blue smudged with streaks of white, as if the night had not surrendered so much as been scrubbed away. Light lay flat over the clearing where the Moonlit Bloom had broken open the world; no gold, no warmth, only a cool brightness that left edges too sharp and shadows too shallow. The Moonlit Bloom had not only split the sky; it had rewritten the terms of their bond while they bled beneath it. The air carried no scent of rain or soil or sap, just a clean, empty chill that belonged to places waiting for someone else to decide their fate.

Seren lay on her back in the pressed grass, a slight rise of ground cupping her shoulders, the world arranging itself in quiet layers around the weight anchored against her side.

Caelum’s body rested along her left, heavy and unmoving, his head turned toward her chest. One arm lay across his own ribs, palm half-curled as if the fingers had started a reach and forgotten to finish it, the tendons beneath the skin raised in pale lines. The other arm lay between them, elbow bent, knuckles brushing the torn hem of her tunic where moonfire and curse had ripped the weave. His lashes cast faint shadows on his cheeks; the veins at his throat traced thin, silver-blue lines toward the collar of his shirt, each pulse of venom-touched blood a quiet insistence against the stillness.

His breath moved against her sternum, slow and measured, the rise of his chest pressing lightly into her side before easing away again. Warmth spread from that contact in a steady, unhurried tide, a low heat that slipped through the fabric and settled beneath her skin. Each exhale carried a trace of metal, faint and clean, the softened echo of Aeralis poison now threaded with something else that the flowers would recognize before any words.

Along the edges of the clearing, petals kept their fragile watch.

The ground still bore scars from the night before; scorched arcs where moonlit vines had lashed, gouges carved by the Beast’s weight, blackened patches where venom and Bloomcurse had burned each other down to ash. Inside those jagged lines, new shoots had pushed through in stubborn clusters, pale stems lifting leaves too thin for this kind of morning. Here and there, blossoms had opened despite the exhaustion of the soil, their colors washed but present, nodding on uncertain stalks as the faintest drift of air passed.

Each time Caelum’s heart pushed blood through his veins, the nearest flowers shifted.

The petals turned, small throats angling toward his chest as if listening for a note too quiet for the sky. The motion carried along the clearing in a slow ripple, not a wind-driven sway but a chain of tiny adjustments, as though the land marked the rhythm and passed it on. A circle of white star-blooms near his boots tipped inward together; a single blood-rose, half-crushed near Seren’s hip, cracked another petal free, the torn edge opening toward the place where his ribs lifted and fell.

Her own body held the tally of the night in bruises and cuts and the dull, deep aches that settled when adrenaline finally loosened its teeth.

The muscles along her right side throbbed where the Beast’s vine had struck; a band of soreness wrapped around her ribs, tender beneath each breath. Scratches covered her forearms, thin, stinging lines where lesser thorns had kissed and retreated. Beneath the skin, in the paths where petals once forced their way up from bone under the moon’s command, a quieter pressure lingered, the ghost of that frenzy curling now in upon itself. The curse lay still, but not gone, coiled in those hollows like something crouched at the edge of sleep with one eye open.

The Bond lay over it, heavier than before.

No light shimmered visible between them now, no exposed thread of silver or bloom, yet the connection pressed inward from all directions, a firm weight that settled around her heart and refused to shift. Each beat carried not only her own cadence but a second, deeper measure, an echo that arrived a fraction late yet felt older than her bones. Breath moved; the Bond counted. Blood moved; the Bond answered. Nothing within the cage of her ribs belonged entirely to a single body anymore.

The clearing kept its distance from that truth.

Birds stayed somewhere beyond the tree line, voices absent from the washed-out morning. No insect hum rose from the grass, no wing flickered at the edges of sight. The silence did not roar; it waited. It draped itself over the broken earth and over two figures lying at the center, a hush stretched thin but unbroken, as if the land held its own breath to see whether this pair deserved to keep theirs.

The coolness of the air slid along Seren’s bare wrist where her sleeve had torn away, a gentle skim that traced the smudges of dried blood and streaks of gray ash. Numbness clung to her fingers, a remnant of the night’s grip when vines had wrapped and venom had poured, the joints stiff as if only half convinced that the danger had receded. When the next exhale from Caelum brushed across her sternum, warmth met that lingering cold, a soft pressure against bone, and the distance between outer quiet and inner state narrowed by a length of breath.

The world narrowed with it.

Soundless colors at the edge of vision dimmed; the washed sky and the standing trees remained, yet the center of existence contracted to the slow weight of a body against hers and the thread lodged between their hearts. The Bond thickened in that nearness, a cord drawn taut, each fiber sharpened by the proximity of skin. No flicker of consciousness stirred behind his closed eyes, no movement disturbed the lines of his face beyond breathing, yet the connection carried his state as plainly as any spoken report.

His heart laboring; her chest carried strain.

