
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter One

Elena Vasquez killed the engine and let the silence of the Adirondacks swallow her whole.

Snow drifted across the windshield in lazy, deliberate spirals, as though the forest itself were exhaling. The rented cabin—three stories of dark timber and steep gables—loomed at the end of the private drive, its windows glowing amber against the late-afternoon gray. It looked expensive, secluded, and exactly like the kind of place where old friends could pretend the last ten years had been kind to them.

She stepped out of the SUV, boots crunching into fresh powder, and pulled her coat tighter. The air smelled of pine and woodsmoke and something else—something metallic that she told herself was only the cold biting the inside of her nose. Her breath fogged in front of her, then vanished.

For a moment she stood still, keys dangling from gloved fingers, staring at the cabin. She had booked it herself, paid the deposit, sent the group text: Ten years. Let’s do this right. No spouses, no kids, no excuses. They had all replied within minutes, thumbs-up emojis and exclamation points, as if none of them had ever grown up at all.

Elena exhaled, watched the cloud dissolve, and started toward the porch.

Inside, the foyer was warm and dimly lit. Someone—probably the property manager—had left the heat on and a fire crackling in the great room beyond. The scent of cedar and burning birch rolled over her like a memory. She dropped her suitcase at the foot of the stairs and walked deeper in, heels clicking on wide-plank floors.

The living room opened up two stories high, a wall of windows looking out over snow-laden pines and the frozen lake below. Leather couches, thick wool rugs, a bar cart already stocked with top-shelf bottles. Everything curated for people who could now afford to pretend they were still twenty-two.

She poured herself two fingers of bourbon, neat, and carried it to the windows. Snow kept falling, soft and relentless. Her reflection stared back: sharp cheekbones, dark hair twisted into a knot, eyes that looked older than the rest of her face. Thirty-two. Successful. Partner track at the firm. A condo in Manhattan with a view she never had time to enjoy. And still, sometimes, in the quiet, she felt the old itch under her skin—the one that had made her the ringleader all those years ago.

The night of the pact.

She took a slow sip, letting the bourbon burn its way down.

It had started as a joke, of course. Senior year, the week before finals. Lila had found the book in some dusty corner of the university library—an honest-to-God grimoire, leather-bound, pages brittle and water-stained. They’d been drunk on cheap red wine and cheaper weed, sprawled across the floor of Elena and Lila’s off-campus apartment, laughing at the Latin phrases none of them could properly pronounce.

“Blood binds what words cannot,” Lila had read aloud, theatrical, waving the book like a prop. “A circle of five, flesh and desire, forever entwined.”

Marcus had snorted. “Sounds like a shitty dating app.”

Theo had blushed crimson and pretended to study his laptop.

Sara had rolled her eyes so hard Elena thought they might stick.

But Elena—Elena had felt something spark behind her ribs. A dare. A line she suddenly wanted to cross, just to see what waited on the other side.

So she’d fetched a kitchen knife. Five quick slices across five palms. Five drops of blood into a chipped ceramic chalice they used for mixing jungle juice. They’d passed it around, each drinking after reciting the mangled Latin. Swearing their sexual destinies—whatever the hell that meant—would be bound together for life.

They’d laughed until they cried. Fallen asleep in a pile on the rug. Woken the next morning hungover and embarrassed and already pretending it had never happened.

Ten years.

Elena drained the bourbon and set the glass on the mantel.

Headlights swept across the snow outside—long beams cutting through the dusk. A second vehicle crunched up the drive. Doors slammed. Voices carried, muffled but familiar.

She turned as the front door opened and cold air rushed in with them.

Marcus first, broad-shouldered and grinning, snowflakes melting in his dark stubble. “Look who still beats everyone everywhere,” he called, voice filling the room the way it always had.

Lila behind him, red wool coat open over a black silk dress that clung like it had been painted on, eyes bright with mischief and something sharper. “Elena, darling, this place is obscene. I want to fuck on every surface.”

Sara next, practical parka and ponytail, carrying two bottles of wine and an expression that said she’d already calculated how many hours of sleep she was going to lose this weekend.

And finally Theo, quieter than the rest, snow dusting his glasses, offering a small wave that turned into an awkward hug when Elena stepped forward to meet him.

They converged in the great room like planets sliding back into old orbits. Coats shed, drinks poured, stories overlapping—careers, marriages, divorces, kids, no kids, triumphs, disasters. Laughter that sounded easy on the surface but carried faint static underneath, like a radio station not quite tuned.

No one mentioned the pact.

Not yet.

Later, after the fire had burned low and the bourbon had done its work, they ended up in the hot tub on the deck. Steam rose in thick clouds, mingling with snow that melted the instant it touched their skin. The lake stretched black and endless below them. Stars pricked through thinning clouds.

Marcus sat between Lila and Sara, arms spread along the rim, king of the world again. Theo opposite Elena, trying not to stare at the way her wet bikini clung to her breasts. Lila’s foot found Elena’s calf under the water and lingered there, deliberate.

Conversation drifted to old times. Parties. Hookups. The apartment with the leaky ceiling. The night they all got matching tattoos—tiny black ouroboros on their inner thighs, a snake eating its own tail. A joke. A dare. Something to remember the pact by.

“Still got mine,” Marcus said, lifting one leg out of the water. Water sheeted off his thigh, revealing the faded mark just below the hem of his trunks.

“Mine too,” Lila purred, shifting so her suit rode higher. The tattoo was darker on her pale skin, almost fresh-looking.

Sara snorted. “You people are ridiculous.”

But she tugged her suit aside just enough to show hers was still there.

Theo hesitated, cheeks flushed from more than heat, then quietly revealed his.

Elena felt their eyes settle on her. She met them one by one—Marcus’s challenge, Lila’s hunger, Sara’s skepticism, Theo’s longing—and felt that old spark flare again, hotter this time.

Slowly, she hooked her thumbs under the edge of her bikini bottom and pulled it down just far enough. The ouroboros stared back at them, black ink against olive skin. But something was different. The lines seemed sharper. Darker. As if the tattoo had deepened overnight.

For a moment, no one spoke. Only the bubble of the jets and the soft hush of falling snow.

Then Marcus laughed, low and rough. “Guess we’re still bound, huh?”

Lila’s foot slid higher up Elena’s leg.

Elena smiled, small and sharp, and reached for her drink.

Above them, unnoticed, the snow kept falling—thick, deliberate, sealing the driveway, the road, the world outside.

By morning, they would be cut off completely.

But that was later.

For now, the five of them sat steeped in steam and bourbon and the low, insistent hum of something ancient waking up beneath their skin.

And Elena, who had started it all those years ago, felt the first delicious pulse of it between her thighs—like a tongue tracing the outline of the snake that would never let her go.


Chapter Two

Marcus Hale killed the headlights and let the engine idle for a second, staring up at the cabin like he was sizing up an opponent.

Snow poured down in thick sheets now, the kind that swallowed sound and turned the world into a muffled dream. He’d driven the last hour in near-whiteout conditions, knuckles white on the wheel, telling himself it was just a weekend. Just old friends. Nothing more.

But the ouroboros on his thigh had been itching since Albany.

He grabbed his duffel from the back seat, slammed the door, and trudged through the drifts toward the porch. Lila was right behind him, boots crunching, breath fogging in excited little puffs. She’d ridden with him from the city—claimed her flight got canceled, but Marcus knew better. Lila never left things to chance.

The front door was unlocked. Heat and light and the low murmur of voices spilled out as he pushed inside.

Elena was there first, of course. Standing by the fire with that cool, appraising smile she’d perfected sometime in the last decade. She looked good—better than good. The years had sharpened her edges instead of softening them.

“Thought you two would chicken out,” she said, taking his coat like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Never,” Marcus grinned, pulling her into a hug that lingered half a second too long. She smelled like bourbon and the same jasmine perfume she’d worn in college. His hand settled low on her back, thumb brushing the ridge of her spine through her sweater. She didn’t pull away.

Lila breezed past them, shedding her coat to reveal the dress underneath—black silk, cut high on the thigh, low in the front. “Darling, you started without us,” she accused Elena, kissing the air beside both cheeks before turning to survey the room. “And you picked perfection. I’m already wet just looking at the views.”

Sara emerged from the kitchen with a bottle of wine and an expression that said she’d heard that line before. “Some things never change,” she muttered, but she was smiling as she handed Marcus a glass.

Theo was last, hovering near the stairs like he wasn’t sure he belonged. He’d flown in that morning, rented a car, driven up alone. Marcus clapped him on the shoulder—harder than necessary—and felt Theo flinch.

“Still allergic to fun, Grant?” Marcus teased.

Theo adjusted his glasses. “Just pacing myself.”

They migrated to the great room, drinks in hand, settling into the deep couches like they’d never left. The fire snapped and popped. Outside, the snow kept falling, erasing tire tracks, erasing the road.

Conversation started safe: jobs, cities, the usual scorecard of adult life. Marcus talked about his gym chain, the franchise deals in the works. Elena dropped the name of her firm like a trump card. Sara recounted twelve-hour shifts in the ER, the latest mass shooting she’d worked. Lila spun stories about her latest installation—something involving suspended mirrors and recorded moans that had scandalized a Chelsea gallery.

Theo mostly listened, nodding at the right moments, eyes flicking to Elena whenever she spoke.

Eventually, inevitably, the talk turned backward.

“Remember the apartment on College Ave?” Lila asked, curling her legs beneath her. “The one with the bathtub in the kitchen?”

“And the mice that threw better parties than we did,” Sara added.

Marcus laughed. “And the landlord who only fixed things if you slept with him.”

“Which you did,” Elena said dryly.

“Once,” Marcus protested. “And only because the heat was out in February.”

They all laughed, the sound warm and easy and edged with something darker. The kind of laughter that remembered bodies pressed together in too-small beds, hands wandering in the dark, mornings after that no one ever quite acknowledged.

