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Introduction.

My name is Seloira Duskbane.

Night had always been my sanctuary. Its velvet dark wrapped itself around me in ways the sun never could — blurring my edges, softening my flaws, turning sorrow into something almost beautiful.

But night in Calves Suan was different.

Here, beneath the ironwood trees, darkness was not a comfort. It was a mouth — vast, patient, and always hungry.

They told me never to walk the Midnight Road. Older than Calves Suan, older than the bones of the forest itself, it was a path that pulsed with its own slow heartbeat. The tales said its thorns drank more than blood. That the air along its spine carried the perfume of grief. That anyone foolish enough to tread it at the wrong hour might fall in love with something no human heart was made to endure.

And that... was the cruellest thing about the legend. Love.

Some returned from the Road with eyes glazed in secret joy, lips stitched closed by things they had sworn never to speak. Others came back screaming — wild-eyed, moon-struck, their screams trailing far beyond their final breath.

The rest were never seen beneath any sky again.

I did not believe in curses. Only consequences. And when you bind yourself to a man like Elias Ravensbane, consequence is not merely possible — it is inevitable.

Elias was beauty twined with ruin. A noble born to Blackthorn Keep, that decaying, wind-scarred relic clinging to the cliffs, he stepped into my life like something poured from shadow — charming in the way wolves are charming just before they strike.

He was danger dressed in silks, cruelty wrapped in kindness, and I loved him with all the reckless precision of a death wish.

Our courtship could not have been ordinary. Not when, on every moonless night, Elias vanished into the trees and returned only as dawn scraped fingers of gold through the branches — carrying on his skin the scent of frost, roses, and something far older. Not when his hands could pull fever from my body in seconds yet also draw shivers from some secret corner of my soul, as though he were speaking to a part of me I had never known existed.

It began as curiosity. It grew into obsession. Because I knew where he went.

The Midnight Road. And I knew that to follow him meant placing my heart in the teeth of the fables I had been raised to fear.

But love whispers foolish things: that you are immune, that ruin will spare you.

So I followed.

And in doing so learned the truth — that our love was not a story we were writing together, but an old one we were trapped inside.

A story drenched in a curse older than my bloodline, one that would demand everything we were, and more.

This is a tale of thorns that drink from hearts. Of a love so deep, it can make saints kill and monsters’ weep.

And of how midnight does not simply come for you — it waits until you invite it in.

This is not a warning.

By the time my words reach you, it will already be too late.
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Chapter One — The Whispering Path.
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The first time I heard the whispers; I thought it was only the wind.

Calves Suan has its share of strange noises after dusk — the ironwood trees shift and groan in the dark, their trunks bending like reluctant dancers, their leaves clashing together like brittle glass. The long grass along the outer fields clicks in the cool air, stirred by unseen rhythms. But this... this was not the language of trees or grass. It was lower, slower. A thousand sighs woven together.

They came from deep in the forest — from the direction of the path I had been raised never to tread.

The Midnight Road.

From my chamber in Blackthorn Keep, the corridor of trees that marked its entrance was just barely visible beneath the quarter moon, framed by the cracked eastern window. Elias was not in bed beside me. He had left without waking me again.

It was the third time this month.

I waited, hoping I would hear his return, the slow measured footfalls on the stair, his shadow stretching ahead of him like smoke — but the night gave me nothing except the whispers. I could not tell if they were pulling or pushing at me, urging me forward or daring me to remain where I was.

My mother’s voice — the one that lived in my bones even now — spoke in warning:

"A path can only take what you carry into it. But the Midnight Road... it takes what you are."

I wrapped my shawl tight and stepped barefoot into the corridor. The stones were cold enough to feel alive beneath my soles. Down in the gallery, the fire had burned low, leaving the long hall drenched in orange shadow. Elias’s coat was gone from its hook. The sword he never used was still there.

The whispers grew clearer as I crossed into the outer courtyard — still faint, as though heard through water, but gaining shape. Words? No, not quite. They were the ghost of language, the intonation of someone speaking without needing to breathe.

Past the gate, frost bit the air so sharply my throat stung. I could see my breath, curling away from me too fast, as if it were eager to leave my body. Beyond the low wall, the line of the forest waited like a mouth caught in the act of laughing at its own joke. And there, at its centre like a spear through the heart of the trees — the Midnight Road.

I had never been close enough to see its thorns before. They climbed along the skeletal hedges lining the path, black as ink but slick with violet light that pulsed faintly, in time with something I could feel in my own chest. I realised, then, that the heartbeat I was hearing was not mine.

And just as my courage began to fray, I saw him.

Elias.

