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Echoes of the Unforgiven
 
Within a room at Motel Glen Capri Fairvale, a seventeen girl lay sound asleep on a stained bed; the girl had ash gray hair that fell by her hips, & she was dressed in nothing but a pair of flora white bra & panties that was stained in the same deep blood red as the bed.
In a daze, the young girl rolled over as her head began to pound-as she opened her rain cloud grey colored eyes: her vision blurred due to the moonlight pouring into the room. With one more roll of the girl, the sound of something wet hitting the motel room floor- at this point she was fully awake as she sat up in a panic to look around her room.
That’s when the girl let out a panic scream as she did not recognize the room she was in, as the last thing place she remembered was at her aunties place two or maybe three days ago.
A chill hit her, causing her to look down at the flora white bra & panties she was wearing, what little clothing she had on had claw marks that seemed to start from the left bra strap & end at her left hip. With a weak glance around the room, she felt a wave of nausea hit her.
The once well-put-together room was covered in blood with disfigured bodies. The furniture had been knocked over with blood across the walls, the disfigured bodies were lying around the room.
The bodies had stab & gunshot wounds as well as blunt force trauma with large pieces of flesh missing from the bodies.
Crawling backward, the girl fell off the bed & onto the wet thing that hit the floor; turning her head to face it-she was met with the lifeless tea-green eyes of a woman staring with a look of horror on her face back at the girl.
If the gory details of the other bodies made her feel nauseated this was stomach-churning.
The tea-green woman was half-eaten, her limbs were ripped from her body, large chunks of the woman were missing, & some of the woman's internal organs were pulled out with others having chunks missing.
Bones & broken pieces of ceramic lamps were scattered among the carnage, with all of this, she couldn’t move as her body refused to move.
She sat on the body before a knock hit the motel door; in a panic, the teen tried to run into the bathroom only to trip & stumbled over the bodies by the bathroom door.
“Checkouts in two hours!”
The door to the bathroom flows open, to be met with the light already on; the gory scene comes into full focus as a scream ripped out of the teen, & the bathroom is destroyed with blood covering everything.
Flesh painted the wall, internal organs were thrown around the room, & some were half-eaten; as the young girl stepped into the room end up stepping onto a half-eaten kidney & some ripped-off pieces of flesh.
In doing so, she slipped & fell frontward into the bathtub that was filled with water & blood; inside of said tub was another half-eaten woman who could have been three years older than her.
The woman’s seaweed green eyes were vacant & lifeless, & the organs that were not thrown around the room sat floating in the jam-red water around her; & once the young girl got a better look at the said woman, she recognized her.
The woman was Esther A. Eden, who was this teen girl’s ex-girlfriend.
Esther was well-known within her group of friends as a future scene queen for her weird & goofy style, now laid in a blood-filled tub at the Motel Glen Capri Fairvale.
Esther’s once bounced tailbone length crow black & french violet hair was now matted with blood & chunks of her flesh; her once sun-kissed skin was now a chalky white color with her once lovey seaweed green eyes hollow husk.
It felt dirty & sick, as the young teen went to remove Esther’s body, whatever was left within Esther’s half-eaten body came spilling out into the tub & floor. So the teen began to pick up & drop whatever organs she could fish out of the tub & drop it onto the gory floor. With a deep breath, she drained the tub & stepped inside to remove her blood-stained underwear as flashes of events came to her.
As she sat in the tub, the warm water mixed with the blood making it feel warm on her body; she closed her eyes to try & force herself to focus on the water droplets hitting her head & inners of the tub.
But nothing seemed to work as her mind filled with gory details & dizzying thoughts; she remained in the shower until the water finally ran cold.
 
Once she emerged from the tub, she felt clean but a the same time dirty as she dragged her exhausted body out of the bathroom & collapsed onto a small part of the bed that was not covered in blood & passed out.
Before she could fully pass out, her Docomo Fujitsu f-06d series began to ring.
The teen reached for the white phone with her left hand, as she answered the call-she was met with a familiar voice, “Where the fuck are you Freyja, I’ve been to your house three times & each time you were there.”
 The teen now known as Freyja felt a wave of comfort wash over her; “Norma, I need you to pick me up from Motel Glen, I fuck up big time.”
On the other end of the line, she could hear Norma take a deep breath as he let Freyja’s words sink in.
Hearing Freyja say this didn’t fad him as after five weeks of him & their other friends looking for her plus taking care of another friend; “I’ll be there to pick your ass up then we're going to Chiyo’s grandmothers' house.”
Chiyo Akui Eiichi or Cio for short was Freyja’s now girlfriend & youngest daughter of the Eiichi family.
They had been friends long before Esther & Freyja’s relationship, as the two were both in an old group of friends that talked on MSN messenger, but they still stayed close when the relationship came to an end.
The relationship ended because Esther had been cheating on Freyja with two other girls from two different schools.
It took four & half months of being brokenhearted before Chiyo asked her out on a date to help move past Esther; it would have seen that during those months & a half of not following her diet, it finally caught up with her.
Now this was not the first something like this had happened, no, far from it.
This was an endless cycle of high highs that was closely followed by low lows; she had always believed the lows were from the more human parts of her.
Freyja looked around for clothes that were not covered in blood, as she put on her pair of black converses before walking out the door of the room, she swiftly walked to the motel parking lot; it didn't take long for her to stumble upon a dirty window bus stop with the occasional bus rumbling by.
 
As Freyja sat & waited for Norma, she thought back on her ‘last human day’, it began four days before her fourteen birthday-she slowly got sicker as days passed, as all of this was happening & Chiyo was slowly becoming friends with two other people from there school.
Loralai Tanda Acantha & Norma Vera Wilma, both Lora & Nor had a strong reputation within the school for being the some of the smartest & a ruler follows; as they were better known as Loralai holier-than-thou angle’ Acantha & Norm ‘can’t influence’ Wilma.
But as time went on the two let their facade drop around, so, when the day before the party & Nor came to the house for a small party; the two stayed for an hour or so to hang out in Freyja's bedroom, the group had all believed that she had a stomach bug, so, before the dinner the three left as planned to hang out somewhere in the forest.
When the dinner started, everyone with the family gathered around the impressive dinner table that was full of food that took days to make. The room was bustling with conversations & laughter as everyone was in high spirits, a plate was placed in front of her that was filled with her aunt Emili’s slow cooker lamb ragu; Freyja slowly ate, but once halfway her stomach began to turn & this made her uncomfortable but was more jarring was that she loves aunt Emilie’s lamb ragu but today it tasted disgusting but she pushed it down with a glass of pomegranate ginger spritzer.
 
This only seemed to make her more uncomfortable, out of nowhere she pushed the chair back & ran off to the restroom as her family grew concerned & continued to discuss the situation as they waited for her to return. Once Freyja returned, the party went on but she slowly began to get dizzy she pushed through, & it came to a head when it was time to blow out the candles on her cake, her head began to feel heavy & her vision blurred out.
 
She could hear her father scrambling towards her, but it felt like it was in slow motion, in a matter of seconds, she collapsed to the floor in a ghastly heap & vomited a thick, black fluid. Her family stood horrified as she lay on the floor in a daze; she couldn't talk as her eyes rolled in the back of her head.
 
Freyja stood lost in thought, by the grimy bus stop for three hours before off in the distance a beige 1974 Volkswagen beetle coupe pulled up next to her.
 
“Took you long enough, asshole,” Freyja said in a light tone as she opened the car door & got it in.
“You know, I hate coming here besides I’m tired. Unlike you, I & Lora had to deal with a screaming match for weeks or so.”
With that being said, the beige coupe pulled away from the grimy stop to head to Chiyo’s grandmothers; “So, what happened this time for a screaming match?” Asked Freyja quietly.
The need to know what had happened or what hurt her partner, always came first even though in the back of her mind was ‘how fucking relieved to finally be heading away from that fucking motel’.
It was known that the Eiichi family was not a happy family after the death of Chiyo & her older sister’s mother at the hands of some hunters, a pack of wolves within the town & the Nellie; “Miss. Rinku & Chiyo’s sister got into a fight that turned into a screaming match over the sister dating someone.”
That was all Norma said, as the droves in silence for another three hours, until they stumbled upon a little cottage nestled in the woods, the moonlight revealed shimmery details of the humble house, with its rustic wood & the flower garden sprawling in front of it.
Sometimes Freyja forgets how lovely the flower garden was; “To think that her family has green fingers.” replied Norma with a hint of admiration in his voice.
 
The two stepped out of his beetle & the fresh air was comforting on Freyja's skin, after days spent in a damp, dreary motel room, the two of them hurriedly made their way to the door. When they reached the door, Freyja knocked lightly until an older lithe figure appeared on the other side.
“Frey & Nor, welcome back.”
 
“Miss. Rinku.” Both Norma & Freyja said as the aunt let them into the house.
 
“You know the way & if you need something just yell.” Aunt Rinku said to the two.
As the two made their way up the wood staircase up the second floor, they made a left turn & were met with a pale green door with a pale-yellow light coming out from under the door.
 
