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At Elstran Books, stories aren't just words on a page—they're the sparks that light up young hearts and minds. We're a team of indie authors who know what it's like to get lost in a book and come out a little different on the other side. That's why we write Young Adult novels that dive deep into love, identity, courage, and the tough choices that shape who we become.

From messy first loves to twisty mysteries and wild adventures through new worlds, every story we create is built to leave a mark. We write for the dreamers who stay up too late turning pages, the rebels who believe in something bigger, and the quiet souls looking for a voice that gets it.

We choose to stay indie because we believe stories should come from the heart, not a boardroom. Every book we write carries that love—because before we were writers, we were readers too.

Come along for the ride. One story. One spark. One journey at a time.
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To anyone who has ever felt trapped by their past or defined by their mistakes— This story is for you.  

May it remind you that redemption isn't about erasing who you were, but embracing the courage to become who you choose to be.  

And to the dreamers, the fighters, and the believers— Keep walking toward the light, even when the path feels uncertain.  

You are more than your bloodline. 

You are more than your sins.  

You are the author of your own fate.
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Neon Shadows

The sky was a bruised canvas, slashed with streaks of fading purple and stubborn gray that no longer promised the warmth of the sun. I pulled my collar up against the damp chill, the leather rough against skin raw from yesterday’s scrape. Rain clung to the edges of my jacket like a stubborn aftertaste, the streets beneath my boots gleaming with a wetness that only magnified the city’s grime. Somewhere overhead, a flickering streetlamp groaned against the effort to stay lit, casting patches of jaundiced amber over cracked sidewalks pocked with the fists of forgotten cigarette butts and the odd smear of something darker.

I moved slower than usual today. Not because the weight in my chest had shifted — that stayed constant, tethered and heavy like an anchor — but because the city around me demanded attention. A fractured kind, something whispered just beyond the roar of distant traffic and shattered glass. I called it the hum. The pulse underneath the chaos. A vibration only I seemed to catch in the tips of my fingers, in the dull ache behind my eyes, in the way the neon signs cracked and bled their sickly colors into puddles.

The alley ahead reeked of damp concrete and stale smoke, the walls pasted with peeling posters whose colors ran like tears. Electric blue and sharp pink letters buzzed like weakened neon veins running through the city’s skin, flickering erratically like broken promises. I hesitated just a second, breathing in the chill air scented with rain and rust, and then plunged forward. My boots struck the cracked cement in a steady, deliberate rhythm, each step an attempt to claim some small corner of the city’s underbelly as my own.

Heads turned. Not full-on stares, just the kind of sideways looks that measured, weighed, and then dismissed. I caught their eyes out of the corner of mine—bloodied mirrors reflecting a thousand little judgments. My classmates clustered near the corner store, their shapes sharp and brittle in the neon glow. They talked without sound, but I heard the cold slicing between their whispers anyway.

“Look who’s trying to play survivor.”

The words slipped under the door of my ears, soft but pointed. Venom wrapped in a joke, barbed and light enough not to invite retaliation. I kept moving, though my fingers clenched so tightly inside my jacket pockets that my nails pressed hard into my palms. I heard the brittle snickering dissolve behind me, the way it crumbled and reformed like shards of glass against pavement.

I didn’t turn around. Never did. But I tossed a grin back over my shoulder—half smirk, half shield, laced with a sarcasm that burned more than it shielded.

“Yeah, game’s rigged. Didn’t you get the memo?”

The words hung in the air for a moment, as broken and jagged as the neon signs that spat their colors. The laughter fractured again. A few heads dipped, eyes sharper and colder. They saw me all wrong; they never understood how thin the line was between surviving and breaking.

Deep down, beneath the armor of sarcasm and the well-practiced mask, I felt my heartbeat catch on something brittle. A tremor. The restless curl of something stirring—something I had buried beneath years of quiet, a secret I dared not speak aloud. The city breathed with it, pulsing through the broken streets, alive beyond the glossy advertisements and cracked sidewalks. Magic, raw and slinking, poured from the cracks like spilled ink, and I could taste its sweet bite beneath my tongue, cold and electric.