Lila leaned forward, elbows on knees, dress gaping just enough to draw every eye in the room. “We were insatiable back then. All of us. Sneaking into each other’s rooms, the library stacks, that awful bar bathroom with the broken lock—”

“Enough,” Sara groaned, but she was blushing.

Theo shifted on the couch, drink untouched in his hand.

Marcus felt the itch again, stronger now. He rubbed his thigh absently through his jeans. The tattoo had always been faint—a stupid impulse after too many shots—but tonight it felt raised, like scar tissue remembering the blade.

Elena caught the gesture. Her eyes narrowed, just slightly.

“Hot tub’s ready,” she announced suddenly, standing. “I had them heat it this afternoon. Who’s in?”

There was a beat of silence, the kind that stretches and hums.

Then Lila was on her feet, already peeling off her dress. “Obviously.”

Marcus followed, stripping down to his boxer briefs without ceremony. He’d kept in shape—better than college, if he was honest. The others noticed. He let them.

Sara sighed but stood, tugging off her sweater. Practical black one-piece underneath. Theo hesitated longest, then followed, folding his clothes neatly on a chair.

They filed out onto the deck, steam rising in thick clouds as they sank into the bubbling water. Snow melted on their shoulders, their hair. The lake below was a black void, the forest beyond it invisible.

For a while they just soaked, passing a bottle of champagne someone had thought to bring out. The heat loosened muscles, loosened tongues.

Marcus found himself between Lila and Elena. Lila’s foot traced lazy circles along his calf. Elena’s thigh pressed against his under the water—accidental at first, then not.

Across from them, Theo’s gaze kept drifting to Elena’s chest where her bikini top had shifted just enough to reveal the edge of one dark areola. Sara noticed and elbowed him lightly.

“Eyes up, perv.”

Theo flushed crimson. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Lila purred. “We’re all friends here.”

Marcus felt the shift then—the air thickening, the way it used to right before someone made a move no one would talk about tomorrow. His cock stirred despite the heat, or because of it.

He took a long pull from the bottle and passed it to Elena. Their fingers brushed. Held.

“Truth or dare,” Lila said suddenly, voice low and velvet. “For old times’ sake.”

Sara groaned. “We’re not twenty-one anymore.”

“Exactly,” Lila replied. “We’re old enough to know better. Makes it more fun.”

No one objected.

Lila went first, of course. “Marcus. Truth. When’s the last time you thought about fucking someone in this group?”

He didn’t hesitate. “This morning. On the drive up.”

Lila’s smile was sharp as broken glass. “Who?”

“That’s a second question.”

“Rules are flexible,” Elena said quietly.

Marcus met her eyes. “All of you. At different points.”

The water seemed to grow hotter.

Theo’s turn. He picked truth because he always did. Sara asked if he was still a virgin. The silence after he whispered “yes” was deafening.

Lila reached across and trailed wet fingers down his arm. “We’ll fix that.”

Theo shivered, and it wasn’t from cold.

Round and round they went, questions growing bolder, admissions spilling out like blood from fresh cuts. Sara confessed she’d masturbated thinking about Elena in med school. Elena admitted she’d once watched Marcus and Lila through a cracked bedroom door and come without touching herself. Marcus described in detail what he’d do to Theo if given the chance—just to see him squirm, he claimed, but his voice was rough.

The champagne bottle emptied. Snow kept falling.

Eventually hands began to wander under the water where no one could quite see. A brush of fingers along a thigh. A palm cupping a breast. A foot pressing deliberately between legs.

No one stopped it.

No one spoke.

They stayed in the tub until skin pruned and breath came short, until the lines between memory and now, between want and surrender, blurred completely.

When they finally climbed out, dripping and shaking, the cold hit like a slap. They wrapped in towels and hurried inside, but the heat they carried with them had nothing to do with the water.

In the great room, the fire had burned low. Someone—Elena—threw on another log. Sparks flew up the chimney.

They stood in a loose circle, towels clutched loosely, eyes bright.

No one made the first move.

But everyone knew it was coming.

Outside, the snow sealed them in tighter. The roads vanished. The world narrowed to the cabin, the fire, the five of them breathing the same charged air.

Marcus felt the ouroboros burn beneath his towel, a perfect circle of heat.

He looked at Elena across the flickering light and saw she felt it too.

The pact wasn’t a joke anymore.

It never had been.


Chapter Three

Lila Moreau woke first, as she always did when there was mischief in the air.

The cabin was still dark, the kind of pre-dawn gray that made everything feel underwater. She lay on her back in the king bed of the master suite, sheets tangled around her hips, skin cool where the fire downstairs had stopped reaching. For a long moment she listened: the soft creak of old wood settling, the wind moving through pines outside, the slow, even breathing of the house itself.

Then she felt it again—the low thrum between her legs, the same pulse that had started in the hot tub and followed her into sleep.

She slid a hand down her stomach, under the waistband of the silk shorts she’d slept in, and found herself already slick. Not morning arousal. Something deeper. Hungrier. Her fingers moved in slow circles, testing, and the thrum answered instantly, building into a rolling wave that made her arch off the mattress.

The dream came back in flashes.

All of them in the great room. Naked. Firelight licking over skin. Hands everywhere—familiar and not. Marcus behind her, thick arms pinning her wrists. Elena’s mouth on her throat. Theo on his knees, trembling. Sara watching with those cool surgeon’s eyes until something cracked in her and she joined.

But the faces kept shifting. Eyes too black. Smiles too wide. And something else in the shadows, tall and faceless, feeding.

Lila’s breath hitched. She pressed harder, chasing the memory, and came with a sharp, silent gasp that left her shaking.

When it passed, she lay staring at the ceiling beams, heart hammering against her ribs.

It had felt real. Too real.

She sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and padded barefoot to the window. Snow had stopped sometime in the night. The world outside was buried—drifts up to the porch railings, the driveway erased. No tracks. No sign of the road. The lake lay frozen and white under a sky the color of tarnished silver.

Beautiful. And absolute.

Lila smiled.

Downstairs, the coffee maker gurgled. Someone else was awake.

She pulled on an oversized cashmere sweater—nothing underneath—and went to find them.

Elena stood at the kitchen island in leggings and a thermal top, hair loose and wild from sleep, pouring coffee into two mugs. She looked up when Lila entered, and something electric passed between them.

“Morning,” Elena said, voice rough.

“Did you sleep?” Lila asked, sliding onto a stool.

“Not much.” Elena pushed one mug across the marble. Their fingers brushed. Held again.

Lila sipped. The coffee was strong, bitter. Perfect. “I had the most extraordinary dream.”

Elena’s eyes flicked to hers. “Me too.”

They didn’t elaborate. They didn’t need to.

Footsteps on the stairs. Marcus appeared in sweatpants slung low on his hips, chest bare, hair tousled. He looked like he’d been fucked thoroughly and wanted more. The ouroboros tattoo on his thigh peeked beneath the hem—darker than Lila remembered, almost bruised.

He didn’t speak, just walked straight to Elena, cupped the back of her neck, and kissed her hard. Not a morning greeting. A claim. Elena made a small sound in her throat but didn’t pull away. Her free hand came up to grip his wrist—not stopping, just anchoring.

Lila watched, heat pooling low again.

When Marcus finally broke the kiss, Elena’s lips were swollen, her pupils blown wide.

“Coffee?” she asked, voice unsteady.

“Later,” he said, and turned to Lila.

He crossed the kitchen in two strides, pulled her off the stool, and pressed her back against the cold stainless-steel fridge. His mouth was on hers before she could speak, tongue demanding, hand sliding under the sweater to palm her breast. Thumb over nipple. Pinch.

Lila moaned into his mouth and wrapped one leg around his hip, feeling how hard he already was.

Elena watched them, coffee forgotten, chest rising fast.

Then the front door opened with a blast of arctic air.

Sara stomped in, cheeks red from cold, carrying an armful of split logs from the woodpile on the porch. She stopped dead at the sight of Marcus grinding against Lila, Lila’s head thrown back, sweater rucked up to her ribs.

“Jesus Christ,” Sara muttered, kicking the door shut. “It’s not even eight a.m.”

Marcus didn’t stop. If anything, he pressed harder, making Lila gasp.

Sara dumped the logs by the hearth with a clatter. “Some of us are trying to keep the house from freezing.”

Lila laughed, breathless. “We’re generating plenty of heat.”

Sara rolled her eyes, but her gaze lingered on the way Marcus’s hand moved under the sweater, on the flush climbing Lila’s throat.

“Where’s Theo?” Elena asked, trying for normal and failing.

“Outside,” Sara said. “Trying to get a signal. Good luck.”

She disappeared upstairs.

Marcus pulled back just enough to look at Lila. “Dream?” he asked simply.

She nodded.

“Same one?”

“Close enough.”

He glanced at Elena. “You?”

Elena gave a tight nod.

Footsteps again—lighter this time. Theo came in through the mudroom, snow on his boots, phone in hand, face pale.

“No bars,” he said. “And the plows haven’t been through. We’re stuck at least until tomorrow.”

No one answered right away.

Theo’s gaze moved over them—Marcus still pinning Lila to the fridge, Elena gripping the counter like it was the only solid thing left. His throat worked.

“I, uh… had a weird dream,” he said quietly.

Four pairs of eyes turned to him.

Marcus let Lila slide down his body until her feet touched the floor. “Tell us,” he said.

Theo hesitated. Then, in a halting voice, he did.

The details matched. The great room. The fire. All five of them. But in Theo’s version, he had been in the center—on his knees, surrounded. Hands in his hair. Mouths on him. He described the pleasure in excruciating detail, face burning, until his voice cracked.

When he finished, the kitchen was silent except for the tick of the radiator.

Lila broke it. “So we all had the same dream.”

“Not the same,” Elena corrected softly. “But… overlapping.”

Marcus rubbed his thigh absently. “And the marks?”