Once the door was halfway open, the two could see that on the bed were two other seventeen-year-old girls lying quietly on a bed that rested under the window by the corner of the room; the bed being pushed up against the wall facing sideways on top of some wooden pallets that Chiyo got from a hardware store in town, next to the bed was a standing shelf that she made with her friends one summer.
The room was filled with muffled sounds of music that played from a Victrola record player that the owner of the room’s grandfather got for her; said player sat on top of one of the desks that were near the shelf. Once the door was fully open, the two on the bed were not enough to wake them nor were Norma & Freyja's footsteps.
What did wake one of the girls was the sound of the curtains being opened on one of the windows; upon hearing this Chiyo rolled over to look at the window to see her girlfriend & Norma.
“What time is it?” Asked Chiyo as she tried to sit up, but quickly stopped when the other girl on the bed pulled herself closer to Chiyo.
“It’s 6:59 pm, Cio.” Norma said to Chiyo as he went to the other curtains that were not open, being mindful to step over the plants that sat a few inches away from the window.
“Anyways, I heard what happened are you okay, love?” Freyja asked as she went to sit at the foot of the bed & looked at the two on said bed.
“I’m fine but I can’t say that for Lora.” Chiyo said as they looked at Loralai, who had rolled away from Chiyo to lie face down on the bed.
“Weep this sounds like a ‘girl thing’, so I’m going to hang out on your roof to smoke before taking Lola back home before her uncle comes back home,” Norma said to Chiyo as he climbed out the window.
“Besides, I think she needs it. I’ve heard her brother that she not sleeping well.” An hour or so had passed before Norma came back into the room & closing everything he opened to pick up Loralai-who was still fast asleep, & carried her out of the room to take her house.
Chiyo & Freyja sat close together, it pained Freyja not to be around her partner when they needed their partner; with a heavy voice-Freyja said “I’m so sorry for not being around when you needed me.”
The two embraced each other, “I’m sorry too.”, they sat in the middle of the bed holding onto each other tightly until the tears stopped flowing.
Freyja remembered the last time she cried this hard, it was four days after the birthday incident; Freyja knew that her family was only doing this to make her happy.
On that day, her father had gotten a clown for this party; this clown spent most of the make-up party outside. This clown wore a bright purple suit tailored to fit his big round belly, he was in the middle of the backyard & making a big show of bowing to Freyja; with everyone cheering as the clown began to do a high-energy dance routine with the help of the music playing in the background.
Freyja remembered that she couldn't take her eyes off of the clown, maybe it was the way he made her laugh with his antics or perhaps it was something more, but everyone was having a wonderful time as the party went on Freyja began to unbearably hungry & without warning, she walked to the kitchen to grabbed a knife.
As she walked back outside, she slowly stalked the clown as he made balloon sculptures for some of the kids, some of her families were in shock & others tried to stop her but it was too late as she plunged the knife into the clown's chest.
The clown slumped down to his knees, as Freyja ripped the knife out of his chest-in doing so, blood began to pool around the kneeling clown; everyone was stunned to move. Freyja dropped to her knees in front of the clown before sinking her teeth into the man’s neck, in doing this the man fell backward into the grass before Freyja grabbed at the knife once again.
She stabbed him in his stomach & tore it open to eat his organs. Gore sprayed across the grass as she gorged herself on the clown’s insides when she was done swallowing the grisly remains of the clown.
For the first since before the birthday incident, Freyja finally felt satisfied as her madding hunger was gone. After that day her family finally told her the truth, about the curse that ran on her mother’s side of the family; the only thing that more problems came for this.
As Freyja's mother’s side of the family never had a hybrid before this.
When morning finally came the gentle light filled the bedroom, drenching the two teenagers in it as they gently stirred from their sleep “Um, good morning, love.” Freja said as she gave Chiyo a gentle kiss on the forehead.
It took Chiyo a while to wake up, only to find herself left on the bed by herself; “You know, sometimes I forget how lovely this town is; you know if you forget about everything that happens in this place.” A voice from the open said.
Chiyo looked at the open window to see, Freyja looking out of it at the incredible view of the woods surrounding the cabin.
“Me too,” Chiyo said softly, looking down she registered the realization of what had happened the night before.
 “Wait, are you okay, Patro?” Freyja asked as she went back over to Chiyo, she could tell from the look on her partner’s face that she wanted to say something.
“I just remembered that last night you looked so hurt, & I never asked if you were okay.”
“I know there's more you want to say, so say it.”
Freyja hated that she could use sex to make this better.
“I don’t want you to keep hurting yourself, by you not eating properly; I can’t lose you to your curse like how you can’t lose me to mine.” Chiyo said as she jumped at Freyja with her arms open for a hug.
 They embraced each other tightly, “You won’t lose me too, I swear this to you my.” Freyja said as she looked into Chiyo's heterochromia eyes.
The two snapped their head to the open window, only to see Loralai’s head coming through it.; “I hope you are doing bet-,” Loralai said before stopping when she saw Freyja.
“Lora, it's good to see you.”
“What's wrong did you walk in on them fucking?” Norma yelled before Loralai could fully come through the window.
 
“How often do I have to tell you to stop saying that as it's none of your business.”
Chiyo looked at her other two friends before saying “Why can’t you two learn how to use the door.” As she moved her knees up to her chest.
Upon seeing this, Loralai looked away from Chiyo & almost fell back out if Norma was not behind her “Sorry Cio, your sister was at the door & she is still mad at Velma; plus I’ve tried both of your phones & no one picked up.”
 
“Ya sorry, Cio.” Norma said as he covered his face with his other hand, they had all seen each other naked but not like this.
Loralai jumped into the room & over the plants to walk over to a bundle of clothes & handed some to Chiyo with her head still down, she knew that they all would hate to see ‘Daisy’ front after having ‘Neil’ fronting. Chiyo pulled the cover back over herself & fell right back to sleep, but seeing this truly hurt Freyja, as how could she not realize or see the signs that Chiyo was not in control but alter; Daisy was known to hate being seen in any seductive way plus had a hard time with all things sexual.
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Echoes of a Conflicted Heart
 
It made Freyja sick at the thought of raping her partner or their alter; within the group, they all know her well enough about how her mind works, the endless cycle of too many emotions all at once will lead to a crash. This was the first time Freyja had ever seen Chiyo's room like this; it pained her to know that she had been missing for god knows how long & leaving Nor & Lora to handle Chiyo by themselves
Freyja could never fully understand how hard it was for Loralai to take care of Chiyo when they were one & the same.
Chiyo saw her body after it was hacked to pieces & scattered around the front yard with her head on the front porch.
Loralai saw her mother & father burned to death in a family friend's basement, Loralai & her brother watched as they tried to save people who were still inside.
“How long, was I gone for?” Freyja asked.
“Five,”  Norma said before Freyja cut him off.
“Five days is not long enough for this room to get this bad, Nor.”
“No Frey, you were gone for five weeks.” Norma said back at Freyja.
Chiyo’s room is normally known as a controlling chaos, Chiyo did a lot in her room from taxidermy, building a forest in her room, taking care of her pet’s pythons- Nibbler & Mochi plus all the things she brings into the room; but now this was just chaos.
Just like her mind: chaos; when her mind runs wild-she likes watching a star turning into a slow-building supernova.
In five weeks was a new level of mess; you had one part of the room where all of her desks sat: one desk was submerged with glass jars that were filled with bones, some jars had sewing needles inside of them & the rest were filled with decomposing body of small animals that she tried to taxidermy.
The next desk was least submerged but still a mess: textbooks on mushroom foraging to cryptozoology & mosses.
 
The last desk was tamed but that was compared to the other two desks: one side of the desk had two half-filled jars of flowers that were getting ready to flatten, & on the other side of this desk were flowers & flying inserts that were already flattened & in the middle was a small tower of journals for all the activities & research that she does during her free time.
 
The desks were bad, the floor was enveloped with books that couldn’t fit on the desks; all of the books were meant to be in the sitting room where the bookshelf was, & the floor was hard to see under all the books & journals.
Within the mix of books & journals about mushrooms, stars, mythology & the study of Faye; were piles of old & dirty clothes lying everywhere on the floor, the clothes had small handwritten notes on them like: ‘wash’ to ‘give back to blank’.
The only part of the room that was clean was where Nibbler & Mochi’s two large glass terrariums sat on two different cabinets: the cabinets held everything the snakes would need, as within the gap between the tank & cabinet was a shelf that had a journal that was labeled for each snake; on what time they eat, what they eat, the temperature that tank was & the last time tank was cleaned.
Nibbler & Mochi were more than just pets, they were Chiyo’s babies. Her friends know that this is not going to be the last, so they will do what they always do & that is help clean up what they can.
A few years back, Chiyo was diagnosed with a dissociative identity disorder; the person that they knew before the diagnosis was gone when bad days came.
Loralai looked at Norma & Freyja before jumping to into work by three the room into groups to clean.
Norma went down the stairs to the kitchen to grab a lot of trash bags to pick up all of the trash around the room, when he came back up with the bags; he started with the jars that held the decomposing bodies of small animals.
 
When he got all of the rotten animal bodies out of the room, he began to reorganize the desks by grabbing all the jars of bones, needles & flowers back on the hanging shelves that were on the wall over the desks & fixing the small tower of journals; he made sure the find places for the flattened flower at his friend worked so hard on.
 
Loralai's job is to grab every book & journal off the floor, to put them back onto the shelf in the sitting room; she started with the books around the second & third, then moved to the main parts of the room that were enveloped in the hardwood floor.
 