His body sunk in exhaustion; heaviness pooled in her limbs as if gravity had doubled only where their shapes overlapped. No memory of the Bond’s earlier stages fit this shape; the shared breath of the First Venom Bond had wound its way through lungs and nerves and the edges of sensation, but lives had remained two, parallel and touchable. The night at Thornreach and the Moonlit Bloom had already braided those threads more tightly; even that closeness faltered against what now stretched between them.

Pain brushed the inside of her ribs, a low, steady ache that did not follow the pattern of her own wounds.

The soreness along her side throbbed with movement and lay quiet at rest; this new ache remained constant, a dull pressure as if fingers pushed from within, testing the strength of bone. Each time Caelum’s lungs dragged air over the scars lining them, each time venom-tainted blood met the altered flow of the curse now seeded in his veins, the Bond lifted the strain and laid it beneath her sternum beside her own. The body did not choose; the Bond allocated.

Breath pushed up against the ache; the pain held.

For a moment, each inhale clawed against the pressure, ribs lifting in resistance, lungs expanding into a space that refused to widen. The effort reached a thin edge where air might begin to scrape instead of soothe, where each rise could splinter. Then warmth from his cheek shifted, a faint slide against the fabric over her chest, and the Bond redistributed again, easing a measure of that weight back into him, leaving enough to mark the link yet not enough to steal her breath.

Equal had become a fiction.

Balance now bent toward protection, the Bond reshaping itself so that strain slid toward the body more capable of bearing it, toward the one raised to swallow venom as if swallowing water. The threads between their hearts had doubled, laid side by side and twisted until any path for pain or life favored him as buffer. The cost of that choice settled into the hollows around her lungs with a quiet finality that no word could soften.

The sky watched with its strange, indifferent brightness.

Clouds streaked thin and high, almost colorless against the pale arch, resisting any attempt at shape. No dramatic fracture marred the dome overhead now; the Moon Veil’s thunder had passed, leaving only this bleached calm, as if the night’s storm of light and curse and venom had been a story told in another language. Yet the pallor itself marked the afterimage, an unfinished gesture in the firmament, the horizon line smudged rather than drawn, the whole expanse carrying the look of a decision postponed.

The skin over Seren’s chest tightened.

Muscles along her sternum gathered as if shrinking from an invisible hand placed there, the sensation no longer an abstract heaviness but a pressure with the shape and spread of a palm. Fingers pressed into the space between ribs; the weight dug in, not enough to bruise, enough to restrict. Air crossed that touch with more effort, the path from throat to lungs narrowed by the impression of someone unseen leaning their strength into her heart to make sure it stayed exactly where the Bond wanted it.

Caelum’s breath slid along that same path from the outside, a counterpoint to the invisible force.

Warmth found the edge of the pressure and softened it by degrees; each exhale stroked the protesting muscles into a rough truce, each inhale brushed the phantom hand without dislodging it. The Bond used skin as a conduit, curling around that contact point, dissolving some of the weight there while tightening elsewhere, so that the overall balance remained unchanged even as the sensation shifted.

No escape opened inside that design.

The line between them admitted no gap where a single heartbeat could run alone, no fold where one chest might rise without a matching echo. Hearts beat; the Bond counted them as one tally. Breath moved; the Bond collected both movements in the same ledger. The instinct that had always guided Seren—to pull away from those she might harm, to stand apart so that her curse would have fewer throats to reach—ran up against that structure and found nowhere to retreat.

The flowers voiced their agreement in the quiet language of stems.

Pale bells along the edge of the clearing had adjusted to each change in their bodies, opening wider when strain spiked, curling in when relief pooled. Now their bodies remained in a poised half-spread, the angle of petals steady and watchful, as if the plants stood on the threshold between bower and grave, unwilling to commit to either. The washed light treated their colors no more kindly than it treated the sky; even the blood-rose near Seren’s hip had traded its deep crimson for a duller, bruised shade, yet its head continued to tilt toward Caelum’s heart.

Wind skimmed the grass, weak and directionless.

It brushed the shorter blades around them, stirred a loose lock of Caelum’s hair against her collarbone, then wandered off without force, dying entirely before it reached the far side of the clearing. The land refused to carry any movement fully from one boundary to the other, as if uncertain whether these two hearts deserved the continuity. The broken line of trees held their own counsel; trunks leaned at slight angles shaped by past storms, bark bearing scars of previous curses and battles, but no branch rustled loud enough to claim the morning.

Her lips parted.

Air entered, threaded with venom’s faint sweetness and the sterile cool of scrubbed sky, then went down into the shared space where two hearts worked under one instruction. The pressure at her chest surged once, an answer to the simple act of filling lungs. No memory of childhood breaths in Bloomwild fit this response; back then, inhalations had called flowers, not hand-shaped weights pressing from the inside, not the steady awareness of another body relying on the same air.

Words rose, unformed, pushed by the collision between foreign weight and familiar instinct.

