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    For the ones who never belonged,
Who carried fire in their veins
And dreams too wild for their towns to hold.
You are not broken.
You are becoming. 

      

    

For the ones who never belonged,

Who carried fire in their veins

And dreams too wild for their towns to hold.

You are not broken.

You are becoming. 
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The Dream



The moon hung low and swollen in the sky, the color of old blood. Beneath it stretched a field of ash, silent and endless, where twisted trees rose like blackened bones from the earth. Nessa stood barefoot in the dust, her nightdress whispering around her ankles, stained at the hem with soot. The wind did not stir. The air was too still for breath.

[image: image]


She wasn’t sure how she had come to be here.

Then she heard it-soft like silk drawn over glass. Her name.

“Nessa.”

She turned, heart a stuttering thing in her chest.

He stood at the edge of the tree line, half-draped in shadow, his figure sharp against the silver moonlight. Tall. Pale. A mane of black hair that moved as if underwater. He looked carved from something old and cruel, with eyes like hollowed stars-bright and empty at once.

She took a step back, but the earth crunched like bones beneath her feet, and she winced.

“Don’t run,” he said, voice warm as wine and cold as grave soil. “You called me here, little thorn.”

She shook her head, throat dry. “I didn’t.”

His lips curled into a smile-beautiful and wrong, like a flame blooming where no fire should be.

“Oh, but you did. With every wish you’ve never spoken. Every cry that went unanswered.”

She tried to speak, to scream, to move- but the world shifted around her. The sky bled a little more. The trees bent toward him, branches aching like arms.

He walked forward, slow and deliberate, boots leaving no mark in the ash. When he reached her, he reached out - one long finger brushing a strand of hair from her face.

The touch seared and soothed.

“Do you want them to love you?” He murmured. “To see you? I could give you that. I could give you everything.”

His breath smelled like smoke and something sweeter. Nessa’s heart thrashed in her chest, and yet...she didn’t move.

“You’re not real,” she whispered, but even she didn’t believe it.

The devil smiled wider and leaned in close. His lips hovered just above her ear.

“Not yet.”
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The Waking
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Nessa woke with a gasp, heart pounding like a hunted thing. The ceiling of her cottage loomed overhead, crossbeams spiderwebbed with shadows. For a moment, she couldn't breathe - her throat felt tight, lungs pressed by something unseen.

Then the wind outside howled, and it was gone.

She sat up slowly, the thin blanket tangled around her legs, soaked with sweat. Her skin was clammy, hair stuck to her forehead. But it wasn’t the dream that unsettled her the most - it was how much of it she felt. His voice. The ash-scented air. The warmth of his breath where no breath should have touched her.

Her fingers trembled as she reached for the candle on her bedside table, striking a flint with shaking hands. Flame bloomed, flickering uncertainly.

Light chased away the dark-but not the unease.

She glanced down and froze.

A smear of soot marred the inside of her wrist. Black and fine, like what coated the floor of a long-dead hearth. She rubbed at it with the hem of her nightdress. It didn’t come off.

And then there was the cut.

Small, fresh, just below her palm. A thin line of red beading along the curve of her skin like ink.

“Don’t run,” he’d said.

Nessa clenched her hand into a fist.

She was not afraid of dreams. Dreams were nothing. Dreams couldn’t touch her.

Except...she had not bled in a dream before.

A rustle came from the window. Her head snapped up.

Just the wind, tugging at the frost-fringed ivy that clawed its way up the stone. The forest was still beyond it, hunched and watching. But she rose and latched the shutters anyway.

And when she turned back, the candle had gone out.

She lay back down, unable to sleep, staring into the dark, tracing the cut over and over. It throbbed faintly, like something alive beneath her skin.
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The Village
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Fog clung to the cobblestones like smoke as Nessa made her way down the winding path toward the village square. The chapel bell tolled, low and somber, echoing through the morning mist. She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders, eyes cast down, avoiding the few glances cast her way.

They never stared for long. But they always looked.

The people of Hollow’s Edge were devout, old-blooded, and steeped in fear. A line of rusted iron nails ran above every doorway. Every child wore a token carved from yew around their neck. And when someone spoke of strange dreams, they whispered.

She passed the healer’s hut. The door opened, and Elias stepped out.

“Morning, Nessa,” he said, brushing flour from his hands. His smile was careful, but kind.

Elias looked like someone carved from golden wood and storm-washed stone. His hair was tousled and sandy, like dried wheat in summer, and his eyes were the color of wet earth. He wore the apron of an herbalist, stained with tinctures and ashroot oil, but he moved like a farmer-broad-shouldered, hands calloused, always smelling faintly of soil and rosemary. He had known her since childhood.

“You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said, too quickly.

He frowned. “Another dream?”

Her silence answered him.

He stepped closer. “You should talk to Mother Brigh.”

“No.”

“She might help-”

“She’d have me burned,” Nessa snapped, then softened when she saw him flinch. “Sorry. I just...I’m fine.”

He hesitated, then
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