He was far ahead, the forest just barely allowing me a glimpse. The moon caught his profile — pointed, ethereal, dangerously patient — and I would have thought him carved from marble had I not seen the shadow of breath coil from his mouth. He walked with purpose, yet his steps were too quiet to disturb the frost. He did not look back. He never did.

I should have turned away. But the road’s scent — frost and roses, grief, and something sweeter than mercy — was already seeping into me, making my pulse unsteady.

The first thorn brushed my ankle before I realised, I had stepped beyond the gate.

It did not cut me. Not yet.

Drawn forward not by courage but by a morbid curiosity, I walked. Each step was a surrender, the crunch of frost under my feet sounding unnaturally loud. The thorns grew taller as I advanced, arching inward above the path until they formed a tunnel of black needles against the sky.

The whispers intensified, pressing against my eardrums. They felt less like sound now, more like thoughts that were not my own, slithering into my mind, offering visions: Elias as a boy, his face lit by candlelight as he read from a forbidden book. Elias kneeling at a moss-covered altar, his hands-stained crimson. Elias smiling at me with a tenderness so profound it made my heart ache, promising me forever.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to banish them. “This is just a path,” I muttered, my voice trembling. “Just a story.”

But the air itself mocked my words.

The temperature dropped suddenly, so fiercely my teeth chattered. A fine mist began to coalesce, swirling around my ankles, my waist, rising until I was cocooned in a white fog that smelled of turned earth and old secrets. Through the mist, the thorns seemed to pulse even brighter, casting a web of violet shadows that danced on the ground.

Then, I heard it. Not a whisper, but a clear, distinct voice, so close it felt as if someone were standing directly behind me.

“He seeks something he cannot have.”

I whirled around, heart hammering against my ribs. Nothing. Only the mist, the thorns, and the oppressive silence.

Had I imagined it? The road playing tricks on my mind?

No. I knew I had heard it. And I knew, with chilling certainty, that it spoke of Elias.

My breath hitched as I continued walking. The road was changing me. Moulding my thoughts. Filling me with visions and voices. Was this how it worked? How it convinced you to surrender?

Ahead, the forest opened into a small clearing, bathed in the ethereal glow of the thorns. In the centre stood an ancient stone well, its edges crumbling, choked with ivy. The well was not there before. It should not have been there at all. Blackthorn Keep had no wells.

Beside the well, Elias knelt.

He was facing away from me, his head bowed, his hands clasped tightly in front of him. He was speaking, but his words were too soft for me to hear. A low, rhythmic murmur that seemed to vibrate through the very air around him.

I took another step, and a thorn caught the hem of my shawl, tearing it free. As the torn fabric fluttered to the ground, the whispers intensified again, louder, more insistent. They were focused now; all directed at the same point – the well.

And as I stared, mesmerized, the water within the well began to glow. A soft, pulsating light, the same violet hue as the thorns. It rose slowly, like a living thing, until it crested the edge of the well and spilled out onto the ground.

It was not water anymore. It was light. Liquid, luminous light that flowed towards Elias, enveloping him in its glow.

Then, the whispers turned into a single word.

“Belong.”

The light washed over him, and for a moment, Elias was incandescent – a figure of pure, radiant energy. The scent of roses intensified, almost overwhelming me. I wanted to rush to him, to pull him away from whatever he was doing, but my feet were rooted to the spot.

Then, the light began to fade, receding back into the well as if being drawn by an invisible hand. As the last tendrils of violet vanished, Elias lifted his head.

His eyes... they were not the same.

They had always been a deep, fathomless grey, like storm clouds gathering over the sea. Now, they glowed with a faint, internal light – the same violet as the thorns, the same as the light that had just consumed him.

He smiled. A slow, deliberate smile that did not reach his eyes.

"I wondered when you'd follow," he said, his voice barely a whisper. It was deeper, richer than I remembered, and tinged with something else... something ancient.

I tried to speak, but my throat was frozen.

He stood, rising to his full height, and took a step towards me. The light in his eyes intensified.

"Don't be afraid," he said, reaching out a hand. "I've brought you something."

In his outstretched palm, he held a single thorn. It pulsed with violet light, and as I stared at it, mesmerized, I realized it was not just a thorn. It was a seed.

"Take it," he urged, his voice hypnotic. "Plant it within you. And you'll finally understand."

I hesitated, my heart pounding. What was he doing? What was this thing he was offering me?

As if in answer, a new voice echoed in my mind, not a whisper this time, but a clear, commanding presence.

“Accept the gift. Become one of us.”

Elias took another step closer, and the light in his eyes flared.

Behind him, in the depths of the well, something stirred.

And I knew, with a bone-chilling certainty, that whatever Elias had brought back from the well... it was not alone.