Silence held them for a pulse, stretching the moment between inhale and exhale until it almost snapped. The Bond took that hesitation and laid another thread across it, drawing her awareness closer to the exact cadence beating against her side, to the fragility hidden beneath Caelum’s practiced stillness, to the reality that this chest pressed to hers would no longer rise if hers did not, and that the reverse bound them with equal certainty.

When the words finally left, the sound broke the clearing’s quiet with no more volume than a sigh.

“Now I have exactly as much life as he does.”

The sentence slipped out into the cold air and stayed there, hanging between the pale sky and the scarred ground, too simple to be dismissed, too precise to be ignored. No echo repeated it from the tree line; no crow called in answer. The only reply came from the Bond, the connection tightening around the center of the statement, weaving it into the fabric of itself as if accepting a condition it had already imposed.

One life, stretched across two bodies.

Not in the vague sense the elders once whispered over fires—no poetic pairing, no ritual exaggeration. The truth rode her pulse with each beat, passed through the rented paths of the curse inside Caelum, looped back into her. The invisible hand on her heart did not loosen; it adjusted its grip, accepting the clarity. The flowers did not open further; they stilled, as if the admission had turned possibility into law.

The sky seemed to lean down in its pallor, the colorless arch settling closer, not to offer comfort but to bear witness.

Edges of cloud sharpened a fraction; the pale did not deepen, but it focused, the smudged lines at the horizon drawing themselves straighter. The world’s face remained unreadable, yet the indecision in the light condensed into a more deliberate neutrality, a kind of calm that belonged not to peace but to the moment before a scale tipped. No blessing entered with that change, no doom, only a renewed suspension, an acknowledgment that someone had named the stakes aloud.

A muscle jumped at the corner of Caelum’s mouth.

Not a full twitch, not the beginning of waking, just a brief tightening pulling the skin taut over bone before relaxing. The Bond translated the tremor into a flare of strain in her chest, a sharp pinch between ribs that faded as fast as it came, leaving a ripple of warmth in its wake. His heart kept to its slowed rhythm; his lungs maintained their pattern; the subtle flicker beneath his skin vanished as if it had never been.

Still, the land marked it.

A single petal let go from the blood-rose near her hip, the torn edge of its earlier wound giving way at last. The petal tipped, turned in the air, and drifted down, its path a lazy curve that ignored the faint wind and the logic of distance. It landed on the back of Caelum’s relaxed hand, flattened there by its own slight weight, the bruised red stark against the pale silver-gray of his skin.

The image settled into place with unearned simplicity.

Venom under bloom, bloom under venom, blood and petals sharing a resting place on a body that had once been built only for poison. The curse that had once bloomed for endings now lay over fingers that had pulled her away from death more than once. The Bond resting under both images like a root tangled in stone, impossible to pry out without bringing the entire clearing down.

Somewhere beyond the trees, in the direction of Aeralis, faint movement shifted the texture of the quiet.

Armor perhaps, a distant clink softened by distance and foliage, or the murmur of voices carried in scraps that the thin wind failed to piece together. The sound did not yet intrude on the clearing with any clarity, but the quality of the air along that side changed, taking on a thickness that forecast intrusion without delivering it. Between Seren’s ribs, the Bond tightened by a breath’s width, an almost-imperceptible adjustment, as if the connection had turned its attention toward the horizon while her gaze remained on the pale sky above.
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Chapter 2: Venom Awakens in a New Form
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The dark did not lift so much as thin.

Weight pressed against Caelum’s chest, a broad, steady pressure over bone, as if someone had braced a hand there and refused to move. Heat ran beneath that weight in slow pulses, each one dragging a faint ache through the cage of his ribs. Breath moved somewhere close, warm air tracing a narrow path across the side of his throat, carrying with it a scent that did not belong to any chamber in Aeralis.

Smoke and metal threaded together, but the smoke rose first.

Venom usually marked the air with clean, sharp silver, the kind of metallic chill that cut paths through the lungs and left everything else tasting thin. 

But traces of bloom-scent had haunted his breath since Thornreach—subtle at first, a warmth beneath the metal—signs no Venomist would have missed had they looked closely. The Moonlit Bloom hadn’t invented this change; it had only finished what had already begun.

This scent coiled warmer, richer, a low sweetness clinging under the char, like petals thrown into a brazier after the flames had already taken the wood, leaving a memory of bloom behind the burn. Each inhale drew more of it in; each exhale sent out a breath that no longer belonged entirely to the kingdom that had made him.

Muscles along his spine tightened.

A line of fire ran from the base of his neck down between his shoulder blades, not the wild blaze of fresh poison poured into a vein, but a concentrated heat, contained and directed, as if molten metal had been hammered into shape and left to cool without ever quite finishing the job. His skin burned against the fabric on his back, his body too hot for the morning around it, tension held in a shell forged for the sole purpose of enduring.

Under the steady weight at his chest, another rhythm pressed.

