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“You know you’re not welcome here,” the man that crossed Ella’s path glared down at her, and the blonde couldn’t help but shy back a little.

He was tall, muscled, and imposing, and for a sliver of a moment, she feared he might strike her. The man seemed disgusted enough to do it, glaring at her with hate. He didn’t move to harm her, though.

At the end of the day, no one in the small town of Sunwell would dare do such a thing.

They feared her too much for it.

Well, it wasn’t exactly her that they feared...

Ella breathed in and out, squared her shoulders, and met the man’s gaze. Once upon a time, she might have allowed herself to get intimidated. Her mother always told her it was better not to seem too threatening, that if the people of their town feared them too much, that fear might turn into hate, and they might lash out against them.

When she was a child, she didn’t understand what her mother meant by that and accepted it. Now she was older, a woman grown, and she was tired of being looked down upon for something she had no control over.

If her mother was still alive, maybe she would keep her head down, knowing there was someone the people of Sunwell could hurt without fearing reprisals. As it was...

She met his eyes without difficulty. “You don’t own this town, and you can’t tell me where I might be welcomed or not, so step aside.” He glared at her, then spat at her feet, but he moved aside and allowed her passage. She walked past him. Ella could feel his glare against her back, feel the way the other villagers looked at her, but they didn’t say anything.

Some of them believed as he did and probably hated her for what they perceived as her daring. Others might not hate her, but they were still wary. Some might have welcomed her if not for the scorn of the other villagers, but as it was, they felt it was better to just ignore her presence and let her be.

Ella hated going into town for that reason, but she needed new seeds after some of her produce went bad, and the merchants only came by their village once or twice a month. They would be the only ones who might be willing to deal with her in a mostly fair manner, though some of them had already been warned off by the local populace.

There were a few villagers who might aid her if they could do it without the others knowing, but it would be a risk for them, and she hated to do that.

For as long as she could remember, the people of Sunwell had been trying to drive her and her mother away. It took her a long time to discover the reason for it, and when she did, she could almost understand why they were doing it. And yet, this was her home. Their little cabin at the edge of the woods had been all that she and her mother possessed, and to let themselves be driven away from their lands would be a death sentence.

They wouldn’t make it easy on the other villagers. If they wished to force them away, then they would have to do it themselves and face the consequences.

There had been a few attempts, but they had been more threatening than anything else. Some villagers had threatened to put their home to the flame; they had threatened to hurt her or her mother, but they had never dared to take that last step.

At the end of the day, what made Ella so hated also protected her from their wrath.

They knew better.

Shaking her head, Ella tried to put such thoughts behind her and moved towards where the market stalls should have been. The moment she got there, the blonde realized she wouldn’t be lucky. The people of Sunwell parted to the sides as if she was carrying some kind of disease, and there was wariness in the merchants’ gazes. Someone had told them. Most of the merchants she could see were ones she had interacted with before, but now they looked at her with a sliver of the fear she had seen in the villagers all her life, and she sighed.

She still had to try.

Unfortunately, she was pretty sure she already knew the outcome of her negotiations. And she was proven correct. Some merchants argued they didn’t have the seeds she needed, and when she pointed at where they laid on their stalls, they told her those were reserved for someone else. When she tried to buy some fruit, they refused her as well, and Ella knew it would be an exercise in frustration to continue, but she did so.

No one approached the stalls she visited, and they fled from the ones when she approached. The whole market seemed to have eyes on her, and in a way, it made her feel powerful.

She was a simple peasant, but they looked at her as if she was some kind of queen.

Well, a dark queen, feared and hated, but a queen nonetheless.

Maybe it would have been better for her to leave and try another day, but as it was, while she remained there, no one seemed to be able to get any business done, and if they wouldn’t sell to her, then they wouldn’t sell to anyone.

Anger and rage filled her spirit, and she tried not to show a hint of it, though she wasn’t exactly sure she succeeded in that. Who were they to hate her for something she had no control over? Ever since she was a child, they had feared and treated her like vermin, and she hated it; she hated them.

Her hands tightened into fists, and she cast a glare around. Then, she noticed how no one seemed to meet her eyes, and she allowed her frame to relax. Absently, she looked down at her left inner wrist, saw the scribblings there, and barely resisted the urge to reach out with a finger and trace them.

She hated them. She loved them.

She found herself tracing them with a soft finger most nights when she lay on her bed and couldn’t hope to meet the one they belonged to.

And yet, those scribblings were the reason why she was feared, why she was hated in her homeland. Her life would have been so much easier without them.

There was nothing for her in that market. Better to just turn her back on them and leave before she ended up saying or doing something she might come to regret. She did just that, trying not to let the hint of tears that threatened to appear in the corner of her eyes fall down.

Strong. She had to be strong, had to appear as strong, and so better not to show them how much their opinions affected her.

She should have known better.

She would survive this and become stronger for it, and maybe one day, the people of Sunwell would regret how they behaved with her.

Ella shook her head and pushed that thought away from her mind. She couldn’t think like that. Didn’t she understand why they behaved like that with her? They were scared – 

terrified. People lashed out when they were feeling emotions like those. That it would have been wiser to keep themselves in her good graces never seemed to have entered the minds of some of the inhabitants of the town.

No matter.

With a sigh, she left the town and looked down at the mark on her inner wrist once more. Without really thinking about it, she reached down and ran a digit over that mark. It was a name, though she had never been able to read it. It was the name of her soulmate and the reason why most of the town was terrified of her. It was a demon’s name.

It meant she was destined to find love with a demon, and Ella couldn’t understand how something like that might come to be, but soul marks were never wrong. No one in Sunwell knew what name lay on her wrist, but they could recognize the demon language and realize she was destined for a demon. That made the people afraid, made them want her out of the lands.

If she remained, sooner or later, a demon would stumble its way into their town.

If she went away, the people of Sunwell believed they would be safe.

No one ever dared to try to attack her, knowing to do so would almost certainly prompt the demon to come to her rescue. Sure, her soulmate might never reach her in time, but they would have known where she was hurt, and sooner or later, they would have exacted their revenge.

None of the villagers had ever tried something that might pull her soulmate to her.

Ella didn’t know if that was better or worse. Since she understood what the mark on her wrist meant, she had wished to meet her soulmate and dreaded the moment at the same time.

Her soulmate was a demon. They weren’t cuddly creatures, and Ella feared what meeting the other being would be like. And yet, she wanted it as well. Wanted it more than she had wanted anything else in her life.

In the end, the matter was out of her hands. She didn’t doubt sooner or later, they would meet each other, but she would have to wait until her soulmate came after her. Until then, all that remained was to keep living as she was and hope for the best.

A shiver raced down her back when she got closer to her home.

For a moment, it felt like eyes were staring into her back, something that made her heat up and look around in alarm. Even her mark seemed to twitch slightly, but when she gazed around, she didn’t see anything out of place. The sensation that something wasn’t as it should be didn’t abandon her, though, and she kept gazing around, trying to find a hint of what wasn’t entirely right.

She failed
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