The breath I drew was shallow but steady, the ache in my lungs settling into something sharp and focused. The edges of the world fuzzed, the colors around me blurring with the onset of something I could almost reach out and touch.

If I let it loose—if I let that power shatter the brittle cage around me—would it set me free or destroy everything I’d clawed for? No one asked. No one cared. I was an outsider by every measure, a ghost among ghosts, treading water in a city that quietly wished I’d sink.

And still, I kept walking.

The rain had stopped, but the night hummed with a promise I could neither name nor deny. The neon flickered in my eyes like a flicker of a flame caught in a storm—alive, fragile, and dangerously close to bursting. I swallowed the lump in my throat and let the city swallow me back, step by deliberate step, into its restless heart.

The bell’s echo faded, leaving behind the hollow hum of flickering fluorescent lights and the faint scrape of chair legs against worn linoleum. The classroom was a cage of quiet, the stale scent of chalk and desperation hanging thick in the air. I settled into my corner—the one where the cracked window put jagged shards of morning light against my skin, splitting the outside world into fractured, shifting pieces that mirrored the mess inside me.

Outside, the city breathed in neon: sharp pinks, ghostly greens bleeding into the slow, droning pulse of morning traffic. Those colors slashed across my face, casting fractured shadows I barely recognized as mine. I looked down and felt the cool weight where the silver locket rested like a secret I couldn’t share with anyone, not even myself. I lifted it out, fingers curling around the tarnished metal like it could anchor me in this faltering moment. The edges were worn smooth—time’s quiet theft—and the tiny engravings had faded into whispers beneath my touch.

Grandma’s voice flickered to life behind my lids, soft and low, a ghost of warnings and half-told stories wrapped in smoke and something older, darker. It was in the way her words trembled when she pressed the locket into my palm, like a prayer said just for me—or maybe a curse cast without my knowing. I twisted it between my fingers, feeling the cold press of history, the weight of expectations that weren’t mine to carry and yet refused to let me go. I wanted to slam it against the wall, to shatter the silence that caged me and screamed in quiet.

Instead, I held it close, wanting it to confess whatever dark truth it kept locked inside. Would that secret be the chain that bound me, or the key I longed for in the long, bruising stretch between who I was and who I might become?

The classroom’s hum sharpened—the buzz from the aging fluorescent tubes above slicing through the air, frayed and unkind. Around me, the walls seemed to lean in, closing off the outside until the only thing left was the ache beneath my skin. I could feel the tiny groove of sarcasm slipping, peeled away by the ache of uncertainty, the raw edge of my own quiet fear. Here, in this corner, I was a fragment of someone else’s story—a story written in shadows, in whispered omissions no one had the courage to face.

I swallowed hard, my throat tight enough to taste the metal tang of panic. If I screamed, if I let the noise out, would it change anything? Could sound undo the silence carved into my bones?

The locket pressed cold into my palm grounded me. The weight was a paradox: heavy enough to be a burden, light enough to tempt me closer. I didn’t know if I could bear the secrets it carried—if the truth inside was worse than the loneliness that gnawed at the edges of me. But still, I clung to it, needing that invisible thread that might pull me through the city’s endless, fractured maze.

Outside, the neon flickered again, restless and alive, as if impatient for me to decide. And for a long moment, neither of us moved.

The kitchen light flickered, stubborn against the creeping neon that sagged like a tired ghost behind the curtains. The air tasted faintly of old coffee and forgetfulness, a quiet that wasn’t empty but weighed heavy, stubborn as the grit between my teeth. Evelyn sat across from me, her spine barely bending, shoulders squared in a silent armor I couldn’t quite breach. Her eyes, those guarded still waters, flickered with something that hadn’t seen the light in a long time—shadows folding into themselves like a moth’s fragile wings.

I studied her, the way her fingers gripped that brooch—an intricate moth, wings splayed in forever flight, pinned desperately to her dark blouse. She didn’t meet my gaze. Didn’t let the light fall fully on the lines carved around her mouth and beneath her eyes, the story they whispered too heavy to tell. Somewhere in that quiet, she was holding back worlds.