Freyja grabbed four trash bags & started to pick up dirty clothes, then headed down the stairs to find the washer & dryer which was about one hour for each bag, so when she started the washer; she went back up to Chiyo’s room to help Loralai with the books & journals, as Loralai was only halfway done when Freyja got back to the room.
 
Within two hours, Freyja went back down to put the wet clothes into the dryer & started in; she repeated the steps over again, once the group was finishing up cleaning; Chiyo during this time began to stir; in a few minutes, she sat back up with a very confused look as she had no clue they were in her house.
Chiyo’s eyes landed on the trash bag in Norma’s hand, in a very soft “You don’t have to do this, it’s my room. It’s my job to keep the room clean not you guys.”
“Hey, it's okay Cio; it’s not a problem besides we can hang out with Frey while doing this.” Said Norma to Chiyo, she slowly stood up from her bed & began to pull her Crow black hair into a messy ponytail.
When she fully stood, the sweater that Loralai had handed to her hardly went passed her thighs; “Fuck ya I was right!” Norma yelled before bursting into laughter as a dust of pink brushed across Chiyo & Freyja’s faces.
“Hey Norm, shut up!” Yelled Freyja as Norma laugh harder; Freyja didn’t want to think about last night or how she may have raped her partner.
“I & Velma are going to get some water for the plants & moss in, so you guys can talk or something.” Said Loralai as she went to grab the big metal watering cans that sat in the sitting room.
“Hey, wait! Why us, why can’t they go?” Norma yelled as he gave a confused look to Loralai only for him to drop it when she shot him a pointed look, before walking up to him & handed the metal watering cans.
Loralai began to shove Norma into the doorway before turning to look at Chiyo & Freyja to say “We’ll be back with the water.”, before turning back to look at Norma & kicking him out the doorway into the hallway.
Once the door was shut behind her, Chiyo & Freyja could hear Loralai yelling at Norma as they went down the stairs.
‘Are you fucking stupid!’
‘I’m not stupid.’
‘Oh, then you can’t read facial expressions!”
‘I can.’
Then read the fucking room!’
Freyja looked over at Chiyo, who stood quietly on her bed waiting for Freyja to say something; “Patro, I’m so sorry about last night.” Freyja said as she made her way over to her partner.
“I’m sorry too.” Chiyo said as she held out her hand to Freyja.
“No what. No, you didn't do anything; I’m the one that raped you, you weren’t in the right mindset to consent.” Said Freyja as began to cry.
“No, I was in the correct mindset; Love, Daisy knows you & knows how you work.” Chiyo said.
“What do you mean, I still hurt you.”
“No, you didn’t; all of my alter knows that you have sex or things sexual as a form of therapy or to make people around you feel better, so last night Daisy switched out.” Chiyo said as Freyja pulled her into a hug.
“Meaning?” Freyja asked.
“I was in control, last night.”
Freyja gave a deep breath, looking down at her girlfriend & said “Well, I want you & all of your alters to know that I’m sorry for what I did & being gone.” Freyja said softly before kissing Chiyo on the lips, right as the bedroom door opened.
“Are you fucking kidding me!” Loralai yelled as she pushed the door open & looked at the two kissing.
“I told you, Lora; Frey is a sex addiction!” Yelled Norma to Loralai as she walked past him.
“I don’t have a sex addiction.” Freyja yelled at Norma.
“You kind of do.” Chiyo said to her partner.
“Can everyone shut up!”
Everyone stood in shock as Loralai was known for not raising her voice.
Once everything was finished cleaning, the groups lay around the now-clean room listening to Mr. Brightside as it played; Freyja sat on the bed with her back up against the wall behind her, & Chiyo lay in between Freyja’s legs where she showed her girlfriend the stuffed rabbit that Loralai made for her during the five weeks.
Norma sitting on one of the dark lime floor mattresses that were wrapped up in the sitting room, he sat there smoking what he bought last night after dropping off Loralai. He watched the smoke float up into the air before he fell onto the mattress
Within the group, Norma & Freyja were the only ones to smoke cannabis, as Norma had many dealers to buy from.
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Ribbons of Light & Shadow
 
Loralai sat on the other dark lime floor mattresses, watching a bluebird fly around the treetops; as she was lost in her little daydream room around her drifted away & she just stared off at the bird.
As her mind drifted, a small ball of light began to form in front of her; the ball seemed to grow the farther Loralai’s mind drifted; the ball of light seemed to change into a portal of periwinkle purple & light peach red that weakly rippled around her before layers of ribbons fell out of the now pulsating portal.
The other in the room were shocked at this, as everyone in the seven families had to believe that Loralai & her twin brother didn’t get their family’s curse; but that seemed to be wrong as the ribbons weakly reached for Loralai, what was by the portal seemed to bend, warp & contort against the control of the force of the portal.
Before the ribbons could touch her, the portal closed; once it did close-Loralai fell backward onto the mattress; the room was filled with Loralai's heavy breathing as she tried to control her breath but with every breath, she took it felt like her lungs were being crushed under the pressure of her ribs.
Loralai had believed that she had no powers but with her own eyes, she saw the portal, she could feel herself being pulled into someone’s chest.
“Lola, I need you to follow my breathing; okay, you need to match me.”
Loralai tried to follow but couldn’t as hurt to breathe under all the pressure crushing her lungs; Norma looked over at Freyja & Chiyo for help as he held to his chest; Chiyo got off the bed & ran over to Loralai’s handmade leather shoulder bag where her father’s Walkman was.
Norma laid Loralai back on the mattress before picking up her head to lie it onto his lap after Chiyo placed headphones over her ears.
“Thanks guys.”
“No need to thank us.”
Norma & Chiyo looked over at Freyja, who had gotten off the bed & was by the doorway; they were all shocked, they all knew that they needed help so Freyja opened the door & ran to find Chiyo’s grandmother; who they believed could help.
Once Chiyo’s’ grandmother saw the state of Loralai, she ran back down the stairs to grab the house phone; she knew that this call from her was something that Loralai’s uncle didn’t want to get as after the fire most of the seven believed that it would be better to leave the Acantha’s adults alone for the time being.
“I know you are not on speaking terms with most of us but Loralai needs you.”
A male voice could be heard on the other side of the line; “I don’t what you talking about; she is here in her room?”
“Emil, when was the last time you spoke to her?”
“We spoke this morning, I think.”
“Your niece has been here for most of the summer with her friend.”
“What happened?”
“From what I’ve been told, she made a portal before having a bad panic attack.”
“I will be there.”
“Don’t come alone.”
With that, the call ended; Chiyo’s grandmother came up the stairs & into Chiyo's room the talk to the group.
Once Loralai's uncle & twin got to Eiichi’s home, the twin jumped out of the truck & ran to the front door where Chiyo’s grandmother stood with the door open.
“Thank you, Miss Eiichi.” was all he said as he kept running into the house & up to Chiyo’s bedroom where he found his twin slowly waking up.
“Bambi, how are you feeling?” The soft voice of her twin brother greeted her as she laid sleepy eyes on him.
The twins could see the pain flash over his sister's face, in a flash he was kneeling beside her on the floor mattress so he pulled her into his chest; “It’s okay let me help you up, so we can get to the truck.” He said as he helped his twin off of the mattress & to the bedroom door.
Loralai was in a lot of pain still as her twin brother helped her walk & make sure that she wouldn’t fall as they got to the front door, the look on her uncle's face told her everything.
After all their uncle had lost his twin sister & his brother-in-law in that fire, & to make matters the twins looked so much like their mother; “Get in the truck, now!”
Yelled Emil before Chiyo’s grandmother put a hand on his chest; “Don’t jump down their throat right now, Emil.” The grandmother said to him before waving to the twins.
“I’m trying, Kumo.”
“Well try harder, I know that some inside; you love them.”
“I do love them but it just hurts to look at them without thinking about her.” Emil said as he looked at the twins with a pained look.
“Still try harder Emil, they are now sixteen & it seems that their now getting the curse. You need to show them that you truly love & care about them before something bad happens.” Kumo said quietly to Emil but he just looked at them in shock.
Within the families, it was known that the Acantha held great powers for a curse; for many centuries the Acantha family was known to be spell-casters that could shatter the world. Many within the families believe that Nillie & Acantha still sat a the head of the table; this was mainly because of the heritage & power that the two families brought to the table.
The two families held the cure of pride & wrath; with many believing that Nillie became more in tune with their cure than Acantha.
“That day has come for Loralai to learn how to control it before it controls her, everyone remembers what’s like went the user is not in control.”
“Loralai can’t have the same powers as me,” Was all Emil could say before Kumo cut him off.
“But it seems like she is, Emil.”
“Remember if none of us can control it, a war will break out & this war no one can win; it won’t be just us fighting it.” Kumo said as she turned to close the front door.
The ride back home was quiet before another burst of power ripped out of Loralai; she felt her heart rate start to pick up as her breathing became labored. As their uncle slammed into the brakes a much bigger portal began to ripple in front of the truck; as the portal grew just like before: the portal of periwinkle purple & light peach red seemed to spill out even more ribbons, the more that spilled from the portal-they seem to try to take the form of something or someone.
The brother looked down at his twin, who was gasping for air the longer the portal stayed open; Emil knew that they had to get her to more controlled environments, so he stepped on the gas to get to their destination.
Once Emil pulled up to their house, they were all exhausted; the garage door slowly closed behind them as the three slowly got out of the car; “Boy takes her to the bedroom, as it seems that I’ve to make some phone calls to the family about this.”
Emil said in a defeated voice as he walked to the utility room’s door & opened it, but before he walked through he turned & looked at the two & said “If you need me I’ll be in the foyer.” & with that, he went inside.
The two stood in the garage as the door fully closed, they walked through the utility room & right to the stairs that lead to the basement; once they were down the stairs-they were met with Loralai’s bedroom door. Once they opened the door, brother & sister walked to the bed & lay down; the two constantly giving each other glances before it was broken by Loralai.
“Nicholas, I’m sorry.”Loralai said in a small & broken voice.
The brother named Nicholas looked at her before grabbing a hold of her hand, “It’s okay Bambi, please just get some rest & we will talk about it in the morning, everything will be okay.” With that, Loralai began to drift off as footsteps could be heard leaving the room; an hour went by before a knock & the sound of the door opening.
The bedroom door opened slowly as if not to wake up the person within, Loralai was only awoken when her uncle placed his hand on her forehead to brush her bangs out of the way, “Lora, I’ve brought your pills & some water to wash them down with.”.
Emil said as he watched Loralai slowly sit up on the bed before grabbing the pills & water from her uncle; once she took the pills; Emil kissed her on her forehead before moving to leave to give her time to rest.
Loralai’s sleep was cut short as the curse rooted itself deep in her soul before moving to infect her dreams; Loralai woke up to the sound of her bedroom door being slammed open & she snapped up in shock, throwing her legs out of bed, she was met with the sound of heels hitting ceramic tile-she looked down where she was met to clothing that was not hers.
Every dress put her in Lolita style outfit; an ivory chiffon slim fit mutton sleeve blouse with a long dark green high waist pleated skirt; she brought up her left leg to see what made the sound, only to see a pair of coffee color sweet high-heels shoes.
Loralai jumped out of her bed only to trip over a vine, getting up she ran out of her room & up the stairs to the foyer; only for everything to be different as the foyer had vines covering everything.
4
Thorns of the Forgotten
 