The beat under that hand-shaped heaviness did not match the cadence in his own veins; it slipped across his pulse, landing half a breath later each time, overlaying his heart with a second measure. Two patterns, one body. The Bond marked the difference and refused to let either fall away. Each time his heart drove blood into poisoned channels, the other beat answered, soft but insistent, a counterstroke that carried no venom at all, only the quiet, bruised persistence of Bloomwild.

Light crept in behind his lashes.

Brightness gathered there, pale and colorless, pushing against the last shreds of the dark. The world waited on the other side of that thin barrier, carrying whatever shape the night had left it in. The hand on his chest shifted with a small, unconscious movement, fingers tightening for an instant over the fabric. The pressure drove heat deeper into his ribs, a sharp spike that bit through whatever numbness remained, and the Bond surged with it.

Pain spread.

It broke outward from his heart in a cool-hot wave, strange in its texture, a mixture of clean venom-burn and the duller, dragging pull of curse. The twin sensations tangled as they went, silver cutting through thorn, thorn catching on steel, both forced along the same channels by a will that did not ask for their permission. The path they carved took in every inch of him, ribs and lungs and spine, the ache settling heavier where scars had already grown thick.

The origin of that spike lay not in his own body.

Under his palm, the bones of a smaller hand protested with a faint tremor, tendons drawn tight, knuckles rising. A fracture of strain ran through those delicate structures, the type that would bloom into bruise later if left unattended. The Bond reached first, seized the hurt, dragged it along its threads and dragged more than half into him, leaving the source with only a shadow of the impact. His ribs took the blow that should have lived in the bones beneath his touch.

His fingers closed, steadying.

Skin met skin, rough calluses against finer lines. The heat of his palm wrapped around the cooler shape of hers, the way a gauntlet fits over bare fingers, turning fragile bones into something shielded. The ache in his chest shifted as contact deepened; the Bond rebalanced again, pleased with this arrangement, siphoning more of whatever strain lay in her toward the body more prepared to burn.

The world outside the darkness resolved by degrees.

Brightness sharpened; the film behind his lashes lightened. The air around them carried no bustling noise, no ring of metal, only the thin rush of wind overhead and the softer, closer sound of someone’s uneven breath. The scent of burned flower and new venom thickened, as if the morning had decided to reshape itself around the change in his blood. Heat still pinned him to the earth, but the weight had purpose now, anchoring more than his own flesh.

He let the darkness thin further.

Lashes lifted, and the sky poured in.

Color had fled the heavens, abandoning blues and violets for a washed, uncertain pallor that stretched from one broken line of trees to the other. The light resembled cooled ash, bright enough to show every crack in the world yet unwilling to offer warmth. High clouds smeared thin across that expanse, strung in streaks that carried no promise of rain, only the ghost of storms already spent. The kind of sky that belonged over places the world had not yet decided to spare or destroy.

The clearing lay in the quiet center of that undecided day.

Scorched earth told the story the clouds declined to carry. Black arcs traced the wild path of the Beast’s final rage; shallow craters pocked the ground where moonfire had struck; shredded undergrowth lay in tangled heaps, leaves crisped to brittle curls. Amid the ruin, a scatter of stubborn flowers still raised washed-out faces toward the pale light, their stems trembling with the effort of standing. Petals leaned toward one point, the line of their nods converging on the place his body occupied.

Seren rested along his side.

Her shoulder fit into the curve of his arm as if the space beneath it had always been measured for that shape, her head turned toward him, lashes resting against the faint shadows under her eyes. Strands of hair clung to her temple, damp from the night’s exertion; the rest spilled back over the ground in dark waves, a stark contrast against the pale, trampled grass. Her tunic bore the marks of Thornreach and the Moonlit Rite—torn at the sleeve, streaked with ash, darkened by blood that no longer flowed.

The hand on his chest belonged to her.

Fingers lay spread over his sternum, the heel of her palm covering the place where the Bond had rewired the paths of both hearts. The shape of her touch matched the inner pressure too closely to be coincidence; the invisible grip inside his ribs and the physical hand above them had conspired to fuse, joining the weight of the Bond to the simple fact of her skin. Each time his heart labored, the bones beneath her palm carried the effort.

Her breathing came shallow.

Each inhale lifted her shoulders just enough to move against his arm; each exhale released with a faint hitch, as if air crossed old bruises on its way out. The Bond translated those minor strains into disproportionate answers inside him. With every tiny catch in her breath, his ribs cramped, a brief clench along the arches of bone that encased his lungs. By the second repetition, his body had adjusted to the pattern, accepting that the cost of each weakness in her would be paid double in his own flesh.

Cool air lay over them like a sheet.

The morning wind slipped through the clearing without commitment, caressing the tops of the taller grasses and the ragged edges of broken shrubs. When it flowed over his skin, the touch met heat so intense it nearly flashed into steam under his pores. His body had always run warm from the poison, but the temperature now climbed past any previous line, as though the Moonlit Bloom had stoked every ember in his blood and refused to let them dim. Metal fresh from the forge cooled more willingly.