“You can’t keep running from what’s in your blood,” she said, voice rough, grating like gravel under boots. The words stuck to my bones, cold and unyielding.

I crossed my arms, leaning forward, baring teeth just enough to show my defiance. “Maybe I’m not meant to follow that path.”

The words left my throat sharp and raw, a blade I wasn’t sure I could wield but did anyway. I hated the way the confusion coiled in my chest, a serpent licking flames, and I hated even more how I had to hide it, bury it deep beneath a cold front of certainty.

Her gaze drifted away, fingers tightening on the brooch as if it was the last thread tethering her to the past she wished to forget. “Your grandmother carried the curse so you wouldn’t have to,” she whispered, the sentence heavier than the silence that swallowed it whole.

I wanted to reach across that table, to grab onto something real in the abyss between us. But the words tangled in my throat, a knot of frightened hope and resentment. The curse was a living thing—an unseen predator stalking my every breath, a shadow that stretched long and merciless, yet who it preyed on wasn’t clear. For Evelyn, that curse was a burden she bore in isolation. For me, it was the cage I wasn’t sure I wanted to escape.

She said enough to keep the curse alive in my mind, a cold pulse I couldn’t shake. But she said too little—held every dark truth close, wrapped tight in layers of regret and protection. It was a cage built not of iron but of silence and omission.

The cold gap between us yawned wider with every weighted pause, every unspoken word that hung in the stale kitchen air.

I swallowed hard, the tension puckering my throat as heat flared behind my eyes. I wanted to tear through the wall that kept her so far away, to see the woman beneath the armor of restraint, beneath the hard edges carved by years of fear and loss. But I was trapped, stuck between the fury of what I didn’t know and the aching need to belong, to understand who I was beyond the whispers of curses and shadows.

“Why won’t you tell me more?” The words spilled out before I could cage them back in, soft but sharp. My voice cracked, carrying everything I was too afraid to say outright.

She blinked once, sharply, and looked at me then—the look was a flicker of vulnerability buried deep beneath years of steel. The moth brooch seemed to pulse, a quiet heartbeat in her steady fingers.

“Because some things aren’t just stories to be shared,” she said, voice breaking just enough to let me hear the weight she carried. “They’re scars. Some wounds never heal.”

The room shrank around us, the fragile bridge between mother and daughter trembling under the weight of truths unspoken. Outside, the city’s neon flickered—a mocking reminder of freedom just out of reach.

I leaned back then, exhaling slow, tasting the bitter tang of hesitation and loss. The silence wrapped around us like a shroud, but beneath it, something fragile throbbed—an unvoiced plea, a shared grief that maybe, just maybe, we could find a way through the darkness layered in blood and memory.

But for now, all I had was the weight of her silence, the stubborn echo of a curse my grandmother carried—for reasons I was only beginning to understand.

Dusk folded over the city like a heavy quilt, the edges fraying just enough to let the alpha chill slip through the cracks. The jagged skyline softened, buildings shedding their harsh outlines as shadows spilled from fire escapes and curled around corners. I leaned back against the rough brick of the alley wall, the cold seeping through my jacket, pulling goosebumps across my skin. Above me, streetlights flickered in uneven pulses—blinking signals in some secret language only I could hear. Each halo of light whispered tattered fragments—words too old and wild to understand, but impossible to ignore.

The night air tasted thick, tangy with damp concrete and scorched remnants of neon that had given up their fight. It pressed in close, almost tactile, as if the city was breathing in the same shallow rhythm I clung to. I could feel it—the latent hum of energy thrumming beneath my ribs, its pulse matching the frantic beat of my heart. My fingertips tingled, itching against an invisible thread stretched taut inside me; the very thing tethering my fractured will.

I slid my hand up over my chest, palm brushing translucent muscle and bone, imagining I could pierce the veil between this harsh world and the one beneath. The fragile pulse stirred beneath my skin—a cold ember shifting, restless. I closed my eyes, drawing the air shallow, slow, thick with tension. That thread of concentration was precarious, a dance on a razor’s edge. Focus too hard and the power would unravel, crackling and hissing like angry spirits released from a broken cage. Let it slip and it would dissolve, scattering like ash before the wind.