It felt like she was stuck in a doll house based on her family's house, turning & throwing the doors to the living room open to be met with more vines & some small flowers; “Uncle! Nicholas! Can you guys hear me!” Loralai yelled as she turned her back to everything in the room, not noticing that some of the smaller purple flowers & vines inched their way from under a small coffee table & wrapped themselves around her left leg.
As she felt them wrap themselves around her leg, her leg was pulled out from under her-Loralai fell onto her stomach. With a small groan, she was pulled into the dining by them before she could scream; more came out of the ceiling & lifted her into one of the chairs around the table. Loralai could feel the shape of thorns stab into her wrist & legs, as the vines & flowers wrapped themselves around her body.
Loralai had tried to pull at the vines, only for them to get tighter; it felt like whatever was doing this wanted to keep her there.
The echo of Nicholas’s voice bounced around the room, his voice was filled with panic as he yelled out “Bambi! Lora! Where are you?”
“Buggy, I’m right here; please help me!” Yelled Loralai as she pulled harder at the things around her wrist & legs; only for them to cut deeper into her, it began to burn as some of the flowers dug their way into the cuts making them bleed more.
“Uncle Emil, did you check the loft or the master bedroom as she not in the dining room or foyer!” Nicholas yelled as he moved away from the dining room, Loralai sat up in to chair as the flower moved deeper into her wounds; tears slowly came as the burning got worse.
Loralai pushed herself up in a painful attempt to escape, only to see bodies fully wrapped in the same things as she lowered themselves from the ceiling. Before she could scream, a low voice could be heard.
“My sweet little contrary, please tell me how does your grow?” The low voice could be heard again but this time closer than before.
In fear or maybe it was pain, Loralai cried out “Who’s there!”
But the low voice seemed to only grow closer, as it spook again “Would you like to know.” Finally, the voice entered the dining room.
“Yes! Please help me!” 
From behind her, Nicholas’s voice could be heard again; “Lora, this is not funny, if this a prank it's not funny!”
“I’ll save you if you can guess where I came in or if you can guess where I’m.” The voice said from right behind her right ear.
“Behind me.”
“Wrong, try again.”
“I don’t know.” Loralai said as she felt something play with her hair.
“I’ll give you a hint but then no more. I live right next to you.” The voice said in a sing-song way.
It was teasing her, it had to be; there was only the crawl space & it was hard to get in & out. “The crawl space?” Said Loralai in a shaky voice.
“Wrong again, that was your last guess.”
“There is only my room & the crawl space in the basement.”
“Wrong, sweet little Uncle Emil didn’t talk about me?” The voice said in a sad voice
“What are you going to do to me since I failed to guess right.”
“That's simple, I’m going to wrap up all nicely; so you can be my new doll.” The voice said as it pulled one of the wrapped bodies over to Loralai so she could get a better look at it.
“Why me?”
“You are part of this family & I want to keep us together forever.”
“You are not part of my family, they would never do this to me.”
“So you don’t remember me.”
“I’ve never met you.” Loralai cried out to the voice.
Loralai felt sicker as something brushed a tear out of her eye.
“How could you forget about me; you found us buried in the crawl space before sweet little Uncle Emil moved us into his special room.” The voice before it began to pet Loralai’s head as if she were a dog.
“I was nine when that happened, how could I remember that?”
“But we remember you after he moved us; you found us again.”
It kept lovingly petting Loralai, it made her sick.
“We missed you, my sweet little contrary.” 
“Why can’t I remember you but you can be.”, Loralai felt lost she had no idea what was going on.
“We can help you?”
In a soft voice, Loralai said “No”, she didn’t want to remember; hell she just wanted out of this doll house from hell but once the word ‘no’ left her mouth; a pair of hands grabbed her head & slammed it into the dining table
“The answer I was looking for was a yes, my sweet little contrary.” With that the room was plunged into darkness, the feeling of the flowers moving inside of her, the pain was unbearable, laying with her face on the table.
“This is just a bad dream, you not real.” Loralai said from the darkness, the voice’s hands grabbed her face, digging its sharp nails into her face.
“You're right, this world may be fake but we are very much real; sweet little contrary.” The voice said as Loralai felt its tongue lick at some of her blood that began to drip down her face.
Loralai could feel the hold loosen around her wrist & legs as the voice kept licking; once where she felt she could slip her way out she did. Once she was free, the voice stopped licking her & moved away from her, Loralai pushed herself up & ran to the deck; where the illusion of her mother’s garden grew into the forest that was behind the house.
A dreadful laughter came from behind her, the laughter seemed to echo through the garden as she jumped off of the deck & into the garden.
From the jump, Loralai stumbled to the ground as her heel got stuck in the mud; ripping off the heels-Loralai got up & ran deeper into the garden.
A dreadful laughter came from behind her, the laughter seemed to echo through the garden as she jumped off of the deck & into the garden. Loralai stumbled to the ground as her heels got stuck in the mud; she ripped off the heels-she got up & ran deeper into the garden.
With cheeks wet of tears as a tsunami of fear courses through her; as the garden she was in seemed to be filled with menace
The rain with the garden made it harder to run as her mud covered feet made her slip on the rough granite & with the icy needles of water hitting her soaking wet clothes; did not help: her bare feet scraped against the granite but wet & cold stones held no comfort for Loralai kept running; her eyes looked for a way out-only for them to snap at a tangled mass flowers-the closer she got to the mass, she could make out roses & thorns.
The mass was blocking Loralai path but she had to keep going, as she dropped to her knees & crawl through the tangled mass of roses & thorns; she crunching through the delicate flowers as the thorns pierced into her flesh leaving bloody hand & foot prints.
Getting up made her cry out in pain as more thorns pierced in her feet & the muddy water mixed into the wounds on her feet & pushed some of the thorns deeper-but she stumbled on.
Loralai’s heart was like thunder in her chest.
Beyond the flowers &  thorns, she saw a  brick wall covered in red & black dahlias-the wall was loomed tall & imposing with a single torch illuminating it.
Loralai know she had to reach it & when she did-she grasp the heavy iron handle & yanked them opened as a wave of fog surged in with a heavenly gust.
Loralai ran through only to let out a scream as she fell into ink black darkness with the sound of her uncle & brother echoing around her.
Their voices seem to bound around her- “Did any one check the forest!”
“That’s the only place left to check!”
Once again, the darkness seem to change into the crawl space in her basement & just like last time she landed onto her stomach, knocking the wind out of her as she rolled over onto her back-when she landed dirt got deeper into the cuts that was on her feet, her legs, her writs, her hands & her face.
“It time to wake up, doll; our game is far for over.” The voice from before said to Loralai as she slowly sat up to look around the badly lit crawl space; what was left of fight or flight told her to run & she started to but stopped in her tracks.
Long skinny arms shot out of the darkness of the crawl space & themselves around her, before Loralai could scream out, the arms wrapped around her waist-lifting & then pinning her to the root of the crawl space.
The floor of the crawl space was cover in holes with eight larger ones-four out of the eight was filled with medium mirrors:they all seemed to be facing her as she hung.
Loralai started to get shape pains in her arms as they hung down, from the holes behind the mirrors cover by the darkness came the sound the crawl-it was enough to pull Loralai's eyes away from mirrors.
Loralai let out a scream at the figure crouching in front of her the owner of the voice-said crouching figure had small purple flowers with large roots & vines sprouting out of its body-the body itself was covered with mottled skin &  wilting flower, its skin seemed to secrete a thick oil black murky liquid.
But the part that made Loralai try to pull back was its eyes-the figure had eight eyes: the eyes sat on mask that float its head like some fucked up carousel.
Loralai realized that she had to get out but when she tried to move the arms holding her in place turned into large roots & vines-the roots & vines seem to tightened around her keeping her in place.
A hand of roots curled & ran through her pale blonde hair; “My sweet doll, its has seem that I had caught you,”
“Wait don’t look so scared, my doll as I’ve got you now.”  Said the unnatural figure to Loralai as its hand stop brushing her hair back & starting to patting her head.
“I don’t want to be here, I just want to go home.” Loralai cried out at the figure
The crawl space went silent at this as the figure seems to be taken back; “You are home.” The figure said as it clocked its head to the side.
“NO! I’m not, what doing here!” Loralai screamed out.
“It simple, I’m reaping what’s mine; my sweet doll.”
“I don’t understand what you mean!”
“You.”
This stopped Loralai in her tracks, “Me? Why me, I’m a nobody.”
“But not to us.”
“Who’s us? I don’t know you?”
“Who did you think those bodies were.”
“What!?” Loralai yelled at the figure as she pulled at the large roots & vines-pushing the roots deeper into herself sides.
“Oh my sweet doll, you’re smarter then is-the bodies from before are your deceased family members & I’m your family God.” This stopped Loralai; she had to think about this.
 