The heat came from beneath the skin as much as from the air.

Blue shadow traced faintly along the veins at his wrist, a subtle, unnatural tint riding under the usual silver. The color had not simply bled over the old poison; it had soaked into it, altering its nature without erasing it, like dusk light poured over a field of frost. A flex of his fingers drove the altered venom into motion; the lines along his arm darkened a fraction, then returned to their previous shade, the movement echoing in the ache beneath his ribs.

The scent of burned bloom intensified as circulation roused.

Every small adjustment in muscle sent another coil of it up from his skin, a low perfume edged with char, as if each bead of sweat carried the memory of petals that had died in moonfire and refused to leave completely. The air that left his lungs took that scent with it, tinting the space above them with a personal, inescapable signature. No Venomist in Aeralis had brewed this formulation; the Venom Chambers would have named it aberrant, dangerous, a contamination of their precious silver.

Seren’s pulse slid through the space between beats.

His own heart still set the main rhythm, slow and heavy and forced into a new pattern, but along that steady thud, a second presence moved, threading its line between the others. Her pulse did not live in his veins; the Bond carried it along a separate cord, a strand woven parallel to his own circulation. Each time her heart pushed blood through her injuries, the Bond plucked that motion and laid its echo against his chest, a faint double-tap brushing the inside of his sternum.

The overlay refused to fade.

Breath cost her more with every shallow inhale; the Bond counted that cost and multiplied it. The ache along his ribs grew denser, a packed weight settling deep into bone as if his chest served as reservoir for everything her body could no longer afford to bear. Muscles along his back clenched against the strain, shoulders drawing in, spine digging into the ground. Pain ran its fingers along his nerves, not wild, not chaotic, but determined, dragging each signal into place like an architect reassigning load-bearing walls.

The balance had turned.

Power had always carried a price; Venomcraft demanded flesh, Bloomweave demanded soul, curses demanded anything they pleased. The Bond stepped between all of that and rewrote the ledger, scrawling new terms where none had been offered. Harm entering one body now spilled immediately into two, yet the division did not come even. The portion directed toward him swelled, a deliberate bias, a decision written into the weave of the world that the one trained to endure would serve as shield.

Seren twitched.

The movement barely qualified as motion—fingers flexing against his chest, a faint clench at the edges of her jaw, lashes quivering once—but the Bond reacted with outsized urgency. A surge of sharpness cut through his right side, pain lancing between ribs, the angle too sudden to belong entirely to his own injuries. Her muscles had protested some forgotten wound; the Bond had seized that spark and poured the blaze into him until it drained down to embers for her.

His breath roughened, the sound scratching past his throat.

Air scraped over raw spots where the Moonlit Rite had gouged passageways through him, places where venom and moonlight and Bloomcurse had all fought for primacy. Each inhale tugged at half-healed edges, yet no cough rose to match the irritation. The Bond kept his chest working, unwilling to risk the interruption; lungs expanded and contracted under a compulsion deeper than instinct. Stopping would mean the same for her.

Seren shifted again, this time a slower adjustment.

Her head slid closer to his shoulder, cheek resting more fully against the fabric of his shirt. A thread of her hair dragged across his throat, silk catching on rough, salt-streaked skin. Heat leaped in that narrow line at the contact, a concentrated spark racing down into his chest, igniting something softer than ache in the center of all the pain. The Bond registered the contact as well, but this time it softened rather than stiffened, easing a measure of weight from his ribs while wrapping tighter around the space where her body met his.

The new venom stirred in answer.

Blue shadow deepened behind his breastbone, an internal bloom, its edges bleeding outward into the regions the Bond had claimed as its own. The mixture of silver and curse responded most eagerly where the threads between them lay thickest, as if pleased to find a structure strong enough to hold it without shattering. Every heartbeat drew it further along those paths, refining its shape, turning raw toxicity into something with direction.

The possibility inside that change carried a dangerous clarity.

Venom in this state would not limit itself to killing; the pattern already under his skin favored interception and redirection. Curses could find their paths blocked, turned back, unraveled. The same power that had once broken bodies without question now leaned toward defense, its bite reserved for anything that tried to reach the girl whose hand lay over his heart. The Moonlit Rite had made a weapon designed to stand between her and the world, even if that meant the weapon ground itself down to nothing.

Seren’s lashes lifted a fraction, dark fans parting over the shadows beneath them.

Her gaze found his face, pupils wide in the washed light, irises carrying the muted green of forests stripped of full sun. No words left her mouth; lips parted on a breath that hitched halfway, the sound thin and almost lost in the open air. The Bond translated that small stutter into a larger catch in his own lungs, forcing him through the roughness of it while leaving her chest moving on with only a faint ripple.

Her fingers tightened over his sternum.