A tremor ran through my palm, and the tiniest spark flickered—a pinprick of light, almost too thin to believe. It hovered just above my skin, a sliver of warmth, a threat. My breath hitched, lungs catching on a jagged edge between exhilaration and fear. That spark was hungry, alive, a promise bending and flexing with a dangerous kind of beauty. I could feel it pulling, begging to grow, to break free into wild flames that would consume everything I thought I was.

My heart hammered against my ribs, its rhythm fierce and unyielding. Part of me wanted to let go, to scream aloud and unleash the maelstrom I housed—a tempest of power aching to rip the silence apart. But another part pulled back, whispering warnings in the dark: containment, control, survival. It screamed that releasing this gift—curse—monster—would shatter everything I was clinging to. Was I ready to become something else? Something feared? Something I might never come back from?

The alley held its breath with me, a silent sentinel cloaked in shadow and the faint buzz of old magic. I stood alone on the edge of a precipice, trembling defiance radiating from every nerve. I wasn’t just a frightened girl anymore, and I wasn’t ready to be a monster. I was the fragile knot between two worlds, a promise suspended in darkness, waiting to see if I dared be brave enough to answer the call blossoming within.

I didn’t move for a long moment, letting the tension settle like dust around me. Then, slowly, the spark grew warmer, pulsing in time with my heart. It wasn’t just power. It was a question—an echo from the city’s soul—asking if I’d step into the unknown, or retreat into the shadows I’d known too long. The city waited, silent and infinite, and for the first time, I wasn’t sure what my answer would be.

They came at me after dark—no names, just shadows moving with cruel intent, their voices scraping against the quiet like rusty blades. The alley was a narrow throat between buildings, squeezed tight with grime and the sour tang of stale beer and burning rubber. Cold seeped into my bones, but there was a different chill in their sneers, a hard glint in their eyes that told me this wasn’t just another mugging or petty theft. This was something older, carved into the streets and whispered beneath the neon glow like a threat.

“Look who’s lost,” one hissed, stepping forward, his breath fogging in the cold air. “Thought you could walk these parts and forget what you are?”

I squared my shoulders, feeling the familiar pinch behind my eyes—the warning pulse of nerves—but I forced the sarcasm out anyway, brittle and sharp as broken glass. “Yeah, guess I’m just a ghost now. Boo.” The words hit the night, but didn’t scatter the heaviness that weighed down the air.

Another laughed, a sound hollow and tight, edged with bitter history. “Cocky as ever. Still don’t know your place.”

Their circles tightened, shadows folding in like the closing throat of some beast. I could feel their eyes, dragging over me, breaking me down piece by piece. I fought back with every word I had, each sentence a slap, a jibe meant to push them away, to claim some space in their encroaching dark. But the cold in their eyes went past the surface. It clawed at something raw inside me.

Fear, maybe. Or fury.

Maybe both.

It was a sudden ignition. Like a blue flame licking the edges of dry tinder, sparking without warning, reckless and wild. And then my hands—the heat bursting there first, sudden and scorching. Light flared, wild and jagged, splintering the shadows like glass under hammer blows. The world erupted into sharp edges of brilliance and darkness, the twisted faces around me thrown back as if hit by a storm.

The city’s neon reflected off the wet pavement. Red and blue bled into each other like liquid fire, fracturing beneath the flash. My chest heaved, lungs filled with raw, sharp air that tasted of smoke and something electric, something alive. The startled gasps hummed in the night, footsteps receding quickly, swallowed by the thick dark around the edges of the street.

Alone.

For a long moment, I stood rigid, every muscle trembling beneath the weight of what I’d unleashed. The stone settled hard in my chest, cold and unforgiving.

Inwardly, pride wrestled with terror. The power was mine, undeniable and raw—a fierce, intoxicating kind of control whispering promises I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear. But beneath that buzz was the sharp edge of isolation, a hollow sound like a door locking behind me, sealing me off from everything I’d ever known.

I let my breath out slowly, fingers twitching, still pulsing with energy I hadn’t learned how to tame.