He pushed down the waistband of his sweats just enough to reveal the ouroboros. It wasn’t faded anymore. The ink was black and raised, the snake’s scales almost textured.

Lila lifted her sweater. Hers matched.

Theo stared at his own thigh like it belonged to someone else.

Elena didn’t show hers. She didn’t need to.

Sara came back downstairs in fresh clothes, hair damp from a quick shower. She took one look at their faces and stopped.

“What now?” she asked.

No one had an answer.

Outside, the snow began to fall again—soft at first, then harder, driven sideways by rising wind.

Inside, the five of them stood in the warming kitchen, coffee cooling, bodies humming with something that had waited ten years to wake up.

And somewhere deep in the walls—or maybe deeper—the Binder stirred, tasting the first drops of what it had been promised long ago.


Chapter Four

The wind howled around the cabin like a living thing, clawing at the windows, trying to get in.

Sara stood rigid at the kitchen sink, staring out at the whiteout. Her pulse hadn’t slowed since breakfast. She kept replaying the dream in clinical fragments—skin on skin, mouths, the slick drag of tongues—but her body refused to file it under “hallucination.” Her nipples were still hard beneath her thermal shirt. She hated that most of all.

Behind her, the room felt too small for five adults breathing the same charged air.

Theo crouched by the fireplace, feeding logs with mechanical care. Every time he leaned forward, his hoodie rode up, exposing a strip of pale lower back. He didn’t notice Lila watching him like she was already tasting it.

Elena stood at the bar cart, lining up bottles with deliberate precision. She poured bourbon—two fingers, three—then wrapped both hands around the glass as if the heat could steady her. It didn’t. She could still feel phantom fingers between her legs from the dream, stroking in perfect, merciless rhythm.

Marcus prowled barefoot, jeans riding low, torso gleaming with a faint sheen of sweat despite the cold. The rip in his denim framed the ouroboros perfectly—black, swollen, alive. Every step made the fabric shift against his cock, half-hard since he’d woken up grinding against the sheets, chasing a climax that had already happened somewhere else.

Lila drifted, barefoot in that oversized sweater, nipples dark shadows against the cashmere. She touched everything—books, furniture, the curve of Theo’s shoulder as she passed—leaving trails of heat.

Sara turned sharply. “We need to talk about this. Now.”

The words landed like a slap. Four pairs of eyes fixed on her, hungry and wary.

“Talk about what, exactly?” Marcus asked, voice gravel-rough. He stopped pacing, leaned a hip against the couch back, arms crossed so his biceps flexed. “The fact that we all woke up soaked and aching? Or the part where I can still taste Lila on my tongue even though we haven’t touched yet?”

Lila’s lips curved. “Yet,” she echoed, savoring it.

Sara’s cheeks burned. “The dreams. The marks. The storm trapping us here like some bad horror porn script.”

Lila laughed, low and filthy. “Porn implies an ending, darling. This feels more like foreplay.”

Theo’s voice was barely a whisper. “It hurts.” He pushed up his sweatpant leg, revealing the ouroboros—ink raised and angry, veins threading outward. “Like it’s… throbbing. In time with my pulse. Lower.”

Elena’s breath caught. She set her glass down harder than intended, bourbon sloshing. “Show us.”

Theo hesitated, then stood. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband and eased the fabric down just enough. The mark sat high on his inner thigh, inches from the obvious bulge straining his sweats. The skin around it glistened faintly, as if fevered.

Lila stepped closer, close enough that Theo could feel her breath. “May I?” she murmured.

He nodded, throat working.

She didn’t touch the mark. Instead she traced one fingernail in the air a millimeter above it, following the snake’s curve. Theo shuddered hard, cock twitching visibly.

“Beautiful,” Lila said. “It wants to be fed.”

Sara’s voice cracked. “Stop it. This isn’t—”

“Isn’t what?” Elena cut in, soft and dangerous. She moved behind Sara, not touching, but close enough that Sara felt the heat radiating off her. “Isn’t turning you on? Because I can smell you from here, Sara. We all can.”

Sara spun, fury and shame colliding. “Fuck you.”

“Exactly what it wants,” Elena whispered. Her pupils were blown wide. “Me on my knees for you. You begging. All of us watching.”

Marcus pushed off the couch, closing the distance. “Careful, Elena. You keep talking like that and I won’t wait for the next dream.”

His hand went to his thigh, pressing hard over the ouroboros through denim. A low groan escaped him—pleasure or pain, impossible to tell.

Theo made a strangled sound and yanked his waistband back up, turning away. “I found the book,” he said, too loud, pulling it from his hoodie pocket like a shield.

Lila took it gently, reverently. She opened to a marked page, eyes scanning. “Listen,” she said, voice dropping into something intimate, almost bedside. “‘The Binder tasteth first the want unspoken. It drippeth venom into hidden veins—lust that coils tighter with every denial. Five mouths, five wounds, five offerings. Until the circle breaks in ecstasy and blood.’”

She looked up. “It says the more we fight it, the harder it fucks us.”

Marcus’s laugh was rough. “Then maybe we stop fighting.”

“No,” Sara snapped. “We set rules. Boundaries. We stay together, fully clothed, no touching—”

Lila stepped into her space, sweater brushing Sara’s arm. “You really think clothes matter when I can feel you clenching your thighs right now? When I know exactly how wet you got watching Marcus kiss Elena this morning?”

Sara’s breath hitched. She couldn’t deny it.

Elena moved to the coffee table, set the book down like it burned. “We could try burning it.”

“Or,” Lila purred, “we could give it a taste. Just enough to take the edge off. One kiss. One touch. See if it quiets.”

Marcus’s eyes darkened. “I vote we test that theory.”

Theo backed toward the stairs. “I—I need air.”

“There is no air out there,” Elena said quietly. “Only snow. And us.”

The lights flickered. A log in the fire collapsed in a shower of sparks.

Marcus extended his hand toward Theo, palm up, the old scar from their college cut faint but visible. “Come here.”

Theo didn’t move, but his chest rose and fell too fast.

Lila slid her sweater off one shoulder, exposing the strap of nothing underneath. “We’re already naked in its eyes,” she said. “Why pretend for each other?”

Sara’s voice was a thread. “Because if we start, we won’t stop.”

Elena met her gaze, raw and pleading and ravenous all at once. “Maybe stopping was never an option.”

Outside, the storm screamed louder, sealing them in.

Inside, five bodies stood on the brink, pulses syncing to the same dark rhythm, every heartbeat a countdown to surrender.

The Binder waited just beneath the floorboards, patient, tasting their resistance like wine—knowing it would only make the breaking sweeter.


Chapter Five

Night fell early, swallowed by the storm.

By six o’clock the windows were black mirrors reflecting only the cabin’s warm glow and five restless bodies trying not to touch. They had agreed—reluctantly, fiercely—to stay together in the great room. No one went upstairs alone. No one slept. They built the fire high, dragged in extra blankets and pillows, turned it into a makeshift camp. A barrier against the dark.

It lasted less than two hours.

Lila was the first to break.

She lay on her stomach near the hearth, chin propped on folded arms, sweater discarded hours ago. Firelight painted gold across her bare back, the slope of her spine, the dimples just above the low waistband of her silk shorts. Every breath lifted her breasts against the rug; every shift parted her thighs a fraction more.

“You’re all staring,” she said without turning. “It’s rude to look and not touch.”

Marcus sat against the couch opposite her, knees spread, elbows resting on them. He hadn’t bothered with a shirt all day. The firelight carved shadows between his abs, down to where his sweatpants tented unmistakably. “You want to be touched, say it plain.”

Lila rolled onto her side, facing him. One breast spilled free, nipple tight and dark. “I want to be touched. By any of you. All of you. Until I can’t think straight.”

Theo made a choked sound from his corner of blankets. He sat cross-legged, hoodie zipped to his throat despite the heat, hands clenched in his lap as if holding himself together by force.

Elena paced the edge of the rug, barefoot, hair loose and wild. She had changed into a thin tank top and boy-short panties—practical, she’d claimed, for sleeping on the floor. The fabric clung to every curve, translucent where firelight hit. She stopped behind Sara, who sat rigid on the couch, knees pressed tight together.

“Feel how fast her heart’s going,” Elena murmured, fingers hovering an inch above Sara’s collarbone. “Like a bird trying to escape the cage.”

Sara slapped her hand away. “Don’t.”

But her voice trembled.

Marcus leaned forward. “We said no touching. We didn’t say no talking.” His gaze raked over Sara, slow and deliberate. “Tell us what you liked best in the dream, Sara. Was it Elena’s tongue on your clit while I fucked her from behind? Or Theo’s mouth on your tits while Lila rode his face?”

Sara’s breath hitched audibly. “Shut up.”

“Or was it when we held you down?” he continued, softer. “When you stopped pretending you didn’t want it?”

Sara surged to her feet, fists clenched. “This isn’t you talking. It’s that thing.”

“Maybe,” Marcus said. “Or maybe it’s just the part of me you always knew was there.”

Lila pushed up onto her knees, crawling closer to Theo. “Sweet boy,” she crooned. “You’re shaking. Let me warm you.”

Theo tried to scoot back, but the wall of pillows stopped him. “Please don’t.”

“Please do,” Lila corrected. She reached out, fingertips brushing his knee. Theo jerked like he’d been shocked, but didn’t pull away. “Tell me what you dreamed about me.”

Theo’s voice cracked. “You… you were on top. Guiding me in. Telling me it was okay to let go.”

Lila’s hand slid higher, up his thigh, stopping just short of the bulge straining his sweats. “Like this?”

He whimpered.

Elena moved suddenly, dropping to her knees beside Lila. “Enough teasing.” She cupped Lila’s chin, turned her face, and kissed her—slow, filthy, open-mouthed. Tongues sliding, soft sounds filling the room. When she pulled back, both women were breathing hard.

“Rules are breaking,” Elena said to the room at large. “We can feel it. Why keep pretending we’re stronger than this?”