The pressure dug into the bone, shoved the ache closer to the surface. The blue shadow behind his ribs pulsed, answering the contact with a slow flare that pushed warmth under her palm. It spread up into his throat, down along his spine, seeking more of her, greedy for any place their bodies touched. Each point of contact steadied the Bond’s fury, anchoring wild power to familiar lines.

His eyes closed again, not in surrender but to narrow the world to that single point.

Her hand, his chest, the Bond’s steady pull, the venom’s altered flow—those four facts defined existence as surely as any crown or chamber ever had. The rest of the clearing fell away, the sky reduced to a pale weight above, the scars of Thornreach becoming quiet witnesses rather than active threats. Heat around his heart sharpened, gathering like liquid light under a pane of glass, trapped and brilliant, waiting for intention.

Words rose as if the venom itself pushed them toward his mouth.

They moved past sore places along his throat, weighted by more than air. Each syllable carried the certainty that the Bond would enforce what he said whether either of them wished it or not, because the structure now lacing both their bodies together already agreed with the promise.

“The world has given me your pain to carry now,” his voice rasped, low and steady against her palm, “so I will take all of it.”

The sentence left him with the sound of a vow and something sharper beneath, the scrape of metal drawn across stone before battle. No oathstones witnessed it, no council recorded it for future leverage. Only her, the Bond, and the pale sky overhead listened, yet the declaration settled into place as if the land itself had just adjusted the terms of its curse.

Seren did not answer.

Her throat worked once, a small swallow sticking halfway before finishing, like someone wrestling with a piece of air too heavy to manage. Lashes trembled, betraying the force of something locked behind them, but no tear cut the grime at the corners of her eyes. The hand on his chest held its pressure, bones and tendons rigid under his palm as if bracing against a wave no one else could see.

A shiver ran through her arm.

It passed from shoulder to wrist in a single, tightly controlled line, the kind that starts in the heart and only remembers to shake the body afterward. The Bond caught the shiver halfway down its path, seized the sharpest piece, and redirected it toward him. Cold slid into the heat of his chest, a thin, biting stripe across the deeper ache, proof that the promise he had just voiced matched the pattern already building under their skin.

His fingers curled more firmly around her hand.

The gesture ignored the protest of tendons already overtaxed, ignored the sharp reminders from Moonlit bruises along his knuckles. Contact mattered more than comfort. The Bond rewarded the insistence with a slight easing of the weight inside his ribs, taking the acceptance as confirmation, weaving his vow into its own logic. Any blow meant for her would find him first now, and if it could not be intercepted, it would at least be shared out unevenly in her favor.

Above them, the pale sky remained unchanged.

No sudden shift in clouds, no omen carved in light, only that same scrubbed, waiting expanse. Yet the quality of the brightness altered by a narrow margin, the way glass looks different once a crack begins under the surface, invisible until someone leans too close. The world had not yet chosen between mercy and ruin for them, but the terms of the choice grew sharper with every breath.

Beyond the ruined line of trees, a faint, metallic rhythm trembled at the edge of hearing, too distant for shape, close enough to exist.

The air between clearing and horizon thickened, as though those far-off sounds dragged consequence with them. The Bond tightened by a hair, threads drawing in around both hearts, readying itself for the next impact long before steel or spell or word arrived, blue shadow curling in his veins like a new kind of storm waiting for someplace to break.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The Council of Aeralis Declares the Heir Dead
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The messenger arrived with venom on his armor and dust on his boots.

Metal caught the late light in narrow lines along the scales of his cuirass, places where poison had darkened and hardened the leather into something that no longer behaved like cloth. His stride broke the hush of the clearing with the clipped rhythm of someone who trusted duty more than footing. Thornreach’s soil clung to him in pale streaks, an intrusion from a kingdom that preferred its own cliffs and clean stone to this scarred, divided land.

Caelum stood beside a wind-scoured boulder at the clearing’s edge, the rough surface pressing into his shoulder through the thin fabric of the shirt Seren had insisted he wear. The Dual Core Venom banked low under his skin, a constant heat, its blue shadow coiled behind his ribs like a second heart waiting for an excuse to move faster. Each step that carried the Sentinel closer nudged that heat upward; the Bond tracked the rise and spread the change along another line, so that Seren’s pulse adjusted a fraction in answer.

Seren waited a few strides behind him, near the rim of flattened grass where their small fire had burned low to embers. Her presence rested at his back the way a wall might; invisible from this angle, undeniable all the same. The Bond laid her there even with his eyes on the approaching soldier, placing her at a fixed point in the map of his awareness, a constant against which the rest of the world shifted.

The Sentinel stopped at a respectful distance, one pace closer to him than to Thornreach’s broken stones, spear haft planted in the ground with more care than the situation deserved. Ash dulled the silver stitching on his collar where rank usually gleamed. His gaze flicked once to the scattered marks of battle in the clearing, then settled on the man who had once stood above his entire order.