The city outside the alley was quiet again, but I knew it had been listening. The cracked pavement, the flickering streetlamp overhead, even the distant hum of a car passing too fast—all held their breath knowingly.

I stepped forward, boots slick against the wet stones, and something inside me shifted.

The lines had moved now—between fear and power, between who I’d been and who I had to become. The city’s cold whisper seemed softer now, almost patient, waiting to see which way I’d fall.

And I wasn’t sure if I was ready to answer.
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Unleashed Fire

The alley was treading that thin line between night and nightmare, the neon signs above flickering like some broken heartbeat, throwing bruised patches of red and blue across the wet brick. I could taste the rot in the air—a heavy cocktail of trash, damp cardboard, and something fouled enough to curdle my stomach. Every step forward was a slip deeper into a place where light didn’t dare settle, where echoes glided on slow, dangerous breaths.

Three figures peeled themselves from the shadows at the alley’s end. Their shapes moved with that predator’s ease—casual, too certain, like they owned the darkness. I stiffened, the blood ticking loud in my ears, shadows crawling up my spine. The tallest one, lean with a scar that jagged down his face like a broken promise, stepped out first. His grin was sharp and careless, the kind of smile that was more blade than warmth.

“Hey, Gallagher—heard your family’s cursed. Didn’t know demons ran this school too.” The words slithered out, heavy with venom, poking at a part of me I’d spent years trying not to think about. That loose thread inside, the one I tied tight every morning just to get through the day.

I felt my backpack drop behind me with a hollow thud, the weight of it suddenly a signal—a line drawn without words. My hands clenched tight inside my jacket pockets, nails biting into the fabric as if I could claw the anger away before it turned on me. “You really want to dance with that?” I spat, voice low and sharpened like a blade I wasn’t sure I knew how to wield.

They laughed then, the sound tearing through the stillness like broken glass underfoot. They closed in, a circle tightening. The second kid, shorter, broader, had that leer that promised bruises and laughter at your pain. “Heard your mom’s got secrets darker than your stupid leather jacket.”

I felt the shove before it hit, the bricks splintering my bones with their cold, unsympathetic edge. Air vanished—the sharp pull from my lungs like drowning in a desert. Heat hissed beneath my skin—hot, furious sparks lighting up something old and volatile inside me, something I’d sworn I’d buried.

My palm pressed against the wall to catch myself, but instead of solid, I felt the bricks sear beneath my fingers. Flames leapt out in a jagged bloom, blackening the grimed surface with ruthless hunger. Fire wasn’t supposed to be part of this, wasn’t supposed to answer back when I didn’t have the words.

They stumbled, faces draining into disbelief and something sharper—fear. The air grew thick as if the world itself was holding its breath. I was trembling, lungs laboring to catch up, the fire’s roar retreating to a dying hiss. All around me, the smoke curled in bitter ribbons that tasted like betrayal.

Pride flickered like a dangerous flame, wild and bright. Power like that was raw—unfiltered and roaring. But it didn’t last. It slipped away like smoke through clenched fists, leaving behind a cavernous cold that swallowed me whole, hollow and unsteady.

My hands shook, fingers twitching from the ghost of heat. The alley had gone quiet again, but louder now—the kind of silence that thudded heavy, pushing at the edges of all the questions I desperately didn’t want to ask.

What had I done?

What was I?

I backed away slowly, every eye on me, every breath a stolen thing. The demon they teased about—maybe it was real, and maybe it was hungry. And maybe tonight, it had finally been fed.

The sound of my own breath ripped through the silence between distant hums of traffic, ragged and uneven, as if my lungs were scraping against bone. Concrete cracked beneath my pounding feet, each step a desperate rhythm I tried to outrun but couldn’t shake the ghost of. Neon light, that sickly electric blue tinged with the smell of wet asphalt and garbage, trailed behind me like a wound bleeding into the night. I swallowed hard, tasting metallic fear that clung to my tongue.