Sara backed toward the hallway. “Because if we start—”

“We won’t stop,” Marcus finished. He stood, towering, cock outlined thick and heavy against gray fabric. “And maybe that’s the point.”

The lights flickered again, longer this time. For three full seconds the room plunged into firelit darkness. When power returned, Lila had closed the distance to Theo. Her hand was inside his waistband now, stroking slowly. Theo’s head was thrown back against the pillows, eyes squeezed shut, hips rocking helplessly into her grip.

“Fuck,” Sara whispered. She took one step toward them, then another, as if pulled by invisible thread.

Elena intercepted her, pressing close, breasts brushing breasts. “Let it in,” she whispered against Sara’s ear. “Just a little. Just enough to breathe.”

Sara’s hands came up—to push away or pull closer, impossible to tell. They settled on Elena’s hips, fingers digging in.

Marcus watched them all, chest heaving. The ouroboros on his thigh burned hot enough to brand. He shoved his sweatpants down, freeing his cock—thick, flushed, already slick at the tip. He wrapped a fist around himself and stroked once, slow.

“Who wants to taste first?” he asked, voice ragged.

No one answered with words.

Lila leaned down and took Theo into her mouth in one smooth motion. Theo cried out, hands flying to her hair—not stopping, guiding. Elena dragged Sara down to the rug, mouths crashing together in a kiss that was more battle than surrender. Sara’s resistance shattered on a moan when Elena’s thigh slid between hers, pressing exactly where she needed.

Marcus dropped to his knees behind Lila, yanking her shorts aside. He entered her in one hard thrust. Lila’s moan vibrated around Theo’s cock, making him buck.

The great room filled with the sounds of bodies finally giving in—wet slides of skin, gasps, low growls, the crackle of the fire that no longer felt warm enough.

Above them, the storm raged on, indifferent.

Below them, the Binder drank deep.

And in the shared haze of pleasure, none of them noticed the shadows in the corners lengthening, stretching, reaching—like fingers waiting for the next course.


Chapter Six

The fire had burned down to a bed of sullen coals when the first scream cut through the haze.

It was Theo.

He jerked upright from the tangle of limbs and blankets, eyes wide and unseeing, mouth open in a raw, animal sound that wasn’t pleasure anymore. Lila’s head slipped from his lap; Marcus froze mid-thrust inside her, hips locked. Elena and Sara broke their kiss with a wet gasp, turning toward him as one.

Theo clawed at his thigh, nails raking bloody furrows around the ouroboros. The mark had split open—no, not split. The snake’s mouth had widened, scales peeling back like petals, revealing raw, glistening tissue beneath. Black threads pulsed there, burrowing deeper into muscle.

“It’s moving,” he sobbed. “It’s inside me.”

Marcus pulled out of Lila with a slick sound and crawled across the rug. “Let me see.”

Theo tried to curl away, but Marcus caught his wrists, pinning them. The others closed in, forming a tight circle of naked, sweat-slick bodies. Firelight painted them all in crimson and shadow.

Elena reached out first, fingers trembling as she touched the edge of the wound. The threads writhed at contact, retreating, then surging forward again—like they were tasting her.

“Jesus,” Sara breathed. She shifted into doctor mode, voice steadying. “We need light. And something to clean it.”

But no one moved to fetch anything. They couldn’t look away.

Lila leaned closer, fascinated. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. A bead of blood welled where Theo’s nails had torn skin; she caught it on her fingertip and brought it to her mouth. Copper and salt and something darker bloomed across her tongue. Her eyes fluttered. “It tastes like us.”

Theo shuddered violently. His cock—still half-hard from earlier—twitched against his stomach, betraying him. “Make it stop,” he begged. “Please.”

Marcus released his wrists and cupped Theo’s face instead, thumbs stroking his cheekbones. “Breathe. Look at me.”

Theo’s panicked gaze locked on Marcus. Something passed between them—old friendship warped into something feral and tender.

Marcus leaned in and kissed him.

Not soft. Not gentle. A claiming kiss, teeth and tongue, swallowing Theo’s whimpers. Theo resisted for a heartbeat, then melted into it with a broken moan, hands fisting in Marcus’s hair.

When Marcus pulled back, Theo’s eyes were glassy, but the thrashing threads had slowed.

“Better?” Marcus asked, voice rough.

Theo nodded, dazed.

Sara exhaled shakily. “Endorphins. Distraction. It’s… buying time.”

Elena’s hand had stayed on Theo’s thigh. Now her fingers traced the edge of the open mark, curious despite herself. The threads responded, curling toward her touch like vines seeking sun.

“It wants more,” she said quietly. “More blood. More sex. More everything.”

Lila stretched languidly, breasts swaying as she moved to straddle Theo’s hips. “Then let’s give it more.”

Theo’s breath hitched. “No—wait—”

But Lila was already sinking down, guiding him inside her with a slow, deliberate roll of her hips. Wet heat enveloped him; he cried out, back arching. The threads in his thigh pulsed faster, but no longer burrowed—they spread outward, mapping new paths under his skin in perfect, branching symmetry.

Marcus watched them, stroking himself lazily. “Look at that. It likes it.”

Sara’s clinical detachment cracked. She crawled forward, pressing against Lila’s back, hands sliding around to cup her breasts. “Monitor his pulse,” she muttered, but her thumbs were already circling Lila’s nipples, pinching until Lila gasped and ground harder on Theo.

Elena stayed on her knees, transfixed by the living mark. She lowered her head and licked a stripe through the blood and exposed tissue.

Theo screamed again—this time in pleasure so sharp it bordered on pain. His hips snapped up, driving deeper into Lila. The threads surged, racing up his groin, wrapping delicately around the base of his cock where it disappeared inside her.

Elena tasted iron and ozone and raw want. She licked again, deeper, tongue pressing into the wound. The threads welcomed her, sliding against her tongue like silk.

Above her, Lila rode Theo with abandon, head thrown back against Sara’s shoulder. Sara’s fingers had found Lila’s clit, rubbing tight circles. Marcus moved behind Sara now, spreading her thighs, sliding into her from behind in one smooth thrust. Sara moaned, pushing back to take him fully.

Five bodies moved together again, but different now—frantic, reverent, terrified. Every thrust seemed to feed the thing inside Theo; every cry made the threads glow faintly under his skin, spreading across his abdomen in intricate, obscene patterns.

Theo came first, spilling deep inside Lila with a guttural sound that didn’t seem human. The threads flared bright, then settled, satisfied—for the moment.

Lila followed seconds later, clenching around him, Sara’s fingers relentless. Marcus pounded into Sara until she shattered, biting down on Lila’s shoulder to muffle her scream.

Elena stayed between Theo’s legs, licking gently at the wound until the edges began to knit, threads retreating beneath new, glistening skin. When she finally sat back, the ouroboros had reformed—perfect, darker, the snake now devouring its tail with tiny, sharp teeth that hadn’t been there before.

Theo lay trembling, spent, tears drying on his temples.

No one spoke for a long time.

Outside, the wind had died. The storm was passing.

Inside, the fire burned low, casting long shadows that reached for the ceiling like eager hands.

And beneath the rug, beneath the floorboards, the Binder coiled tighter around their joined fates, sated but already hungry for the next offering.

It knew the circle was weakening.

It could wait.


Chapter Seven

Dawn crept in gray and reluctant, filtering through frost-laced windows.

The great room looked like a battlefield abandoned mid-carnage: blankets twisted into ropes, pillows scattered, dark smears of blood and other fluids drying on the rug. The fire had gone out completely sometime in the night. Cold seeped in from the floors, from the walls, from the spaces between their bodies.

Marcus woke first, muscles aching in the best and worst ways. Lila was curled against his chest, one leg thrown over his thigh, her breath warm against his neck. Sara lay spooned behind him, arm draped possessively across his waist even in sleep. Elena and Theo were a few feet away, tangled together—Elena’s back to Theo’s front, his face buried in her hair, hand cupped loosely around her breast.

For a long moment Marcus just breathed, cataloging the damage. Bite marks on his shoulder. Scratch trails down his back. The ouroboros on his thigh had changed again—now the snake’s body was thicker, scales etched in raised relief, tail disappearing into a second, smaller circle that hadn’t been there yesterday.

He shifted carefully, trying not to wake the others. Lila stirred anyway, eyes fluttering open. She looked up at him with a lazy, sated smile that slowly sharpened into something else as memory returned.

“Morning,” she whispered, fingers tracing the new ridges on his mark. “It fed well.”

Marcus felt his cock twitch against her belly, traitorous and immediate. “Yeah.”

Across the room, Theo made a small, distressed sound in his sleep. Elena turned in his arms, pressing closer, murmuring something soothing. Theo’s hips rocked forward involuntarily, seeking friction. Elena’s hand slid down between them, guiding him inside her with a sleepy sigh.

They began moving together slowly, half-dreaming, the wet sounds intimate in the quiet.

Sara woke to the rhythm, breath catching. She pressed tighter against Marcus’s back, nipples hard points against his skin. Her hand snaked around his hip, wrapping around his thickening length. She stroked once, twice, thumb spreading the bead of precome over the head.

Marcus groaned low. “Thought we were trying to resist.”

Sara’s laugh was bitter. “We stopped trying hours ago.”

Lila rolled onto her back, spreading her thighs in invitation. Marcus moved over her without thinking, sliding home in one deep thrust. She arched, nails digging into his shoulders, legs locking around his waist.

Beside them, Elena and Theo’s movements grew faster, more urgent. Theo’s hand had found Elena’s clit; she was riding him now, head thrown back, throat exposed. Sara watched them with dark, hungry eyes, fingers still working Marcus in time with his thrusts into Lila.

The room filled again with the slick slap of flesh, breathy moans, the creak of the floor beneath shifting weight.

No one spoke of stopping.

No one spoke at all.