“& your my last piece.”
“What?” Asked Loralai.
“You are my parcae, my maiden; my last change.” The figure said as Loralai laughed at what it had asked of her.
“Be your personifications of the sisters of fate-no-I case you forgot I’m one person & want to keep it that way.” Loralai said as she laughed harder at the figure, the more she laughed at the figure, the more of the thick, murky liquid secreted out of its body.
“You never had a choice.” The figure said.
From behind the figure, two female bodies got up from the holes & crawled their way over to them; “Met your the first ladies of your family: from the main branch-Elisaria Acantha better known as ‘Lady of Endless Fire’, the first queen in your family to rule on the throne.”
The figure said as it pointed to the black blouse; Loralai looked at her-a angel mask & a halo sat on her face.
Before Loralai could open her mouth-the figure began to speak.
“Met from one of the offshoot from the secondary branch-Cecilia Acantha better known as ‘Lady of Endless Regret’, the one to move your family out of Germany in the late 18th century.” The figure said as it pointed to the wine red blouse; Loralai looked at her & on her face sat a-Greenman style makes with branches & some nature flora tree bark.
“It was a real shame they couldn’t do more for me.” 
Elisaria & Cecilia seemed to be taken aback at Loralai, it looked as if it pained them to hurt her; Loralai cried out for them to stop only to let out a blood-curdling scream that filled the crawl space as figure stabbed its right arm into her abdomen.
Loralai had lost all of her fight as the figure’s arm went deeper into her abdomen & then out her back-truly pining to the roof. She ivory blouse that covered with small cuts, a large amount blood & mud-now had two holes; “My sweet doll.”
Loralai had pass out from blood by the time the figure ripped it arm out of her body, she was dead to the world but that didn’t mean she couldn’t feel everything around her as Elisaria & Cecilia crawled themselves up to her before the two began to worm their way into her body; it burns & she could do nothing to stop it, it took a full ten minutes before they were inside of her.
Everything was stitched back together before Loralai was dropped into a new room- the floor of this room was covered in purple flowers; it felt like forever before Loralai finally began to slowly wake up, but the pain still ate at her as pulled herself off the flowers.
Loralai turned her head to look at a wall of mirrors to her right, she could see the unnatural figure look down upon her; the figure seemed to be talking to her but she couldn’t hear it, Loralai couldn’t tell if the ringing in her ears was from blood loss or from her head hitting the ceiling.
Loralai crawled to the patio door, she knew that she should push herself too hard as she was bleeding but she needed to get out; once Loralai got to the door, she was loopy: she could feel a hand touch her face; “Our sweet little parcae.” The unnatural figure said as it reached with its blooded cover right hand to pet Loralai’s face, but the voice of Loralai’s uncle Emil could be heard from around them.
 “Fuck! Lora, someone calls 9-1-1. Lora can you hear me!” Emil yelled at her as he kneeled next to her.
Everything came crashing back to her as she moved her head to the left; she could see her uncle holding her; “Uncle Emil?” Asked Loralai as she reached for him.
“Let us help you, doll.” The unnatural figure said Loralai let a small cry as she could feel her uncle push on her abdomen.
“They said that they are on their way, Uncle; she lost so much blood! Uncle!” Nicholas yelled from the patio doorway.
 “Help me move her to the foyer, we need to move her.”
“Please don’t die, Bambi.” 
With that the two picked up Loralai & slowly moved her up to the foyer; “Please don’t die, you mean so much to me; Bambi.”
“Loralai, I’m sorry; that I was not there for you when you need me. I’m that I put my pain of losing my sister before you & your brother, but if you can give me, one more try at being a better uncle, we can be a real family just like before; their death.”
All around her seems to fall into darkness as the room fills with the sound of white noise & Loralai cries out to her family. Every memory that she had began to burn, memories of her mother reading them stories, her father teaching her all about chess & how to play it; all these memories were being burned for the unnatural figure new memories it tried to give her.
When the paramedics finally started working on Loralai, she had already lost a lot of blood; Loralai's body was given a few big shocks by the paramedics as her heart stopped a few times, in doing so she awoke with a painful gasp of air as her eyes opened-she began to cry as she bawled into the fetal position on top of the stretcher. 
Once loaded inside the ambulance, Loralai’s uncle got inside too, so she wouldn’t be at the hospital alone, once they arrived at the hospital. Loralai went into surgery & was given a blood transfusion as she lost about 2 pints of blood after that she sat in the ICU for ten days before being sent out of state to a psychiatric hospital, as the wounds on her body looked self-inflicted as they had found a knife in the room with her, during her time there she sat on a chair by the locked window as her uncle, brother & some of her family sat around the room.
“Why did you do it, honey?” Loralai’s aunt asked as Loralai turned to give her a blank stare before turning to look back out the window.
 
“It wasn’t me,” Loralai said as she touched the scar on her abdomen.
 
“Then who was it then? You can tell us if you want.” Loralai’s grandmother said.
 
“The monster in the mirrors. It said it wanted to fix me.” Loralai said as she looked over at her uncle & gave a small smile.
 
“You saw him? How did he ‘fix you’, I need to know.” Emil said as he remembered when the unnatural figure had tried to fix him as a child, it had failed as his sister Anais had saved him; he was at the last step before Anais got to him.
 
Emil was left in the psych ward for seven months as he would scream at anyone who tried to get close to him, “It wants me to be its personification of the sisters of fate, Uncle Emil.”.
 
Upon hearing this the adults got up & left the room to change their plan of action as they didn’t think it would move so fast to claim Loralai as its next holder; within the room. Nicholas moved off the bed to sit on the other chair that was across from Loralai, who looked at him with a small smile & turned to look him in the eyes.
5
When Birds Fall Silent
 