The alley was gone—just a memory wreathed in that strange, flickering glow that wasn’t mine and yet stuck beneath my skin. An ember; no, a spark—something tangled with my blood, thrumming faintly with a heat that felt both alien and intimate. It whispered closer, a voice without words that slid beneath my ribs, tugging on the fragile threads I thought held me together.

Slowly, I dared to press forward, into the maze of backstreets where the city dimmed its lights and exhaled its secrets. Shadows pressed close, dark and heavy like oil slicks pooling in the forgotten corners of the world. They moved with a strange stillness, a silent watchfulness that gnawed at my skin. Figures hunched beneath heavy cloaks, exchanging words that hardly made sense—snatches of prophecy and bloodlines, speaks of arrival and destiny slipping past like smoke curling from a dead flame.

Their eyes burned sharp and hungry, cutting through the dark, pinpointing the faint glow that paled beneath their scrutiny yet pulled me toward them like a lodestone. I could feel their gaze as surely as if claws scraped delicate skin, a thousand unblinking hunters weaving around me in that narrowing maze. The air itself thickened—stale, suffocating—the city’s breath grown heavy and knowing in its obsession. Walls closed in, closing the gap between freedom and captivity without a sound.

Whispers wrapped around my throat—a cold coil tightening with each step—tickling my ears, threading through my ragged breaths. _Will she be the one? The question crawled beneath my sternum, a parasite gnawing at the beat of my heart. Somewhere in the depth of that question sat a shadow of hope and a mountain of dread, both weighing heavy against my ribcage. Somewhere beyond this grid of filth and steel, perhaps, waited a meaning I wasn’t ready to claim.

My footsteps faltered, anxiety curling like smoke inside my chest—building, thickening, until it coiled tight enough to suffocate. I didn’t want to be the ‘one.’ I didn’t want to be branded, hunted, named by a world I barely glimpsed in fragments and half-truths.

All I wanted was to be invisible.

But the city refused that mercy tonight.

The faint hum of voices drew me toward a narrow gap between two crumbling buildings, jagged bricks framing a passageway choked with garbage and the acrid stench of rot. My heart hammered, each thump a warning drum that begged me to stop, to run—any outcome but this limbo between flight and capture. I slipped inside, pressing my back against the cold, rough bricks as my chest heaved, breath thick with panic and something older, something ancient.

Dark shapes moved in the murk. Cloaked figures spoke in low tones, their voices weaving together, fragile threads of language that slipped beneath my skin like poison and promise. I caught fragments: _lineage_, _awakening_, _the blood’s call_. Unease lanced through me, sharp and sudden—a pain not physical but deeper, like a tremor shaking the foundation of who I thought I was.

One of them stepped forward, eyes shining with a predator’s light, studying me with no need for words. I could feel his gaze mapping every flicker beneath my skin, every whisper of power I’d never asked for but was irrevocably tied to. My hands clenched at my sides, nails biting into my palms, grounding me to this moment, even as I felt myself unraveling.

“We see it,” a voice hissed—a rasp of certainty that echoed in the acrid air.

The word slammed into me like a tidal wave, drowning the tremulous hope I’d clung to. _It_ was out there. Eyes fixed on me. Names whispered in the dark, destinies ticking closer like the deft beat of a shadow’s wings.

I took a shuddering breath, tasting grit and fear. The walls seemed to lean inward, the dark closing in around me, suffocating and tight as if the city itself were a predator sealing its grip. Each shadow prodded, prowled, watching for a sign—weakness, fear, surrender.

I blinked hard, fighting the swell of terror that threatened to drown me, and forced my legs to move.

Stumbling forward, away from the pressing dark, the whispers drifted behind me like the tail end of a nightmare. Every glance over my shoulder pressed the weight of silent witnesses, their shadows flickering with a hunger I couldn’t outrun. I could feel the ember beneath my skin pulse faster, a beacon I didn’t want to carry but could never shed.

The night pressed on; the city’s watchful eyes burned into my back, relentless and unforgiving. I slipped through the grid of streets, clutching at the frayed edges of myself, the fragile thread between hope and fear growing taut and ready to snap.

I didn’t want this fight—not yet. But the city whispered my name in the dark. And somewhere, deep within the ember’s glow, a voice waited.