When they came—it was almost together. Lila first, clenching around Marcus with a sharp cry that triggered his release deep inside her. Theo followed seconds later, hips snapping up hard enough to lift Elena, spilling with a broken sob. Sara, who had been grinding against Marcus’s thigh while stroking herself, shuddered through her own climax with her face pressed between his shoulder blades.

Afterward, they lay in a loose pile, sweat cooling, hearts slowing.

The cold crept closer.

Elena was the first to sit up. She looked down at her inner thigh, expression unreadable. The ouroboros there had bloomed overnight—scales iridescent now, the snake’s eyes tiny pinpricks of red. A thin line of blood traced from the mark down toward her knee.

“I’m bleeding,” she said quietly.

Sara pushed up on an elbow, instantly alert. “Let me see.”

But when Sara touched the blood, it wasn’t from a wound. It was seeping directly from the tattoo itself, slow and steady, like tears.

Theo stared at his own mark, horrified. His had begun to weep too—clear fluid mixed with faint threads of black.

“It’s marking us,” Lila said, almost reverent. She touched the wetness on Elena’s skin, brought it to her lips. “Claiming us.”

Marcus sat up slowly, looking around the room with new eyes. The shadows seemed deeper, even in daylight. The air felt thicker.

“We need to get out of here,” Sara said suddenly. “Today. The storm’s passed. We dig out the cars, we leave.”

No one argued.

They moved like people underwater—pulling on clothes, boots, coats. The cold outside hit like a wall when Marcus opened the front door. Snow had drifted to the roofline in places; the SUVS were half-buried humps under white.

They shoveled in silence, breath fogging, muscles burning. The physical work felt good—clean, normal. For an hour they almost believed they could outrun it.

Then Theo dropped his shovel and doubled over, retching into the snow.

When he straightened, his eyes were wrong.

Too dark. Pupils blown wide despite the bright glare. A thin trickle of black threaded from the corner of one eye like mascara run.

“It’s in me,” he whispered. “It’s deeper now. I can hear it.”

Elena stepped toward him, hand outstretched.

Theo flinched away. “Don’t. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Marcus grabbed a shovel, started digging faster. “We get the cars clear, we drive. That’s it.”

But when they finally uncovered the vehicles, the tires were slashed—all ten, neat precise cuts that no animal could make.

Sara stared at the ruined rubber, face pale.

Inside the cabin, something laughed.

Low. Wet. Satisfied.

They turned as one to look back at the open door.

The shadows inside had grown longer, stretching out onto the porch like welcoming arms.

The Binder was done waiting.


Chapter Eight

They stood in the snow, staring at the shredded tires as if the cuts might heal themselves if watched long enough.

The cold bit deep, but none of them felt it the way they should have. Their bodies still thrummed with residual heat, skin flushed beneath layers of coats and scarves. The air smelled of pine and gasoline and something sweeter—something that leaked from their marks and clung to their clothes.

Sara was the first to move. She knelt beside her SUV, gloved fingers tracing one of the slashes. Clean. Deep. Deliberate. Four parallel cuts on each tire, spaced like claw marks.

“No animal did this,” she said. Her voice sounded distant, even to herself.

Marcus scanned the tree line, jaw tight. “We’re twenty miles from the main road. On foot, in this snow—”

“We’d die,” Elena finished. She hugged her arms to her chest, but not from cold. The blood on her thigh had soaked through her leggings, a dark bloom spreading downward. She could feel it warm and wet, pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

Lila laughed—short, sharp, almost delighted. “It’s herding us. Back inside. Like cattle to the pen.”

Theo hadn’t spoken since the vomiting. He stood apart from the group, staring at the cabin with those too-dark eyes. Black threads now veined across his temples, faint but visible beneath the skin. When he finally opened his mouth, his voice came out layered—his own, and something else underneath.

“It’s hungry again.”

The wind picked up, driving loose snow across the driveway in swirling eddies. The open front door banged once against the wall, as if inviting them in.

Marcus slammed his shovel into a drift hard enough to splinter the handle. “Fuck this.”

He stormed past them, back toward the porch. The others followed without discussion, boots crunching through knee-deep snow.

Inside, the cabin felt different.

The lights were on, though no one remembered leaving them that way. The fire had been rebuilt—logs stacked neatly, flames leaping high and hot. On the coffee table sat the leather-bound book, open to a new page. Fresh ink glistened on the paper, as if someone had been writing while they were outside.

Elena approached slowly. The others clustered behind her.

The handwriting was theirs—each of them, impossible and unmistakable. Passages in Marcus’s blocky scrawl, Lila’s looping cursive, Theo’s precise print, Sara’s neat medical hand, Elena’s sharp angles. Descriptions of last night’s acts in graphic, loving detail. Sketches in the margins: bodies intertwined, mouths open in ecstasy, blood and seed mingling on skin.

At the bottom of the page, in red that still looked wet:

The circle tightens.

Four must break for one to bloom.

Choose, or be chosen.

Lila traced the words with one finger, unafraid. “It’s keeping score.”

Sara backed away until her shoulders hit the wall. “We need a plan. Weapons. A way to fight it.”

Marcus went to the kitchen, started opening drawers. Knives. A cleaver. A cast-iron skillet. He laid them out on the island like surgical tools.

Theo stayed by the fire, staring into the flames. The black threads under his skin had reached his throat now, delicate filaments pulsing gently.

“I can feel what it wants,” he said softly. “It’s… patient. It’s been alone a long time.”

Elena moved to him, hesitant. “Theo, look at me.”

He did. His eyes were almost entirely black now, only a thin ring of brown remaining. But the expression in them was still Theo—scared, aching, trying to hold on.

“It’s strongest when we’re together,” he whispered. “But it’s weakest when we’re apart. If one of us leaves—”

“It won’t let us leave,” Sara said. “The tires. The storm. It’s playing with us.”

Lila picked up the cleaver, tested the weight. “Then maybe we stop playing.”

She turned suddenly and swung the blade at the leather-bound book. The cleaver bit deep into the coffee table, splitting the book in half. Pages fluttered like wounded birds. Black fluid—not ink—oozed from the severed spine, hissing where it touched wood.

The temperature in the room plummeted.

The fire guttered, flames turning blue, then green. Shadows lunged from the corners, stretching impossibly long across the floor. The front door slammed shut on its own. Locks clicked.

Theo dropped to his knees, screaming. The threads under his skin flared bright, racing across his chest, his arms, his face. His back arched as if something inside was trying to unfold.

Marcus lunged for him, but an invisible force shoved him back, hard enough to crack ribs against the couch.

Elena reached Theo first. She wrapped her arms around him from behind, pressing her cheek to his sweat-slick shoulder. “Fight it,” she whispered fiercely. “Stay with us.”

Theo’s scream cut off abruptly. His body went rigid, then limp. When he turned his head to look at her, the black in his eyes had receded—just slightly.

“It’s angry,” he gasped. “It wants payment for the book.”

Lila licked black fluid from her fingers, eyes rolling back in pleasure. “Then let’s pay.”

She crossed to Marcus in three strides, grabbed his coat, and kissed him hard—teeth clashing, tongue demanding. Marcus growled and shoved her against the wall, hands already tearing at zippers and buttons.

Sara watched them, chest heaving. “This is insane. We should be—”

But Elena was already moving toward her, slow and inevitable. “We should be surviving,” Elena said. “Whatever that takes.”

She cupped Sara’s face and kissed her—gentler than Marcus and Lila, but no less desperate. Sara resisted for half a heartbeat, then surrendered with a broken sound, hands fisting in Elena’s coat.

Theo stayed on his knees, watching them all with those darkening eyes. His hand drifted to his crotch, stroking himself through his pants as the threads under his skin pulsed in approval.

The fire flared back to life—hotter, brighter, casting the room in hellish orange.

Outside, fresh snow began to fall, soft and silent, erasing their footprints, sealing the cabin once more.

Inside, clothes hit the floor in a frantic rustle. The Binder settled back to watch, patient again.

It knew the next breaking would come soon.

And it knew exactly who would offer themselves first.


Chapter Nine

The cabin no longer felt like a building. It felt like a throat.

The walls breathed—slow, deliberate expansions and contractions that made the floorboards creak in rhythmic pulses. The fire burned without consuming wood; flames licked upward in impossible colors—violet, bruise-blue, arterial red. Every exhale of heat carried the scent of sex and copper and ozone.

They were naked again. Clothes had become pointless.

Marcus had Lila bent over the back of the couch, one hand fisted in her hair, the other gripping her hip hard enough to leave fingerprints. He fucked her in long, punishing strokes, each thrust driving a sharp cry from her throat. Her breasts swung with the rhythm, nipples grazing the leather. Black fluid from the ruined book had smeared across her chest; it glistened like oil.

Sara was on her knees in front of Elena, face buried between her thighs. Elena’s back arched against the wall, one leg hooked over Sara’s shoulder, fingers tangled in Sara’s hair. Sara’s tongue worked relentlessly—flicking, sucking, delving deep—drawing broken moans from Elena that echoed strangely in the shifting room.

Theo sat in the armchair by the fire, legs spread, stroking himself slowly. His cock was flushed dark, veins threaded with black like his skin. His eyes—almost entirely obsidian now—watched the others with detached hunger. Every time he circled the head with his thumb, the flames flared higher.

No one had suggested it. No one had resisted.

The Binder simply opened them like flowers.

Marcus pulled out of Lila abruptly and spun her around. He lifted her onto the couch, spread her wide, and drove back in. Lila’s head fell back, mouth open in a silent scream. Blood—hers, or something else’s—trickled from her ouroboros, running down her inner thigh to mix with the slickness of arousal.

“Look at her,” Marcus growled to the room. “Look how much she wants it.”

Lila’s eyes found Theo’s. “Come here,” she gasped. “I want your mouth while he ruins me.”

Theo rose without hesitation. The movement was fluid, wrong—too graceful for the boy who used to trip over his own feet. He knelt beside the couch, leaned in, and took one of Lila’s nipples between his teeth. She keened, hips bucking up to meet Marcus’s thrusts.