Loralai’s time at the first hospital was nothing short of chaotic. In her brief two-month stay, she triggered a series of incidents that led to her being diagnosed with depersonalization and uncomplicated PTSD. Each therapy session seemed to twist deeper into her psyche, but it was the final straw—a harrowing event—that ultimately got her transferred to Eichen House.
During her days at the first hospital, Loralai had become a specter among the living, a ghostly presence that other patients assumed was either mute or deaf. She spent countless hours gazing out of windows, her thoughts adrift while her family visited, their voices muted and distant, like echoes in a vast, empty chamber.
The moment that sealed her fate came during the last group therapy session. Loralai found herself ensnared in a white chair, part of a circle in the large, blue room that felt more like a cage.
Windows lined the far wall, and her attention was locked onto a family of Western bluebirds outside, their vibrant colors contrasting starkly against the dull, sterile backdrop of the facility. She watched, entranced, as one of the baby bluebirds awkwardly flapped its wings, desperately trying to take flight while its mother brought food.
So consumed by her reverie, Loralai didn’t register the therapist’s voice calling her name until he gently touched her arm, jolting her back to a reality she had long since detached from. She slowly turned to meet his gaze, her eyes clouded with a mix of indifference and despair.
"As I was saying, this is our last group of the day," he said, shifting to the center of the circle with an air of authority.
"Loralai, how about sharing a few words? It would be nice if you could open up.”
Her gaze flitted around the room, meeting the curious stares of her fellow patients, all eyes locked onto her like predators sizing up their prey. In a voice barely above a whisper, she replied, “I have nothing to say.”
But the therapist pressed on, his tone earnest yet insistent. “You were placed in this group to help with your PTSD. But I can’t help if you won’t let me.”
Loralai’s sigh was heavy, and her eyes drifted back to the window. “I don’t want your help. There, I said something. Can I leave now?”
A sudden wave of tension rippled through the room as another patient across from her shot up, shouting, “Can the rest of us leave and let her stay behind?” Several heads nodded in agreement, frustration simmering beneath their calm exteriors.
“No, this is group therapy,” the therapist replied, his voice firm, like an iron gate slamming shut.
Loralai let out a sharp breath, a challenge burning in her throat. “What do you want to hear?”
“Let’s start with your childhood. What was it like?” he suggested, attempting to reel her back into the conversation.
“It was normal,” Loralai snapped, her mind flashing to memories of laughter that now felt like cruel jokes, days spent with her parents just before the flames consumed everything.
“Don’t lie, Lora. I’ve read your case file,” the therapist countered, his insistence cutting through the haze surrounding her.
Her eyes narrowed, glinting like shards of glass. “You want me to say that my twin brother and I watched our parents burn to death, don’t you?”
His gaze remained unwavering. “Yes, because the fire is the root of your PTSD.”
The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. Loralai’s voice turned icy as she began recounting the nightmare that had haunted her dreams.
“One night, my parents took us to a meeting at a friend's house. I remember hearing gunfire outside. My father rushed us to the basement, and it was so hot. He pushed me through a small window to my brother. Then he turned back to help my mother and the others who were still trapped.”
As she spoke, the memories crashed over her like waves of despair. “I can still hear them crying out, telling us to run.”
Suddenly, Loralai stood, a tempest of emotions swirling inside her. The room fell silent, all eyes locked onto her as if she were a storm waiting to break.
The cries echoed in her mind: desperate screams of those trapped inside, her father’s anguished face as he shoved her through the window, the terror that paralyzed her mother. Gunshots rang in her ears, each shot like a hammer striking against the walls of her sanity.
“Loralai,” the therapist urged, his voice breaking through the spiraling chaos, “maybe you should sit down and talk this through.”
Ignoring him, she stepped closer, turning her back to the circle. “You want to help me? Tell me—can you give me back my parents? Can anyone in this room undo what happened?”
Before he could respond, a primal rage surged through her veins. She lunged forward, snatching the pen from his hand and stabbing him in the leg with a ferocity that stunned the room into silence.
Blood spilled onto the floor, painting a vivid contrast against the sterile white tiles, and screams erupted as chaos unfurled.
Breathless, Loralai retreated to the window, her heart pounding like thunder in her chest. She dipped her finger in the crimson liquid, drawing a sad face on the glass, her expression as blank as the void consuming her.
Orderlies burst into the room, their eyes wide with shock at the sight of the therapist pale and bleeding on the floor. They approached Loralai cautiously, finding her perched calmly on the windowsill, an eerie calm settling around her like a shroud.
Without a word, they restrained her, the world around her fading as the sedatives took hold, carrying her off to a padded room that felt more like a coffin than a sanctuary.
When Loralai awoke, she stared at the bloodstained bedsheets beneath her trembling hands, the remnants of her violent outburst lingering like a dark shadow. The doctors entered, their expressions detached, their words clinical.
“We think it’s best you be moved to Eichen House,” one said, his voice devoid of empathy, as if she were just another case file to manage. He turned and left, leaving her in a heavy silence.
Loralai remained still, swallowed by the weight of despair, until a scream tore from her throat, reverberating through the empty room. It morphed into a strange, sad laugh, an unsettling sound that echoed off the walls, wrapping around her like a twisted embrace.
Her transformation began the moment she arrived at Eichen. Her once warm, honey-colored skin faded to an eerie shade of gray, and she withdrew further into herself, a shadow of the girl she used to be.
Rumors slithered among the staff that she refused to leave her room, preferring the dark corners of her confinement, partly due to the doctors' orders to keep her isolated.
A month later, her Uncle Emil visited, and they sat by a window outside the building, the only light filtering through an overcast sky that seemed to reflect the heaviness in her heart.
Emil watched her with a growing concern, his gaze lingering on her mid-back-length hair, which she twisted and chewed absently.
“You’re changing faster,” he murmured, a tremor of worry lacing his voice.
“Oh really? I couldn’t tell,” Loralai replied, pushing a lock of hair from her mouth, as if brushing away the truth that lingered between them.
“This isn’t good. You know that. It’s going to be hard to explain this away,” Emil said, his eyes darting to her gray skin, a ghostly reminder of the horror they both faced.
They both understood the gravity of her transformation. They could concoct a story for the sudden hair growth—an accident with scissors—but the skin change was another matter altogether.
Loralai continued to twist the lock of hair, her thoughts spiraling into a pit of despair.
“Maybe makeup could help with the skin,” Emil suggested, a desperate attempt to cling to some semblance of normalcy.
“Great. Now what about my teeth?” Loralai replied, her voice quivering as someone passed nearby, shadows stretching across the ground like dark fingers.
Emil paused, weighing his words. “File them down.”
“I just want it to stop,” Loralai whispered, her voice trembling, the weight of her reality suffocating her.
“It won’t stop until it’s over,” Emil said softly, taking her hand in a gesture of reassurance, though they both knew the truth: the storm had only just begun.
“I can’t live like this. I can’t live like Frey,” Loralai muttered, absentmindedly twirling the lock of hair in her mouth, the taste of despair mingling with the bitter taste of fear.
“Does Nicholas know about the changes?” Emil asked, noticing the tremors shaking Loralai’s hands.
“No, he won’t visit me.” And with that, the subject was dropped, a heavy silence hanging between them like an unspoken truth.
When her time at Eichen came to an end, Loralai emerged, transformed in ways no one could have foreseen.
She stepped through the door to find Nicholas sitting in the living room with two of his friends, the air thick with disbelief as they turned to her, confusion etched on their faces.
“Hey, Uncle Em, who’s that?” Nicholas asked, his voice faltering as he struggled to reconcile the person before him with the sister he remembered.
Loralai averted their gaze, the weight of their stares pressing down on her. “Nico, remember when I told you your sister was coming back from Germany?” Emil said, guiding Loralai toward the stairs, desperate to shield her from the scrutiny.
“That’s not Loralai,” Nicholas said, his uncertainty palpable, as his friends nodded in agreement. They had met Loralai before, but this—this was someone else entirely.
“Remember when I told you she’d changed over the break?” Emil reminded him gently, his eyes filled with an unspoken plea.
“Her body’s changed, just like yours did,” he added, trying to weave a narrative that would cushion the blow of her transformation.
“I’ll talk to her later,” Nicholas muttered, still reeling, as if the world around him had warped and twisted. “Once we finish this work, I’ll go see her.”
“Good,” Emil replied, a flicker of hope sparking in his chest. “I want her happy when I go check on her later.”
With that, Emil led Loralai upstairs, leaving Nicholas and his friends in the living room, their minds racing to process the enigma that stood in their midst.
In the shadows, a deeper darkness loomed, waiting to unveil its secrets as the world continued to spin—unbeknownst to them, the true nightmare was only beginning.
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Loyalty's Price
 
