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​📘 Prologue – The Night With No Edges
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There wasn’t a single moment that broke them.

No final straw. No shattered glass. No dramatic scream into the void.

Just a series of days that blurred like rain on cheap ink. A narrowing. A folding inward. Until Emrys stopped being someone people noticed—even when they were screaming on the inside.

They had been drifting for months.

School hallways too loud. Friendships thinning like breath in winter. Home was a house of forced smiles and misnamed dinner plates.

“You’re just going through a phase,” their mother had said once, after finding the first binder.

“It’s attention-seeking,” she’d muttered the next time, after reading a journal entry she hadn’t been meant to find.

That night, Emrys didn’t argue.

They just stopped leaving their room.

Stopped writing.

Stopped eating anything that couldn’t be swallowed without chewing.

~~~~~
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The night it happened, there were thirteen pills in their palm.

Not enough to die.

But maybe enough to pause something.

They didn’t want to end it.

Not really.

They just wanted everything to go quiet.

To stop performing the version of a person that no one seemed to recognize.

They were found by accident.

A classmate checking in after too many missed texts.

A missed phone call that turned into a worried parent.

An ambulance with gentle hands and no judgment.

Then a hallway.

A clipboard.

A soft voice saying “we just want to help.”

And a place with bright walls and laminated rules.

~~~~~
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Valewood.

They didn’t remember the intake nurse’s name.

But they remembered the first thing she said after Emrys introduced themself:

“Oh. That’s... different.”

Emrys didn’t respond.

Didn’t flinch.

Didn’t correct her.