Sara pulled back from Elena just long enough to speak, lips shining. “It’s changing us. Can’t you feel it?”

Elena’s answer was to drag Sara up and kiss her fiercely, sharing the taste of herself. “Yes,” she whispered against Sara’s mouth. “And I don’t care.”

They sank to the rug together, a tangle of limbs and tongues. Elena pinned Sara’s wrists above her head with one hand while the other slid three fingers deep inside her. Sara’s back bowed, thighs trembling. Elena fucked her slowly, deliberately, curling her fingers to hit that spot that made Sara sob.

Marcus watched them over Lila’s shoulder, pace faltering for the first time. “Fuck. That’s beautiful.”

Theo lifted his head from Lila’s breast, lips red. “It wants more,” he said, voice layered again. “It wants inside all of us.”

He stood and moved behind Marcus. Marcus didn’t stop, didn’t flinch when Theo’s hands settled on his hips. Theo pressed close, chest to Marcus’s back, cock sliding along the sweat-slick crease of Marcus’s ass. He reached around, fingers joining Marcus’s where they rubbed Lila’s clit.

Marcus groaned, rhythm stuttering. “Do it,” he rasped.

Theo pushed in slowly—inch by inch—until he was buried fully. The three of them moved together: Marcus into Lila, Theo into Marcus, a chain of flesh and need. Lila came first, clenching around Marcus with a wail that rattled the windows. Marcus followed seconds later, spilling deep with a roar. Theo lasted longest, thrusting through their aftershocks until he too came, hips snapping forward one final time.

On the rug, Elena brought Sara over the edge with her mouth and fingers. Sara’s cry mingled with the others, raw and broken.

For a moment, the room was nothing but panting, trembling bodies and the wet sounds of separation.

Then the shadows moved.

They peeled from the walls like smoke given form—tall, faceless silhouettes with too many joints. Tendrils extended, brushing skin, leaving trails of ice and fire. One coiled around Theo’s ankle, another traced Sara’s spine. They didn’t restrain. They caressed.

Theo turned his head toward the largest shadow, eyes completely black now.

“It’s pleased,” he said softly. “But it’s still hungry.”

Elena pushed up on shaking arms. The blood from her mark had pooled beneath her on the rug, forming a perfect circle.

“How long?” she asked the shadow. “How long until it’s enough?”

The shadow leaned close, featureless head tilting. When it spoke, the voice came from everywhere—from inside their skulls.

Until one remains.

Until the vessel is full.

Until the child quickens.

Lila laughed, breathless and wild. “Then we keep feeding it.”

Sara stared at the ceiling, tears cutting clean tracks through the sweat and fluid on her face. “We’re going to die here.”

Marcus, still buried inside Lila, still half-hard despite everything, turned his head to look at Theo.

Theo smiled—a slow, terrible smile that wasn’t his.

“Not all of us,” he said.

The fire flared again, casting the five of them in blood-red light.

Outside, the snow fell thicker than ever, erasing the world one layer at a time.

Inside, the Binder wrapped tighter, threading itself through muscle and vein and desire.

It was only a matter of time now.


Chapter Ten

The cabin had begun to dream with them.

Walls rippled like water when touched. The ceiling sagged in places, as though something heavy pressed down from above. Mirrors—there were only two in the entire house—now showed reflections that lagged half a second behind reality, mouths moving out of sync, eyes looking elsewhere.

They no longer bothered with daylight or darkness. Time had folded in on itself.

Sara found the first real wound at what might have been dawn.

She woke on the rug with Elena’s thigh draped over her hip, Marcus’s arm heavy across her breasts. Her mouth tasted of Lila, of Theo, of blood. When she shifted, pain flared sharp and bright along her ribs.

She sat up slowly. Four parallel gashes ran from under her left breast to her hip—deep enough to part skin, shallow enough not to kill. They wept slow, dark blood threaded with black. The edges curled slightly, like petals.

Elena stirred beside her. “Sara…”

“I’m fine,” Sara lied. She pressed fingers to the cuts; they came away slick. The pain was bright, clarifying. For the first time in days she felt something other than hunger.

Marcus rolled onto his back, cock half-hard against his stomach, ouroboros pulsing like a second heart. “It marked you,” he said, voice thick with sleep and satisfaction. “Means it loves you.”

Lila crawled over on hands and knees, hair wild, eyes fever-bright. She lowered her head and licked a long stripe through the blood on Sara’s side. Sara hissed, but didn’t pull away.

“Tastes like surrender,” Lila murmured.

Theo watched from the armchair. He hadn’t left it in hours—or days. His skin was almost translucent now, black veins mapping every inch like marble. His cock lay soft against his thigh for the first time since the change began; the Binder had other uses for him now.

He tilted his head, listening to something only he could hear.

“It’s choosing,” he said. “Deciding who carries.”

Elena sat up fully, blood crusted on her inner thighs. “Carries what?”

Theo’s smile was gentle and terrible. “The next circle.”

Marcus laughed, low and rough. “Fuck that. I’m not dying for some demon spawn.”

But even as he said it, he reached for Lila again, pulling her into his lap. She straddled him eagerly, sinking down with a sigh that sounded like relief. They began to move together, slow and deep, as if they had all the time in the world.

Sara tried to stand. The room tilted. Elena caught her, steadying her with hands that trembled.

“We have to stop this,” Sara whispered. “We have to fight.”

Elena’s eyes were wet. “How? Every time we try, we just fuck harder.”

Theo rose from the chair. The movement was silent, liquid. He crossed to them and cupped Sara’s face with cool hands.

“You’re the strongest,” he said. “It’s afraid of you.”

Sara laughed—sharp, broken. “It just carved me open.”

“It marked you last,” Theo corrected. “It saved you.”

He leaned in and kissed her. Soft. Almost chaste. Then deeper, tongue sliding against hers, sharing the taste of whatever lived inside him now. Sara felt the threads stir under his skin, reaching for her through the kiss.

When he pulled back, his eyes were entirely black, shining like obsidian.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Then he turned and walked to the fireplace.

The flames had died to embers, but the hearth was still hot. Theo knelt, picked up the poker—iron, heavy—and pressed the tip into the coals until it glowed orange.

The others froze.

Lila lifted her head from Marcus’s shoulder. “Theo?”

He didn’t answer.

He stood, turned, and drove the red-hot poker through his own abdomen.

The scream that tore from him was inhuman—layered with a thousand voices. Black fluid sprayed across the rug. The smell of burning flesh filled the room.

Marcus shoved Lila off and lunged, but Theo held up one hand. The invisible force slammed Marcus back to the floor.

Theo twisted the poker deeper, face calm, tears cutting clean tracks down his cheeks.

“I won’t let it use me to hurt you,” he said clearly.

Then he collapsed.

The cabin shuddered.

The walls screamed—a high, keening wail that rattled glass and teeth. Shadows recoiled from Theo’s body, hissing like steam on ice. The fire exploded upward in a column of green flame, then died completely.

For one impossible moment, everything was still.

Theo lay on his side, chest heaving shallowly, black fluid pooling beneath him. The poker protruded from his gut, still glowing faintly.

Sara dropped to her knees beside him, hands hovering, afraid to touch. “Why?”

He looked up at her with eyes that were brown again—fully, painfully human.

“Because I love you,” he whispered. “All of you.”

His breath hitched. Blood—red this time—bubbled at his lips.

“Run,” he said. “While it’s… distracted.”

Elena fell beside Sara, sobbing openly now. Marcus and Lila stayed back, faces pale, bodies still joined in the aftermath of pleasure.

The shadows began to regroup, coiling like smoke.

Theo’s hand found Sara’s. His grip was weak, but steady.

“Tell them… it was my choice.”

His eyes fluttered closed.

The cabin exhaled—one long, satisfied sigh.

And somewhere deep in the foundation, the Binder roared in fury and hunger, already reaching for the four who remained.

The circle had broken.

But the game was far from over.


Chapter Eleven

The cabin went quiet after Theo stopped breathing.

Not peaceful quiet—something heavier, like the hush before a scalpel bites skin. The fire had died entirely; no embers, no smoke, just cold ash. The shadows retreated to the corners, sulking, waiting.

Sara knelt beside Theo’s body, hands pressed to the wound as if pressure could bring him back. Black fluid seeped between her fingers, warm at first, then cooling rapidly. His face was slack, almost boyish again without the black in his eyes. The threads under his skin had faded to faint gray lines, as if the Binder had withdrawn its claim.

Elena sat back on her heels, arms wrapped around herself. Tears cut clean paths down her cheeks, but she made no sound.

Marcus stood frozen halfway across the room, fists clenched so tight his knuckles were white. Lila remained on the couch, legs still spread, Marcus’s spend drying on her thighs. She stared at Theo with something between awe and envy.

“He broke the circle,” Lila said finally, voice soft. “He actually did it.”

Sara’s head snapped up. “He killed himself to give us a chance. Don’t you dare romanticize it.”

Lila tilted her head. “He bought us time. That’s more than any of us have done.”

Marcus found his voice. “We need to move him. We need to… do something.”

No one moved.

The cabin creaked—a long, slow groan, like bones settling. The temperature plummeted further. Frost began to feather across the inside of the windows.

Elena stood suddenly. “The tires. The storm. If it’s weakened—”

Sara was already on her feet, wiping her hands on her thighs, leaving dark smears. “We check the cars again. We try the landline. We try anything.”

They dressed in frantic silence—layers pulled on over crusted skin and drying fluids. Boots. Coats. Gloves. Practicality felt like armor.

Marcus and Sara wrapped Theo’s body in a blanket. He was heavier than he should have been, as if the Binder had left something behind. They carried him to the mudroom and laid him gently by the door, out of sight.

Lila watched from the threshold, arms crossed under her breasts. “It won’t let us leave,” she said. “But I’ll come anyway.”