When Nicholas finished the call with his uncle, the weight of their task hung heavily in the air. The three teens, restless and wired, huddled around the cluttered table, the shadows of the late afternoon creeping through the windows like specters. In two hours, they managed to finish the project, but the unease lingered.
“So, um, don’t forget about that meeting, Nicho,” the boy with light brown hair said, nervously fidgeting with a frayed notebook to his left.
“The meeting is just for us, right?” Nicholas asked, his gaze darting to the girl with raven-black hair on his right, who was absorbed in her dark gray Nokia, her fingers dancing over the screen like they were summoning something unseen.
“No, it’s for us and your sister’s group,” she replied, the tension in her voice barely masking her irritation.
“You mean you got Maria to agree to let Chiyo come to the meeting after what happened last time?” Nicholas asked incredulously, his heart racing at the thought.
At the mention of her name, the girl looked up, her eyebrows shooting up in disbelief. “Uh, what did I agree to?” she asked, her phone beeped, sending an ominous echo through the room.
“It was implied it was a seven-family meeting,” the boy shot back, his eyes wide, as if the very idea sent shivers down his spine.
“The answer is no, Ellis,” Maria said firmly, her voice cutting through the tension like a blade.
“Everybody has to be there,” Ellis insisted, rising from the couch as if propelled by an unseen force, snatching his backpack from the floor.
“For once in your life, can you not be an asshole, Ellis?” Maria snapped, her hands shaking slightly as she shoved her things into her bag.
“I’ll think about it!” Ellis yelled as he stormed toward the front door, the wood creaking ominously under his weight.
“Great working with you, Nicho, but I think you need to talk to your twin,” he called over his shoulder, his laughter echoing unnervingly.
“Fuck you!” Nicholas yelled back, the words hanging in the air like a dark omen.
Before stepping outside, Ellis turned and blew Nicholas a kiss, a mockery that made Nicholas’s skin crawl. Maria pushed him out and slammed the door behind him, sealing the room in a suffocating silence. Left alone on the couch, Nicholas sank into his thoughts, the shadows creeping closer.
He never wanted their group of friends to work together; no, that was too generous. He didn’t want Loralai getting entangled with Ellis, the narcissist who everyone in their circle knew him to be, a wolf hiding in sheep's clothing.
He sat there, lost in contemplation, the ticking clock punctuating the silence like a heartbeat until his uncle came downstairs for a drink. “You know, one of these days, you’re going to have to talk to her,” Uncle Emil said as he walked past, his voice steady but tinged with concern.
“I know. I just can’t,” Nicholas replied, his heart sinking.
“I get it, but you need to push through. Just talk to her,” Emil urged, heading out of the living room, the door creaking behind him.
When Emil returned with a beer, Nicholas hesitated before asking, “How did you and Mom make up after everything?”
Emil paused, taken aback by the question. “We talked, kid. I believe your sister is waiting for you, so if I were you, I’d just bite the bullet.”
“You think she’ll forgive me?” Nicholas asked, the uncertainty gnawing at him like a persistent shadow.
“I think you want more than that,” Emil replied, his gaze penetrating as he disappeared back to his room, leaving Nicholas alone with his thoughts.
Taking a deep breath, Nicholas stood and walked to Loralai’s room, each step heavy with dread.
As he approached her door, the sound of music wafted out, an ethereal melody that beckoned him closer; he opened the door slowly, peering inside to see Loralai sprawled on her stomach, flipping through a book, the soft light casting eerie shadows on her face.
He walked in and settled beside her on the bed, the weight of his words pressing down on him. “I’m sorry,” he murmured, the sincerity laced with trepidation.
“You have nothing to be sorry about,” she replied, her eyes glued to the pages, avoiding his gaze. “I didn’t want anyone to know. It’s me who should be sorry.” The pages rustled, whispering secrets she wasn’t ready to share.
“That’s not all I’m sorry for,” Nicholas confessed, rolling onto his back to gaze at the glow-in-the-dark stars and planets on her ceiling, feeling the weight of the universe pressing down on him.
“For not coming to see me? It’s okay; I’ve moved past it,” she said, her voice a thin veil over the pain.
“I know you’ve moved on, but I never did,” he replied, the truth sharp as glass.
Uncle Emil had told her something about what happened when she was at the first hospital. “What did he say?” Nicholas asked, turning to face her, a glimmer of hope in his chest.
“Just that you were sick, that’s all,” she replied, slamming the book shut with a finality that echoed in the room, the sound like a door closing on an unwelcome memory.
“How was your transformation?” he probed, desperation creeping into his voice.
“I didn’t know. Why?” she asked, her interest piqued, the tension thickening like fog rolling in.
“I was sick because of my transformation; it put me in the hospital,” he confessed, turning away, unable to bear the weight of her gaze.
“What hospital?” Loralai asked, her curiosity igniting the air between them.
“Remember when Freyja talked about how her aunt Emilie owns a plant hospital?” Nicholas recalled, trying to connect the dots.
“Yeah, how could I forget? You spent three summers there, helping out,” Loralai said, resting her head on his chest, the warmth a fleeting comfort.
“Well, I’m just like Mom in more ways than one; we’re both more plant-like,” he said, a soft smile breaking through, even as shadows loomed outside.
“So, you’re saying you and Mom are like Swamp Thing & Poison Ivy from the Batman comics or something?” Loralai joked, her eyes twinkling, but beneath the laughter, an undercurrent of fear lingered, as if the darkness outside was listening, waiting for a moment of weakness to strike.
“I don’t know; maybe. Wait, how do you know about Batman?” he shot back, his surprise flickering across his face like a candle in a dark room.
“Norma has comic books in his room,” Loralai replied, her tone casual, as if it were common knowledge, but the shadows around them seemed to lean in closer, eavesdropping.
“Oh, that’s good to know, I guess,” Nicholas said, the weight of their conversation pressing down on him like a storm cloud.
“Wait, who cares if I know about Batman comics? What put you in the hospital?” she pressed, her voice piercing through the fog of unspoken fears.
Nicholas’s expression darkened. “Two days after I first visited you at the Wildflower Sanatorium, I couldn’t leave my room. I was paralyzed by depression, hiding from the sunlight like a creature of the night. The plants and trees—they could hear my thoughts. They blocked my window as if they were trying to keep me trapped inside my despair.”
“For six weeks, I laid in bed. For six weeks, Uncle Emil would come to my room and ask if I wanted to see you, but I couldn’t. I felt so weak like I was a ghost haunting my own life. I was slowly killing myself,” Nicholas confessed, his voice barely above a whisper, the weight of his words hanging between them like a thick mist.
“What happened after that?” Loralai asked, pulling away to look him in the eyes, her gaze steady but filled with concern.
“Uncle Emil called Frey for help, and they took me to her aunt. That day, I found out what was wrong.” He sat up, determination flaring in his chest, but the shadows seemed to inch closer, listening intently. “My blood has changed chemically; think of it like photosynthetic,” he explained, his voice strained as he met her gaze, then quickly looked away, fearing what he might see in her eyes.
They sat in silence, the air thick and charged, as if the universe was holding its breath. Hours felt like minutes, waiting for something to break the tension. Finally, Loralai spoke, her voice cutting through the silence. “I heard what Ellis said.”
“You did?” Nicholas’s heart raced, the revelation hanging like an unsolved riddle.
“Yes,” she confirmed, her eyes narrowing slightly as she regarded him.
“So what do you want to do? I know some of you don’t like him.”
“I’ll talk to them,” she replied, a determined look flickering in her eyes like a distant star refusing to go out.
“Are you going to talk to him?” Nicholas asked, the weight of the question settling heavily in the air, thick with unspoken fears.
“Do you think we both got the short stick when it comes to this?” Nicholas finally asked, breaking the stillness. Their eyes met, and Loralai bit her lower lip, anxiety radiating from her like a storm brewing.
She feared he would tell her she was too different, that they were both cursed in their ways. But that apprehension faded when he jumped up, playfully pushing her back onto the bed, their laughter mingling with the tension that swirled around them.
She gave him a small toothy smile, and he couldn’t help but notice her double fangs, filed down to blend in with her regular teeth. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice shaky, her eyes searching his.
“You filed your canines and lateral incisors down. Why?” he asked, his curiosity piqued, feeling the air grow colder around them.
“What?” Loralai exclaimed, slapping her left hand over her mouth in shock, a flicker of vulnerability breaking through her facade.
“You have fangs,” Nicholas said, a mixture of surprise and admiration flooding his voice, his heartbeat racing.
“Do you like them?” she asked, her eyes wide, as if she were baring her soul for him to see.
“Yes! They’re a part of you—how can I not like them?” he replied, his words genuine and unguarded.
“Uncle told me to do it. I also have to start wearing makeup to look normal around people outside the seven families,” she admitted, dropping her head back onto the blankets, the weight of her confession hanging like a shroud.
“You’re not fully transformed yet?” Nicholas asked, concern creeping into his tone, a chilling realization settling over him.
“I don’t think so. Uncle E thinks I’ve hit a standstill because I have two different beings inside me now,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, the room feeling more claustrophobic.
“Right, you’re like half cat and half vampire,” Nicholas mused, letting that thought linger in the air, but it felt like an unspoken curse, a weighty truth they both had to face.
Just then, Uncle Emil interrupted them, announcing that dinner was ready, the sound echoing in the hallway like a warning bell.
As the night of the meeting approached, an unsettling feeling twisted in everyone’s stomach; the last time they gathered, it ended in bloodshed and chaos. When the evening finally arrived, the teens drove to Nellie’s house, the darkened streets outside their windows felt alive, as if the shadows themselves were aware of their mission.
Nellie lived in one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Beacon Hills, making it one of the longest drives out of the seven families. The houses loomed like sentinels, their windows dark and uninviting, each one a reminder of the secrets they held.
Nicholas felt a shiver creep up his spine, the air thick with tension, and wondered what awaited them behind those doors.
.
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Casual Enigmas
 