The door slipped closed behind me with a faint echo—the kind of sound that latches onto your skin long after everything else fades to gray. Inside, the apartment was the same—cramped and stubbornly threadbare—but the air felt brittle, charged with a weight I hadn’t been prepared to carry. Shadows seemed to lean closer against the peeling wallpaper, as if the walls themselves had been waiting for this moment.

She stood near the window, the threadbare curtains behind her casting her in stark relief, like some forgotten portrait I'd never truly seen before. Her eyes caught the last of the dim light—they were deep pools of something older than me, something resigned and raw. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. Even as the fragile armor lining my chest went rigid, I knew she was waiting—not for me to deny, but for me to understand.

When she finally spoke, it was as if the air cracked—thin, brittle, and unforgiving. Her voice didn’t rise or fall, but every word scraped through the quiet like jagged glass sliding over stone. "You are of the Sinners, Raine," she said, and just like that, the words fell between us, heavy and inescapable.

I wanted to blink it away, rewrite it into something less awful. But it floated there, hovering—this curse no one warned me about, wrapped tight in silent generations. I could almost taste the bitterness on my tongue: bloodlines tangled in shadows darker than the city nights, a stain that hid beneath the surface of every story she’d left untold.

"You carry a burden no child should have to bear," she whispered, voice scraping against the threadbare curtains like a secret finally clawing free. Her eyes flickered with something—memories searing past like fragments of old, cruel fairy tales and warnings she’d never shared with me. The kind wrapped in riddles I'd believed were just stories to scare me straight.

I felt the breath catch in my throat, thick and bitter, like swallowing shards of glass. How long had she known? How many nights had she watched me wrestle the darkness crawling over my edges, alone in silence? I wanted to ask, but the words tangled tight, a web of shame and fear that cemented itself over my tongue.

And then, beneath the weight of dread—a stubborn, fierce spark glowed. It wasn’t hope. It wasn’t relief. It was something narrower and sharper, a jagged ember nestled deep in my chest. A recklessness that whispered fiercely: This power, this blood—it meant I was something more. Something dangerous. Something that refused to be broken.

She shifted, the curtains moving with her as the light shifted, focusing on the lines the years had carved beside her eyes. A fragile truce rippled between us, composed of half-truths and the shared heaviness of unspoken fears. The air thrummed with everything we weren’t saying, the silence thick enough to choke on.

"You can’t run from this, Raine," she said, and in the delicate way her voice broke, I saw every shard of the pain she’d swallowed over the years. "Not now. Not ever."

Her words hung there, weighty and final. I wanted to argue—to fight against the gravity of what she’d just laid bare. But the fight had already begun, and the rules were never mine to rewrite.

I sank down onto the cracked armchair, the thin fabric scraping against my skin, lungs pulsing with a slow, raw ache. Outside, the city’s noise filtered in faintly—a world unknowing and relentless—while inside, all I could hear was the steady pulse of my own blood, thrumming stubborn and loud in my ears.

"You knew," I finally said, my voice brittle against the quiet. "You knew this whole time." The accusation wasn’t sharp; it was worn down by years of loneliness. "Why didn’t you tell me?"

She didn’t look away. "Because I wanted to protect you—from it, from them, and from the truth that would have crushed you before you even had a chance to stand." Her voice trembled, the weight of decades pressing down hard in that confession.

"But I’m already standing," I whispered, noting how warily the words felt—like shaky steps into an abyss I didn’t want to see but couldn’t turn from either.

She gave a slow, sad nod, a small admission between the long silence we’d shared. "Yes. But standing isn’t enough anymore. You have more to face than you realize. And the darkness—" Her voice faltered. "It isn’t just in your blood. It’s in the city, in the streets, in the people who’ve forgotten the cost of what they’ve inherited."

I swallowed hard, the helplessness twisting in my gut, sharp and cold. The world outside wasn’t just indifferent. It was haunted, bruised, and waiting for someone like me—someone like us—to take up the weight it refused to bear.

Her hands pressed together, trembling just slightly. "You have to choose, Raine. To walk away is no longer a safe option. This burden is part of your blood, your name—your destiny."