Outside, the air was knife-sharp. Snow had stopped; the sky hung low and colorless. Their previous footprints had vanished, filled in or erased. The vehicles sat exactly as before—tires still slashed.

But the cuts looked different now. The rubber had… healed in places. Edges knitted together with black, fibrous strands that pulsed faintly when touched.

Sara recoiled. “It’s repairing them.”

Marcus kicked at one tire. The strands held, tough as cable.

Elena scanned the tree line. “How long?”

No one answered.

They went back inside.

The cabin had changed while they were out.

Theo’s body was gone.

Only a dark stain on the mudroom floor remained, shaped vaguely like wings.

The fire was burning again—high, hot, unnatural. The leather-bound book lay whole on the coffee table, pages pristine, as if Lila’s cleaver had never touched it. A new passage had been added in fresh red ink:

One has offered.

Three will break.

One will bloom.

Lila laughed—delighted, unhinged. “It’s grateful. It gave him back his choice, then took the gift anyway.”

Sara rounded on her. “Shut up.”

Lila stepped closer, eyes bright. “You’re angry because he was braver than you. Because he loved us more.”

Sara slapped her.

The crack echoed.

Lila’s head snapped sideways. Blood welled at her lip. She touched it, brought her fingers away red, and smiled.

“Thank you,” she said. “I needed that.”

Marcus moved between them. “We don’t turn on each other. That’s what it wants.”

Elena stood at the window, staring out at nothing. “It’s quieter now. Inside my head. Like it’s… listening.”

Sara rubbed her hand—the one that had struck Lila—as if it didn’t belong to her. “We burn the book again. Properly this time. Gasoline from the garage. Everything.”

They tried.

Marcus doused the book in lamp oil. Elena struck the match.

The flames caught—blue and hungry—then reversed. Fire sucked back into the match head, extinguishing it. The oil evaporated, leaving the leather gleaming and untouched.

Lila watched with childlike wonder. “It’s stronger now. Theo fed it well.”

Sara sank to the rug, head in her hands. “We’re going to die here. One by one.”

Marcus crouched beside her, hand heavy on her shoulder. “Not without a fight.”

Elena turned from the window. Her face was calm—too calm.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

The room stilled.

She lifted her shirt. Her abdomen was still flat, but the ouroboros had migrated—centered now just above her pubic bone, larger, the snake coiled protectively around a new symbol none of them recognized. A tiny swell pulsed beneath the skin, rhythmic and independent.

“I felt it,” she whispered. “When Theo… when he left. Something settled.”

Lila’s smile faltered for the first time.

Marcus stood slowly. “How long?”

“Does it matter?” Elena asked. “It’s not human. It’s not mine.”

Sara looked up, eyes hollow. “It chose you.”

Elena met her gaze. “Yes.”

Silence stretched, broken only by the crackle of the fire that needed no fuel.

Outside, the snow began to fall again—soft, deliberate flakes drifting down like ash.

Inside, the four remaining friends stood in the warmth of a house that no longer pretended to be safe.

The Binder waited, patient and content.

It had its vessel.

Now it only needed three more offerings.


Chapter Twelve

The revelation settled over them like a fever.

Elena stood in the center of the great room, shirt still lifted, the new ouroboros glistening wetly above her pubic bone. The tiny swell beneath it moved again—slow, deliberate, like a hand pressing from inside.

Marcus was the first to move. He crossed to her in three strides, hand hovering over her belly without touching. “How do you know it’s… that?”

“I felt it take root,” Elena said. Her voice was steady, almost detached. “When Theo died. Something cold slid into me. Then warm. Then… this.”

Lila approached from the other side, eyes wide with something that might have been jealousy. She laid her palm flat against Elena’s abdomen. The swell pushed back against her hand, insistent.

“It’s strong,” Lila whispered. “Already.”

Sara stayed by the fireplace, arms wrapped tight around herself. The gashes along her ribs had begun to close, edges knitting with black thread that pulled the skin together like stitches. Pain throbbed in time with her heartbeat.

“We have to end it,” she said. “Cut it out. Burn it. Something.”

Elena lowered her shirt slowly. “You think I haven’t thought of that?” She met Sara’s eyes. “Every time I imagine a knife, my hand won’t move. My body protects it now.”

Marcus’s jaw worked. “There’s gotta be another way. The book—there’s a counter-ritual. Theo mentioned—”

“The book lies,” Lila cut in. She was still touching Elena’s belly, fingers tracing the raised scales. “It wants us chasing ghosts while it finishes what it started.”

The fire flared suddenly, casting their shadows long and distorted across the walls. The shadows moved independently now—reaching, curling, tasting the air.

Sara pushed off the hearth. “Then we don’t chase. We force it.”

She grabbed the poker—the same one Theo had used—and advanced on Elena. “Hold her.”

Marcus hesitated. “Sara—”

“Do it.”

He moved behind Elena, arms pinning hers to her sides. Elena didn’t struggle. She watched Sara with calm, terrible eyes.

Sara pressed the poker’s tip to Elena’s lower abdomen, just above the mark. The iron hissed against skin. Elena gasped, back arching, but Marcus held firm.

The smell of burning flesh filled the room.

The swell inside Elena thrashed violently. Black fluid seeped from the ouroboros, coating Sara’s hand where she gripped the poker. The shadows surged forward, wrapping around Sara’s ankles, dragging her down.

She fought, screaming, but the darkness pulled her to the rug. Tendrils forced her legs apart, others pinning her wrists. Cold, slick pressure probed between her thighs—not penetration, but violation all the same.

Marcus released Elena and lunged to help, but invisible force slammed him against the wall. Lila stayed where she was, watching with parted lips, one hand sliding unconsciously between her own legs.

Elena dropped to her knees beside Sara, tears falling fast now. “Stop,” she begged the shadows. “She’s not the one. Take me instead.”

The pressure between Sara’s legs intensified—something trying to force its way in. Sara screamed until her voice cracked.

Then it stopped.

The shadows retreated as suddenly as they’d come. Sara curled into a ball, sobbing dry, ragged sobs. The gashes on her side had reopened, black thread dissolving into pus.

Elena gathered her close, rocking her like a child. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Marcus slid down the wall, face in his hands.

Lila knelt opposite them, expression unreadable. “It protected the vessel,” she said softly. “It chose.”

Marcus looked up, eyes red. “Then we unchoose it.”

He stood, went to the kitchen, and returned with the largest knife they had—a carving blade, sharp and long.

He handed it to Elena, hilt first.

“Your body,” he said. “Your choice.”

Elena took the knife. Her hand shook.

She pressed the tip to her belly, just below the navel. Skin dimpled. A bead of blood welled.

The cabin screamed.

Every window exploded outward in a shower of glass. Wind howled through the room, extinguishing the fire, scattering ash. The walls bled—dark fluid seeping from knots in the wood, running down in rivulets.

Elena’s arm locked. The knife turned in her grip, blade now pointing at Marcus.

“No,” she whispered.

The knife flew from her hand—straight into Marcus’s thigh, burying to the hilt in the ouroboros.

Marcus roared, dropping to one knee. Black fluid sprayed, mixing with bright arterial red. The snake on his skin writhed, mouth opening wider, devouring the blade.

Lila moved then—fast, purposeful. She grabbed the knife’s handle and twisted.

Marcus’s eyes widened in shock. “Lila—”

“I’m sorry,” she said. And meant it.

She yanked the blade upward, carving a long, brutal line from thigh to groin. Blood sheeted down his leg. He collapsed sideways, clutching the wound, gasping.

Sara pushed up on trembling arms. “What are you doing?”

“Balancing the scale,” Lila said. She licked blood from her fingers. “Three must break. I’m making it easier.”

Elena stared at her, horrified. “You’re feeding it.”

Lila smiled—sad and radiant. “I’m hurrying it along. Someone has to.”

She turned the knife on herself, pressing the tip beneath her sternum.

“Don’t,” Sara croaked.

Lila met her eyes. “Tell Theo I caught up.”

She drove the blade upward in one smooth motion.

The sound she made was small—almost surprised.

She folded to the rug, blood spreading fast beneath her.

The cabin exhaled.

The bleeding walls slowed. The wind died. The fire reignited, flames steady and warm.

Marcus lay on his side, pressing both hands to his ruined thigh, breath coming in wet gasps. Sara crawled to him, trying to stem the flow, but the black threads were already knitting muscle to muscle, saving him for later.

Elena sat where she was, knife gone, hands covered in everyone’s blood.

The swell in her belly kicked—hard, triumphant.

Two offerings given.

One forced to linger.

One vessel ripening.

The Binder coiled deep inside her, content for now.

It could wait for the last.


Chapter Thirteen

Blood soaked the rug in overlapping pools—Lila’s spreading fastest, dark and thick; Marcus’s brighter, arterial, pumping steadily from the gash Lila had carved. The air reeked of iron and smoke and the faint, sweet rot that had begun to cling to everything.

Sara knelt between them, hands slick to the wrists, trying to save what couldn’t be saved.

She pressed both palms to Marcus’s thigh, above the wound, leaning her weight to slow the flow. Black threads from his ouroboros had woven into torn muscle, knitting arteries closed even as they reopened them elsewhere—playing a cruel game of delay.

Marcus’s face was gray, sweat beading cold on his forehead. “Stop,” he rasped. “It’s not letting you.”

Sara ignored him. She tore strips from her shirt, bound them tight around his leg. Blood soaked through instantly.

Elena sat a few feet away, knees drawn to her chest, staring at Lila’s body. Lila’s eyes were still open, fixed on the ceiling with mild surprise. The knife protruded from beneath her sternum; her hands lay relaxed at her sides, as if she’d simply decided to rest.

The swell in Elena’s belly moved again—lazily, possessively.

Marcus’s breath hitched. “Elena.”

She looked at him.

“Do it,” he said. “While it’s… busy with me. Cut it out.”