"Elias, what is this place?" I finally managed to choke out, the sound barely audible above the whispers that now seemed to vibrate in my very bones.

He tilted his head, his violet eyes studying me with an unnerving intensity. "This, my love, is where we belong. Where we can finally be whole."

His words sent a shiver down my spine. What did he mean, whole? Was he implying that we were somehow incomplete?

The seed in his hand pulsed again, and the voice in my mind grew stronger, more insistent. “Accept it. It is your destiny.”

I looked from Elias to the seed, then back to the well. The darkness within seemed to writhe, as if something large and unseen was struggling to break free. The scent of roses intensified, becoming cloying, almost suffocating.

"I don't understand," I whispered, tears welling in my eyes. "What do you want from me?"

He reached out and gently brushed a stray strand of hair from my face. His touch was cold, almost inhuman. "I only want what's best for us, my love. A life beyond the constraints of this world. A love that transcends mortality."

Mortality. The word hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning. Was Elias suggesting that this seed, this path, offered a way to escape death?

"But at what cost?" I asked, my voice trembling. "What do we have to sacrifice?"

He smiled again, that same unsettling smile that did not reach his eyes. "Only everything that holds us back."

As he spoke, the stirring in the well grew more violent. The darkness churned, and I could hear a faint, scraping sound, like claws against stone.

Panic seized me. I wanted to run, to flee back down the path and never look back. But my feet remained rooted to the spot, as if held in place by an invisible force.

"Elias, please," I begged, my voice cracking. "This isn't right. This isn't you."

He sighed, a sound that carried all the sorrow of the ages. "You don't understand, do you? This is the only way. The only way to save ourselves."

Save ourselves from what? From death? From unhappiness? Or from something far more sinister?

The scraping sound from the well grew louder, closer. I could feel a cold breath on the back of my neck, and the whispers intensified, becoming a cacophony of voices, all chanting the same word: “Belong... Belong... Belong...”

Elias stepped closer, his violet eyes burning into mine. He reached out and took my hand, gently placing the seed in my palm.

"Trust me," he whispered, his voice hypnotic. "I would never do anything to hurt you."

But as the seed touched my skin, a jolt of energy surged through me, so intense it nearly knocked me off my feet. Visions flooded my mind: ancient forests, forgotten gods, and a love that was both beautiful and terrifying. I saw Elias standing at the centre of it all, a dark and powerful figure, ruling over a kingdom of thorns and shadows. And I saw myself beside him, transformed into something... else.

The seed pulsed again, and a single root sprouted from its tip, piercing my skin.

I screamed, a sound that was swallowed by the whispers.

Elias's smile widened, finally reaching his eyes. They glowed with triumph, with madness, with something that looked disturbingly like... hunger.

"Welcome home," he said, his voice a chilling echo of the voice in my mind.

Behind him, the darkness in the well erupted.

A figure rose from the depths, tall and gaunt, its skin as pale as moonlight. Its eyes were black and empty, and its mouth was stretched into a grotesque parody of a smile. It reached out a long, skeletal hand, and as it did, the thorns along the path seemed to writhe and twist, reaching out towards me like hungry tendrils.

Elias turned to the figure and bowed his head. "Mother," he said, his voice filled with reverence. "I have brought her to you."

Mother?

The figure glided towards me, its movements unnaturally smooth and graceful. As it drew closer, I could see that its features were not entirely human. Its ears were pointed, its teeth were too sharp, and its fingers were tipped with long, black claws.

It stopped in front of me, its empty eyes staring into my soul. It reached out and gently touched my cheek.

"She is beautiful," it said, its voice a low, rasping whisper. "She will make a fine addition to our family."

Family?

I tried to pull away, but my feet were still rooted to the spot. The root from the seed had now burrowed deep into my hand, and I could feel it spreading through my veins, like a poison.

"Elias, what have you done?" I cried, tears streaming down my face.

He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight against his chest. "I've given you a gift, my love. A gift of eternal life. A gift of belonging."

The figure behind him smiled, and as it did, the thorns along the path began to bloom.

Not with roses, but with something far more sinister.

Black, glistening flowers, their petals edged with razor-sharp thorns.

And as the flowers opened, they released a cloud of spores that swirled around me, filling my lungs, seeping into my skin, and planting themselves deep within my soul.

I knew, then, that there was no escape.

I was trapped.

I belonged to the Midnight Road now.

And to the family that dwelled within its depths.

The last thing I saw before darkness claimed me was Elias's face, his violet eyes glowing with a triumphant, unholy light.

"Welcome home," he whispered again, his voice a haunting echo in the gathering shadows.
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