A roll of parchment rested in the courier’s gloved hand, bound with deep blue silk and sealed with wax bearing the sigil of Aeralis: a stylized gust of wind wrapped around a coiled serpent, stamped clean and proud by someone whose fingers never brushed true venom. Smoke had brushed the edge of the scroll somewhere along its journey, leaving a faint darkening on one side and a smell that clung like regret.

The soldier’s voice came steady, practiced.

“A decree from His Majesty and the Poison Council, carried under full authority of the Venom Court, to be delivered at the last recorded coordinates of the Blackwind Tower engagement.”

Words for the record, the kind recited to air and stone when no one survived to hear them. The irony pressed against the inside of Caelum’s ribs with the slow insistence of a dull blade. Blue heat pulsed once in answer, a muted flare against the old silver.

The courier extended the scroll.

Leather creaked as Caelum’s hand closed around it.

Contact spread from fingertips to palm, the parchment dry and firm against skin gone hotter than any normal morning could justify. The wax seal dug into his thumb with its raised pattern, the serpent’s scaled body leaving a faint indentation in flesh that rarely showed marks. Through that point of pressure, the Bond stirred; pain did not live there yet, but touch alone opened the path. A second pulse joined his, faint but synchronous, the rhythm of Seren’s heart sliding into the spaces between his beats.

He did not turn to check whether she watched.

The knowledge of her attention pressed along the Bond more surely than any gaze. Breath moved behind him, shallow but steady, the trace of it brushing the back of his awareness like a palm hovering near a fresh wound. Every slight hitch, every brief pause, the Bond catalogued and recorded, shifting burdens in his body accordingly. The balance of strain that had begun in blood now reached out to bind moments as well.

The seal waited under his thumb.

Wax held the decree shut with stubborn neatness, edges of the impression unbroken, lines of the serpent’s body uncracked. The sigil had rested under countless lamps in countless council chambers, its shape a shorthand for the weight of the monarchy, the Venom Chambers, the poison wells, every rule that kept Aeralis standing on its cliff bones. The surface still gleamed faintly despite the dust of travel, a small, self-assured island of order in the ruined clearing.

His other hand rose, fingers bracing the parchment near the opposite end.

Heat from the blue venom flared along both wrists, a low burn that licked up toward his elbows and settled halfway, unwilling to climb higher until it saw what lay written within. The Bond read the preparation as tension and drew some of the sting away, redistributing it into his chest so that her body received only the echo. Pressure grew beneath his sternum, not sharp yet, just a gathering, as if the world had pressed a thumb into the place where his heart lay and waited to see whether the organ would push back.

The wax broke with a small, decisive crack.

The sound cut the quiet like brittle bone. Fractures ran through the seal from the point of his thumb, lines branching inward toward the coiled serpent’s head. Tiny shards flaked away, some clinging to his skin, others dropping soundless onto the ground. The pattern of authority split under that pressure without protest; once broken, nothing in the wax tried to hold the parchment closed.

Smoke rose in memory from the broken edge.

Not true smoke yet, just the ghost of it, the scent of prior burning carried in the warmed wax. Metallic tang from his own skin sharpened beside it, mixing into a new, uneasy perfume. Petals burned to ash somewhere in that mixture, the char of Bloomwild caught and contained in the old Aeralis symbol, unwanted but present. The Dual Core Venom recognized its own history in that mingling and pushed harder against his veins, eager to move faster than the pace his heart allowed.

The parchment unfurled in his hands, edges rasping against callused fingers.

Ink marched down the page in neat columns, the script of the court as precise and cold as the stone floors on which it was usually traced. The formal curve of each letter bore a familiar arrogance, the assurance of those who believed their words shaped reality. No flourish betrayed the hand that had written it; Venomists, scribes, king, and Council all shared the same clean, efficient style when addressing war and death.

Once, this sort of decree had crossed his desk with regular rhythm.

Engagement reports, casualty lists, adjustments to training cycles, the quiet accounting of lives measured against borders and policies. His name had filled the sender’s line on too many of them; his signature had burned into wax like this on more than one occasion, ordering movements that scattered soldiers across three lands in the name of stability. The old venom in his blood had accepted that work with steady, unflinching patience.

His eyes traced the opening lines now.

“By decree of His Majesty Theron Varyn, King of Aeralis, and with unanimous assent of the Poison Council, it is recorded and declared that Crown Prince Caelum Varyn, first of his name, heir to the Venom Throne, perished in loyal service to the realm during the collapse of Blackwind Tower, his body unrecoverable, his sacrifice irrevocable.”

Ink made clean work of erasure.

For a kingdom built on the appearance of control, it was safer to bury a prince than admit he had survived by breaking every rule they had written for venom, bloom, and blood.