It was a sentence that settled like dust, choking under its own inevitability. My fingers dug into the worn armrests, knuckles pale beneath the thin skin.

"I don’t want to be what they say I am," I said quietly, voice cracking with the rawness of it all. "A monster. A curse. But..." I paused, searching for some anchor in the dark. "...maybe this is what I was meant for."

Her breath caught, a soft, broken sound that I heard as clearly as if she’d spoken a thousand words.

"You’re more than a curse, Raine," she said. "But you’ll need to understand what that means—every shadow, every choice."

The room seemed to lean inward, the dim light pooling unevenly across the cracked floorboards and the faded furniture, pressing closer, as if to hear the unspoken promise swelling in the space between us: We were bound by blood—but maybe, just maybe, there was still something left to fight for.

I didn’t know what the next step was, or even if I wanted to take it. But with her watching—waiting—I felt the first real crack in the armor I’d built around my heart. The knot of fear inside me twisted again, sharper now, and beneath it all, the spark glowed steady.

Somewhere beyond the shadows, I could feel the weight of everything pressing close—and I was ready, if terrified, to meet it head-on.

The night air slipped through the cracked window, cool fingers curling around my wrists as I pressed my palm flat against the glass. Outside, the city held its breath beneath a blanket of shadows stretching like fingers clawing across brick and mortar, swallowing the faint glow of streetlamps. It was thick out there—thick and waiting—an ancient silence interrupted by two murmurings that threaded delicate, dangerous patterns through the darkness. Voices, low and urgent, carried words I wasn’t meant to hear.

“The Sinner’s bloodline carries the power to doom or save the city.” The voice was hoarse, fractured with something heavy—fear, reverence, maybe both. “The arrival has tipped the scales.”

The words fell into the empty spaces of my cramped room, seeping into the corners as if they could dissolve the thin walls. My breath drew short, misting the windowpane in front of me, and I traced a slow finger through the fog, trying to dispel the knot twisting my gut. The voice was close enough to be real, tangible—a weight pressing on the night’s silence and, worse, on me.

Sinner’s bloodline. Arrival. Tipped the scales.

My pulse thundered in my ears, blocking out the thrum of distant city sounds. The air inside grew colder as the shadows lengthened towards me, curled footsteps from the corridor snuffed out in some unseen void. My eyes searched, desperate, trying to pin the figures moving like ghosts in the dark—their shapes blurred beneath the cloaks that kept their secret close.

I wanted to believe I’d misheard. I wanted to believe it was some twisted game, a riddle passed between conspirators too wrapped up in their own fears to speak plainly. But every syllable struck like a chord in a forgotten song I once knew—though the tune tasted bitter on my tongue, each note heavy with warning. Was that me? The Sinner? The one who could burn the city to ash or lift it from the smoldering ruins? I stayed pressed to the window, chest tight, trying to steady the racing thinkstorm swimming just beyond my grasp.

They spoke of prophecy as if it were a blade resting against the throat of the night, ready to fall. The “arrival,” the “scales,” the “power to doom or save”—all of it a puzzle with pieces that refused to fit neatly into the small mosaic of my world.

The room I called mine felt smaller now, the walls seeming to close in, shadows pooling at the corners like inky water threatening to spill over. Each breath felt shallow, caught between dread and disbelief. Somewhere behind the door, a clock ticked, its methodical rhythm a taunt in the stillness. I imagined the weight of those words splashing across the city, ripples spreading out from my feet into streets and alleyways where people who didn’t know me or the claims tied to my bloodline went about their lives, unseeing and unknowing.

I backed away from the window, my fingers lingering on the cool glass, the dampness beneath them a small anchor to reality. The words tangled in my mind, spinning faster than I could catch. If there was power in my veins, in the silk strand of lineage they whispered about, who was I really? Was I the carrier of salvation, a hidden shield waiting to surface when the city needed it most? Or the harbinger of disaster, bound by blood to a catastrophe whispered about in dusty scrolls and shadowed meetings?

The question clawed at me, raw and unsparing. I sank down onto the edge of
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