Elena’s gaze dropped to her abdomen. The thing inside rolled, pressing outward until the skin stretched taut. A tiny hand—or something like one—outlined itself against her flesh for a heartbeat before vanishing.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “It won’t let me.”

Sara’s head snapped up. “Then I will.”

She crawled to Elena, leaving bloody handprints on the rug. Elena didn’t resist when Sara pushed her gently onto her back. Sara’s hands shook as she positioned herself between Elena’s thighs, ready to do what needed doing with her bare fingers if necessary.

The cabin shuddered.

The fire roared higher. Shadows surged from the walls, coalescing into a single tall figure at the foot of the rug—featureless, jointless, radiating cold.

Sara froze.

The figure tilted its head. When it spoke, the voice came from inside their bones.

The vessel is chosen.

The offerings are accepted.

Do not interfere.

Marcus laughed—wet, broken. “Fuck you.”

He reached for the knife still lodged in Lila’s chest. His fingers closed around the handle. With a grunt of effort he pulled it free, blood sheeting anew from Lila’s corpse.

The shadow flickered.

Marcus rolled onto his side, knife gripped in both hands, and drove it into his own throat.

The sound was soft—almost polite. A wet pop, a gurgle.

Blood sprayed across Sara’s face.

Marcus’s body jerked once, twice, then stilled. His eyes stayed open, fixed on Elena.

Three.

The shadow dissolved with a hiss, retreating to the corners.

The fire settled into steady, ordinary flames.

Sara screamed—no words, just raw sound—until her voice gave out.

Elena sat up slowly. She touched Marcus’s cheek, closed his eyes with trembling fingers. Then Lila’s.

The cabin was silent except for the soft crackle of wood and Sara’s hitching breaths.

Elena looked down at her belly. The swell had grown—noticeably now, rounding her lower abdomen as if weeks had passed in minutes. The ouroboros circled it protectively, scales shimmering.

“It’s almost time,” she said quietly.

Sara stared at her, face painted with Marcus’s blood. “What happens now?”

Elena placed Sara’s hand on her belly. The thing inside pushed against it—strong, eager.

“Now I finish what we started,” Elena said.

She stood, steady despite everything, and walked to the coffee table. The book lay open to a final page none of them had seen before.

In Elena’s own handwriting—perfect, unhurried:

The last must witness.

The last must choose.

Break the circle, or seal it forever.

Sara rose on shaking legs. “I won’t let you—”

Elena turned. Her eyes were clear, ancient.

“You already did,” she said gently. “By surviving.”

She took Sara’s bloody hand and pressed it to her breast. “One last time. For them.”

Sara tried to pull away. Couldn’t.

The hunger rose—familiar, inevitable. Her body responded before her mind could refuse. She leaned in and kissed Elena—tasting blood and salt and goodbye.

They sank to the rug together, beside the cooling bodies of their friends.

Clothes peeled away like dead skin. Hands and mouths mapped what remained—desperate, reverent. Sara entered Elena with her fingers, slow and deep, feeling the thing inside shift to make room. Elena rode her hand with rolling hips, tears falling onto Sara’s breasts.

When Elena came, it was with a cry that shook the rafters. The swell in her belly surged, skin stretching translucent. Black threads raced across her body, weaving into Sara’s where they touched.

Sara followed, helpless, clenching around nothing as Elena’s fingers found her.

Afterward, they lay entwined among the dead.

The fire burned low.

Elena’s water broke—clear fluid laced with black.

“It’s coming,” she whispered.

Sara held her as the contractions began—fast, unnatural, unstoppable.

The cabin watched.

The Binder waited, coiled and ready.

And outside, for the first time in days, the snow stopped falling.


Chapter Fourteen

The birth came fast.

Elena lay on her back amid the ruins of the great room, legs drawn up and spread, Sara kneeling between them. Blood and black fluid slicked Elena’s thighs; the rug beneath her was saturated, dark as tar.

Contractions ripped through her in waves that left no time to breathe. Each one forced a guttural sound from her throat—half moan, half scream. The thing inside crowned already, stretching her impossibly, skin thinning until veins of black showed through.

Sara’s hands shook as she supported Elena’s perineum, trying to guide, to ease. “I can see it,” she whispered, voice raw. “Push on the next one.”

Elena bore down with a cry that rattled the remaining glass in the windows. The cabin groaned in sympathy, beams creaking, walls weeping fresh fluid.

The head emerged—slick, dark, too large. No cry, no mewling. Just silence.

Another contraction. Elena’s back arched off the floor; tendons stood out in her neck. Sara reached, cradled, pulled gently.

Shoulders slid free with a wet rush. The body followed in one long, sinuous motion.

It landed in Sara’s waiting hands—heavy, warm, alive.

A girl.

Perfect, in the worst way.

Skin pale and translucent, veins black beneath. Eyes open already—solid obsidian, no whites, no pupils. A faint ouroboros circled her tiny navel, already raised and glistening. Her mouth opened, revealing a row of needle-sharp teeth.

She did not cry.

She smiled.

Elena collapsed back, chest heaving, eyes fixed on the ceiling. “Is it…?”

Sara couldn’t speak. She wrapped the child in a clean blanket—one of the few left unstained—and laid her on Elena’s chest.

The infant latched immediately, not to breast but to the hollow of Elena’s throat, teeth sinking in with delicate precision. Elena gasped, hips jerking involuntarily as blood flowed. Pleasure and pain blurred on her face; her hand came up to cradle the child’s head, holding it closer.

Sara watched, numb. “It’s feeding.”

Elena’s eyes fluttered. “It’s… finishing.”

The child drank for what felt like hours but could only have been minutes. When she released, the puncture marks closed instantly. Color returned to Elena’s cheeks; strength flowed back into her limbs.

The infant turned her head toward Sara.

Sara felt the pull—like a hook behind her sternum. She leaned forward without willing it, offering her own throat.

The child latched again.

Warmth spread through Sara’s veins—euphoric, annihilating. Memories flashed: Theo’s gentle smile, Marcus’s rough hands, Lila’s wild laugh, Elena’s mouth on hers. All of them, together, forever.

The child released her.

Sara slumped sideways, vision tunneling.

The infant crawled—impossibly coordinated—up Elena’s body and nestled against her breast. This time she latched properly. Milk flowed—dark, thick, threaded with black.

Elena stroked the fine dark hair on the child’s head. “She’s beautiful,” she murmured.

Sara tried to speak. Only a croak emerged.

The cabin sighed—one long, satisfied exhalation. The fire burned steady and warm. The bleeding walls dried. Shadows retreated fully into the corners, sated.

Elena looked at Sara with eyes that were no longer entirely her own.

“You were the witness,” she said softly. “You chose to stay.”

Sara’s strength ebbed. The gashes on her side had reopened fully; blood pooled beneath her. She felt cold, finally, truly cold.

The child unlatched and turned those black eyes on Sara again.

A tiny hand reached out—fingers too long, joints too many—and touched Sara’s cheek.

Thank you.

The voice was in Sara’s skull, layered with all five of them at once.

Sara’s vision darkened at the edges.

Elena gathered the child closer and stood—steady, strong, radiant. The afterbirth slid from her in a dark coil, absorbed instantly into the rug.

She walked to the window. Outside, the snow had melted in perfect circle around the cabin. Green grass showed beneath—impossible, lush. Sunlight broke through clouds that hadn’t parted in weeks.

Elena smiled down at the child.

“We’re free now,” she whispered.

Behind her, Sara’s breathing slowed, stopped.

The cabin settled into comfortable silence.

The circle was sealed.

The vessel had bloomed.

And somewhere deep in the foundation, the Binder slept—full, content, already dreaming of the next pact.

Elena opened the front door.

Warm spring air rolled in, carrying birdsong and the scent of pine.

She stepped over the threshold, barefoot, child cradled in her arms.

The door closed softly behind her.

The cabin waited, patient and empty, for the next group of friends to arrive.


Epilogue

Years later, a new group of friends would find the cabin listed on a vacation rental site—impossibly cheap for its size, its views, its seclusion. The photos would show wide-plank floors freshly refinished, leather couches plump and inviting, a stone hearth scrubbed clean. No trace of blood, no echo of screams. Just sunlight pouring through spotless windows onto a rug the color of deep forest moss.

They would arrive in high spirits, five of them again—old college friends scattered by life, eager to reconnect. They would comment on how pristine everything was, how peaceful. How the listing had mentioned recent renovations after a small fire, but you’d never know.

On the first night they would build a fire, open good wine, laugh about old times. Someone would suggest a silly ritual—nothing serious, just a toast with a drop of blood from pricked fingers for luck. For the memories. For the bond that distance hadn’t broken.

They would laugh as they did it.

They would not notice the faint ouroboros etched into the underside of the coffee table, invisible unless the light hit just right.

They would not feel the cabin exhale as they slept.

In a small city three states away, Elena Vasquez—now using her maiden name again—sat in a café on a bright spring morning, watching her daughter color with intense concentration.

The girl was seven, tall for her age, with Elena’s dark hair and eyes that caught light strangely, like oil on water. She drew the same thing every time: five stick figures holding hands around a circle that ate its own tail.

Elena sipped her coffee and smiled when the girl looked up.

“Ready to go home, Mama?”

“Almost, love.”

They lived quietly. Elena had finished law school late, built a small practice, kept to herself. No one asked about the years she’d vanished after college; the story was grief, family tragedy, time abroad. People accepted it.

The girl never asked about her father. She didn’t need to.

At night, when Elena tucked her in, the child would trace the faint scar on Elena’s abdomen—an ouroboros faded to silver—and whisper stories in a voice too old for her years. Stories about friends who played a game and won forever.

Elena would listen, stroke her hair, and feel the old warmth stir low in her belly.

The Binder slept, but it dreamed.

And it always dreamed of five.

In the Adirondacks, the cabin waited—warm, welcoming, empty.

The listing went live again the following spring.

The price had dropped even lower.

Someone would book it soon.
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