No mention of the Moonlit Bloom. No trace of Seren’s name. No admission that their bond had reshaped the poison he carried or that the Beast had fallen to a fusion of two powers the kingdom had long kept apart. The Tower’s collapse became the convenient grave for everything the court preferred to hide. The words polished away the chaos and left a neat stone to carve praise into.

His heart drove blood harder against the inside of his chest.

Muscles wrapped around it tensed, the organ forced to work through a tighter frame. The next beat struck more firmly against bone, the impact landing like a fist from within. Pain bloomed along the edges of the motion, not a tearing, more the sharp protest of something pushed sooner than it wished to move. The Bond snatched that pain in the same breath, diverted it away from the line connecting directly to Seren, and let the wave break against his ribs alone.

The decree continued, relentless.

“With his passing, the succession passes to Aeris Varyn, second of his name, in accordance with the laws of the Venom Throne and the preservation of Aeralis’ sacred covenant with the winds and wells.”

The covenant had never protected children in the Chambers, nor spared Bloomwild from Aeralis’ experiments, nor hesitated to harness curses when convenient. Now it wrapped itself around a formal lie and labeled the exchange holy. Ink made the transfer smooth; wax framed it as inevitable. In the space of a few sentences, the life built from a thousand doses of silver mist and a childhood buried in cold stone became an empty honorific.

Something in his grip changed.

Fingers tightened around the parchment, the edges biting into his skin. The paper crinkled under that pressure; letters warped slightly where they crossed the beginning of the crease. The Dual Core Venom surged in response, blue rising under his veins, a tide answering the pull of a new moon. The ache in his chest sharpened, the Bond forced to rearrange weight on short notice as emotion translated instantly into altered strain.

Behind him, breath altered.

Seren’s next inhale came with a barely audible catch. The Bond reached for the sound and checked it, shifting the cost so that the tightness settled deeper into his lungs instead. A thin rasp slid along his throat as air scraped past. No cough broke free. The Bond did not allow such interruptions now; his body served as a channel, not a place for weakness to manifest.

The decree’s final lines cut deeper than the first.

“To all loyal subjects of Aeralis: let it be known that any who profane the prince’s sacrifice by spreading falsehoods of his survival, or who harbor the cursed Bloommarked woman whose presence precipitated the catastrophe, stand in opposition to the Venom Throne and the Council’s will. The aforementioned aberration is to be hunted without restraint or requirement of trial, her existence deemed a continuing threat to the realm and the balance of this world.”

Words signed below in a hand he knew, the king’s own, a name that shared his blood and now used that bond as justification for his erasure. The Poison Council’s cold countermarks lined the margin, each sigil a small blade pressed into the parchment, trimming away whatever humanity might have resisted the rhetoric.

Loyalty and death in one paragraph; sanctioned murder in the next.

Aeralis had not merely declared him gone; it had freed itself to send every hunter and experimentalist after Seren without fear of staining his title. Political death meant more room for blood in the field. The son removed from the ledger. The girl marked as aberration. The curse reframed as weapon, not warning.

Heat climbed higher in his chest.

The blue venom responded to the court’s verdict with a sudden, sweeping expansion, the shadow behind his sternum swelling until it brushed the inside of bone. The sensation carried a brief edge of nausea, the body unaccustomed to this volume moving at once, yet the Bond refused to let the discomfort spill outward. Pain compressed into a single point under his breastbone, a tight, burning knot that seared without bursting.

His thumb pressed into the king’s signature.

Ink smeared under the pressure, a faint blur where the neat lines had held. A thin line of black transferred to the pad of his finger, a smudge of authority dirtied by touch. The small imperfection marred the elegant curve of the royal name, a mark visible only up close, yet satisfying in a way that did nothing to change the decree’s reach. The venom under his skin pushed toward that contact, ready to claim even this stain if given the chance.

Seren drew nearer.

Cloth brushed his sleeve, the soft rasp of worn fabric against fabric, and then the warmth of her presence stood at his side rather than behind. The Bond adjusted again, no longer charting her as a presence at his back but as a line parallel to his own. Without warning, the ache in his chest eased by a fraction, the presence of her body close enough to alter the way the strain settled. The invisible hand that had remained pressed over his heart since the Moonlit Rite tightened its grip, anchoring both lives more firmly in place.

She did not reach for the parchment.

Her hands remained at her sides, fingers curled slightly inward, knuckles pale where dried blood still marked old cuts. The line of her shoulders held steady, neither seeking shelter nor flinching away. Eyes dropped to the lines of ink, taking in the neat cruelty written there, but the rest of her face stayed still, muscles drawn taut not with shock now, but with a kind of listening that had nothing to do with ears.

His heart hammered once, hard enough to shake his frame.

The impact threw pain through his ribs, sharp and immediate, the kind that would have stolen breath days ago. The Bond ripped most of that wave away before it reached her, leaving only a faint echo to brush her lungs while the bulk of it slammed into his own body. The blue venom flared in tandem, lightless fire running along his veins, reinforcing the cage around his heart rather than cracking it.
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