Not then.

~~~~~~~
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That would come later.

After the mirrors.

After the silence.

After the drawings, and Max, and the voice that finally said:

“I am not broken.

I am just becoming.
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​📘 Chapter 1 – Intake
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The car door clicked shut with a sound Emrys thought was unnecessarily final.

They didn’t move. The aide—a man with hands too large for his gentle voice—stood with polite distance beside the passenger door. He didn’t tell them to get out. He didn’t need to. The porch of the building ahead of them practically breathed. Emrys could feel it pulling the air from their lungs.

Valewood House. The name was printed on a plaque near the steps, beneath a bristling mass of ivy that looked halfway toward consuming the entire front of the house. Whoever named it had been lying. This wasn’t a house. It was a building that had once pretended to be one.

Victorian, with peeling cream paint and a sagging third-floor balcony. Long windows like eyelids too tired to fully open. The kind of place you’d assume was haunted, but politely so.

The aide coughed softly into his fist.

“I’ll walk you in?”

Emrys didn’t answer. Their feet moved before their mouth could. One sneaker untied. A scrape of plastic bag against their thigh—the one holding their change of clothes and notebook. Their breath tasted like stale tea and metal.

The porch boards creaked, predictably. Inside, the scent hit them hard: lavender. Beneath it, industrial cleaner. Beneath that—something older. Varnish and mold and lemon peel. They couldn’t decide whether it calmed them or made their skin feel two sizes too tight.

There was a bell on the front desk, but they didn’t touch it. A moment later, a voice rang out anyway:

“No need to ring. I’ve got ears like a damn owl.”

A woman appeared from a hallway to the left. Stocky, Black, short gray curls tucked into a kerchief. Glasses on a chain. Blue scrubs and sneakers. Not smiling, but something more real than that.

“Nurse Carol,” she said, before Emrys could ask. “You must be Emrys. Welcome to the magic castle.”

The aide handed her a clipboard, nodded at Emrys like they’d done something impressive just by standing there, and left without a word. The door shut behind them. Just like that, Emrys was inside.

They nodded. That was all they could manage.

Carol didn’t push. She gestured to the bench against the wall.

“You sit. I’ll grab the paperwork. Then we’ll do the world’s most fun thing: bureaucracy.”

Emrys sat. The bench squeaked. The wallpaper here was green with a pattern of vines curling upward, like they were trying to escape. A clock on the wall ticked one second too loud. Emrys realized their hands were shaking and tucked them under their thighs.

They didn’t look up when Carol returned. But they felt her sit beside them.

“You allergic to anything?” she asked, pen already scribbling.

“No.”

“Any piercings we should know about?”

“Not anymore.”

“You ever tried to hurt yourself?”

Emrys hesitated. Then nodded.

“Want to?”

They hesitated longer. “No.”

She tapped her pen on the clipboard once. “Okay.”

It wasn’t disbelief. It wasn’t comfort. It was just a word.

Carol tore off a page and handed it to Emrys. “Schedule. Soft as cheese the first few days. Orientation, meds if needed, a group or two. You don’t have to say anything. But we do ask that you show up. We’re big on showing up.”

Emrys nodded. Still didn’t meet her eyes.

“Your room’s upstairs. You’ve got a roommate. Max. Quiet kid. Talented. Don’t touch their art.”

Another nod.

“You don’t have to be any particular kind of way here. Just alive. We do prefer that.”

This time, Emrys looked up. Carol was already standing.

“Let's go make you at home.” 

Carol’s words echoed strangely in Emrys’s head as they followed her through the main corridor, past a bulletin board overloaded with flyers and laminated affirmations. Breathe in calm. Breathe out fear. One had a cartoon cloud crying sparkles. Emrys gave it a dirty look.

“Your bag’ll be checked when we get to your room,” Carol said over her shoulder. “Standard. You can keep notebooks, books, soft stuff. No cords, no razors, no lighters unless you’re the messiah, and even then I’d have to run it past Dr. Metwally.”

She turned a corner without waiting for a laugh, which Emrys didn’t offer anyway.

The hallway narrowed. Older now. Less polished. The overhead lights buzzed. There was something familiar about that—how the bulbs flickered once, almost like blinking. A woman in gray pajamas passed them carrying a puzzle box lid full of cereal. She smiled like they’d been friends in a dream.

Carol stopped outside a closed door and turned to Emrys.

“Before I show you your palace, I’m required to do the rest of the intake questions. Normally I’d say it’s boring, but I’ve had patients turn it into a confessional booth, so who knows. Maybe you’re feeling spicy.”

She pulled a small stool from nowhere and motioned for Emrys to sit on the edge of a radiator. They did. The metal was cold, but it grounded them.

Carol adjusted her glasses and flipped to the next page.

“Full name?”

“Emrys Nolan.”

“Legal gender?”

Emrys hesitated. “...Female.”

Carol didn’t blink. “Gender you go by?”

The pause stretched longer. Emrys heard the radiator hiss. Their voice felt lodged behind their teeth.

“...I don’t know.”

Carol didn’t write anything. Just tilted her head. “Oh... that’s different...”

Emrys waited for a follow-up. There wasn’t one. That felt more dangerous than judgment.

“Any pronouns you prefer?” Carol asked, scribbling on another section.

Emrys swallowed. “They/them.”

Carol nodded once. Scribbled again.

“No need to decide anything here. We’re not a game show. You say what feels real. If that changes later, you tell me.”

Emrys looked at her. “You don’t care?”

Carol glanced up. “Of course I care. But I don’t need to correct you. Or decide what’s true. You get to do that. You being alive right now? That’s already impressive.”

A beat passed. Emrys didn’t know how to hold that.

Carol flipped to the next page.

“Emergency contact?”

“No one.”

“Okay.” She didn’t raise an eyebrow. “Medication history?”

“No meds. No diagnosis.”

“Then this place is a blank canvas for you,” she said lightly. “Some people get that. Most get graffiti.”

There was a strange comfort in her tone. Like she’d seen this all before—not in a clinical, pitiful way, but the way you recognize a song after only hearing the first two notes.

Carol stood, stretched her back until it cracked, and opened the door behind her.

“You ready to meet your roomie?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes,” she said, with a sly smile. “But you don’t have to say anything. Just exist near them. Sometimes that’s enough.”

Emrys followed Carol up a staircase that creaked like bones in bad weather. The hallway upstairs was narrower, older. The wallpaper here had peeled in the corners, revealing thin veins of cracked plaster underneath. There was a subtle hum in the air—mechanical, maybe a vending machine somewhere down the hall. The whole building seemed to breathe with a strange rhythm, like it had opinions.

Carol led them to a door with a tarnished bronze number: 3B. The B was slightly crooked.

“Home sweet psych ward,” she said, unlocking the knob with a large ring of keys.

The door opened slowly, like it didn’t want to.

The room wasn’t awful. Not exactly. Two beds, separated by a chest of drawers. A small window, half-fogged with age, let in slanted late-afternoon light. A bulletin board with no thumbtacks. The scent of graphite and detergent.

But the ceiling.

The ceiling was blue.

A faded, deliberate sky-blue. Brush strokes still visible, uneven in places like someone had started enthusiastically and run out of energy halfway through. It covered the entire upper surface—walls white, ceiling blue. It made the room feel both bigger and unreal, like someone had tried to trap the sky inside and then forgotten to finish the spell.

Emrys’s bag slipped a little down their shoulder. “Why is the ceiling painted?”

Carol didn’t look up. “Previous resident. Said it helped.”

“Helped what?”

Carol shrugged. “Never said. Max hasn’t complained, and that’s saying something.”

Speaking of Max.

They sat cross-legged on the far bed, sketchbook open across their lap, mechanical pencil dancing in tight, obsessive circles. Black hair half tucked behind one ear. Hood up. Eyes down.

“Max, this is Emrys. Emrys, Max,” Carol said, almost too quickly to register. “There. Roomies now. Keep your towels separate and don’t touch each other’s snacks.”

Max didn’t look up. Just made a flick of their pencil that might’ve been acknowledgment or just part of a cloud they were shading.

Emrys
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