The first of the group was a girl with honey-brown hair cascading down her back, styled in two messy pigtails that danced as she moved. 
She wore an oversized rainbow-striped sweater that swallowed her whole, paired with high-rise flared jeans splattered with paint—like they’d survived an art class gone wrong. It was clear the jeans weren’t hers; they hung two sizes too big, swallowing half of her old, beat-up burnt honey-colored sneakers, their laces fraying like forgotten memories.
Beside her, a boy extended a hand to help her. His sweater, a chaotic blend of buttercup yellow and sea-foam teal, obscured his chin-length Molotov-colored hair, giving him an air of carefree rebellion.
An oversized cardigan, a patchwork of strawberry red, chinoise green, and wisteria purple, swirled around him as he moved, contrasting sharply with the darkening sky outside. He stood taller than her, thanks to his paint-stained daffodil Jadon platform boots, which creaked ominously with each step.
The last member of the trio was Nicholas, sharp in a well-fitting fig-colored retro striped shirt, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms marked with faded scars and secrets.
The only baggy piece he wore was his brown plaid wide-leg jeans, which swayed like ghosts as he moved. On his feet were beige cowhide loafers, the sole stark white against the muted colors of his outfit, splashes of strawberry red and chinoise green scattered across the sleeveless cardigan vest in the form of quirky pins, each telling a story of past adventures—or perhaps warnings.
Nicholas rang the doorbell, the sound echoing eerily in the still air, and after a moment that felt like a heartbeat too long, the door swung open to reveal Ellis’s smiling face, a beacon of warmth in the encroaching chill. “Blair, Casper, and Nicholas! Come in! Though I did text you all to wear something casual,” he said, eyeing their outfits with a mixture of amusement and something else—concern, perhaps.
“Me and Blair are on a date night,” the boy with the Molotov-colored hair replied, a hint of mischief in his eyes.
“Then why is Nicholas dressed like that?” Ellis asked, eyebrow raised.
“Who do you think was made to be our chauffeur for this date night?” Nicholas quipped, stepping inside with an air of bravado, though his eyes flickered with unease.
“Well, this is the earliest I’ve ever seen you two show up,” Ellis remarked, letting the couple inside before turning to close the door behind them with a firm click that felt like a lock on a coffin.
“Hey, is your sister coming?” he asked, but before he could finish, a peach-colored 1971 Volkswagen van rumbled to a stop by the curb. The driver’s door creaked open, and a pair of brown leather chunky platforms emerged with a thud that echoed through the silence.
The person in the platforms spun on their heel, slamming the door shut and locking it with a finality that sent shivers down the spine.
They walked around the Volkswagen, pausing beneath the flickering light of a streetlamp to pull out their phone from their marigold orange and café au lait brown wide-leg plaid pants, casting a ghostly glow on their face. “What’s wrong, Peter?” they said into the phone, voice tense and strained.
“No, I can’t come over.”
“Because I’m meeting someone tonight.”
A long pause stretched out, heavy and oppressive. “Look, Peter, I’ll come over later if you want, but right now I have to go.”
“No, I’m not cheating! I went to Ellis because we have plans.”
Another pause.
“If you wanted me to hang out, you could’ve asked weeks ago. You know what tonight was.” With that, the person hung up, the finality of the action echoing in the stillness.
Stepping into the light, the rest of their outfit was revealed: a vintage floral and plaid button-up shirt that clung to their frame as if alive, shifting in the shadows.
They approached the door, and the doorbell rang again, the sound almost desperate. After a moment, the door swung open to reveal Ellis, his smile faltering slightly.
“Maria. Let me guess—date night too?” he joked, though his voice held an edge of unease.
“Nope. Guess again.”
“Peter? Is he mad that you’re here?”
“Right on the nose, El. After this, I have to drive to the Jukebox Joint,” Maria replied, stepping inside with an almost ethereal grace. Ellis closed the door and locked it, the click echoing ominously, as the five friends settled into the dimly lit game room, the air thick with anticipation and unspoken fears.
Just a day before, Loralai and her friends sat in a booth at the Jukebox Joint, nestled in a corner by a window that felt too exposed. 
Loralai was next to the window, the waning light casting shadows on her face, with Norma beside her, a protective shield. Chiyo sat opposite them, next to Freyja, who picked at her food with a distracted air, as if sensing something lurking just beyond the glass.
“So, Lora, why did you call us here?” Norma asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
“Equal ground, I guess,” Loralai replied, taking a sip of her creamy butterscotch milkshake, its sweetness masking a bitterness in the air.
“Equal ground? We’re on the outskirts of town. I wouldn’t call this equal,” Norma shot back, turning to face her, the tension palpable.
“Equal ground away from Ellis. You don’t want him to know something, right, Lora?” Chiyo inquired, locking eyes with her, the intensity of their gaze sending a chill down Loralai’s spine.
“No, I don’t want our families to know,” Loralai admitted, playing with the straw in her milkshake, the sound piercing through the thick silence.
“I’ve been talking to Ellis about the strange things happening around town,” Loralai added softly as a waitress approached their table, her smile seeming out of place amid the heaviness.
“Who had the chili and beans dish?” she asked, and Norma lifted his left hand slightly, a sense of normalcy in the chaos.
“That would be me.”
“Here you go! Would you like a refill of your drink?” The waitress set the chili dish in front of Norma, oblivious to the storm brewing beneath the surface.
“Yes, please—wild cherry,” he said, handing her his empty cup, the sound of clinking glass echoing in the still air.
“I have the hot roasted turkey with mashed potatoes & gravy,” Chiyo said, lifting her hand, anxiety gnawing at her.
“That’s for you,” the waitress replied, handing her the plate.
“Next, I have a steak & scrambled eggs with two blueberry hotcakes,” Loralai said, but her voice felt distant, as if the world outside was pulling her in.
“That would be me,” she murmured, as the waitress placed the dishes in front of her with a clatter that reverberated through the booth.
“Lastly, we have a 16-ounce New York cut steak with a side of tomato feta soup,” the waitress announced.
“That would be me,” Freyja said, receiving her meal, the tension hanging in the air like a thick fog.
The waitress walked away with Norma’s cup to refill it, leaving an unsettling silence behind.
“You talked to Ellis? Here I thought you hated him,” Freyja teased, cutting into her raw steak, the blood seeping onto her plate like secrets waiting to be uncovered.
“I don’t hate him; I find him oddly interesting. He has a brain I’d love to crack open and explore,” Loralai said, slicing into her stack of hotcakes, drizzling blueberry syrup on top before taking a bite that felt more like a farewell.
Freyja and Norma exchanged glances, but Chiyo paid them no mind, her focus unwavering.
For weeks, they’d dissected Loralai’s unhealthy infatuation with Ellis O. Nellie, the boy with secrets lurking in his eyes.
It made sense, given they shared classes and often collaborated on group projects, the chemistry between them undeniable yet dangerous.
“So, what did you talk about?” Chiyo asked, putting down her sandwich to grab her pomegranate milkshake, the vibrant color contrasting sharply with the grim atmosphere.
“He wants us to team up again,” Loralai confessed, her heart racing as if echoing an unspoken dread.
“You said no, right?” Freyja pressed, her eyes narrowed, the air thick with anticipation.
“I told him I’d talk to you guys about it first. I think we can handle the problem ourselves,” Loralai replied, but her voice wavered as the waitress returned with the refill, the tension unbroken.
“I have no problem teaming up with the others; I just don’t like Ellis,” Norma said, mixing his chili, each stir resonating with doubt.
“We almost died the last time we worked with him, Lora,” Freyja reminded her, the weight of their past hanging heavily between them.
“I need you guys to trust me on this,” Loralai pleaded, her eyes searching theirs, desperate for understanding.
“There’s more to this, isn’t there?” Norma asked, examining a spoonful of chili, the unease creeping into his tone.
“There is. The new Hale and McCall pack seems to have brought a different wolf pack to Beacon Hills,” Loralai revealed, her voice barely above a whisper, as if afraid the shadows would overhear.
“That’s why you brought us out here. You didn’t want anyone from the pack to know, did you?” Chiyo realized, the pieces clicking into place.
“Not really. Ellis has a mole inside the Hale and McCall pack. The mole discovered that this pack consists entirely of alphas.”
“But alphas don’t work well with each other. So how are they managing?” Freyja asked, taking a bite of her soup, the question hanging like a noose.
“Ellis and I have a theory,” Loralai said, her voice low, almost conspiratorial.
“And what is it?” Chiyo pressed, her curiosity piqued, the night growing darker outside.
“This group is made up of different wolf packs whose alphas killed their Betas, but we have no clue why,” Loralai explained, her heart pounding as she sensed the danger creeping closer.
“Something or someone is following the alpha pack, and they’re here in Beacon,” Norma added, his voice a warning.
“The kills? That’s why he wants help,” Freyja concluded, piecing together the sinister puzzle.
“Yes.”
“Why can’t he handle this himself?” Chiyo asked, glancing at the others, concern etching her features.
“That’s another issue. We’ve both tried to stop what’s happening, but my power isn’t strong enough, and he can’t seem to find the right spell,” Loralai admitted, the weight of their task pressing down on her.
“So, I’m asking you to please help. If he backstabs us, I’ll take the backlash,” Loralai said, placing her fork down to look them in the eyes, a plea wrapped in desperation.
“When is this meeting?” the three asked in unison, the tension crackling like static in the air.
“Tonight at Nellie’s house.”
“We’ll be there,” they agreed, but uncertainty lingered like a dark cloud.
As the five sat in the game room, waiting for the other group, the doorbell rang. Ellis stood up to answer it, the sound echoing ominously, as if heralding something they couldn’t yet see.
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Threads of Unity
 
The door creaked open to reveal Norma and Freyja, standing framed against the encroaching twilight. Norma’s oversized Garfield t-shirt hung loosely over his dark brown waist corduroy pants, the hem tucked neatly, as if trying to contain a restless spirit. His black vintage 1460 lace-up boots glinted ominously in the low light, hinting at the mischief that often trailed behind him like a shadow.
“Um, you can’t smoke here,” Ellis said, his gaze locking onto Freyja, who exuded a careless confidence.
Freyja pulled the cigarette from her lips, letting a serpentine ring of smoke curl into the air, her lips curving into a sly smile as Ellis reluctantly let Norma into the house. “Don’t forget the keys.”
“No one’s going to rob me in one of the richest neighborhoods in Beacon,” Norma replied, his tone nonchalant, but a flicker of unease danced in his eyes.
“You never know, Nor,” Freyja said, letting the cigarette dangle precariously from her mouth, the ember glowing like a warning light.
“The others are getting out of the car; you two can wait,” Norma said, striding into the depths of Ellis’s house, leaving the tension hanging in the air like an unresolved question.
Silence enveloped them, stretching like a taut wire, until Freyja broke it by dropping her cigarette, crushing it under her sea-glass-green Chuck 70 high tops with a decisive snap. “I can tell you like her.”
“What?” Ellis stumbled over his words, caught off guard by the unexpected accusation.
“I’m not stupid. You two look happy together, but keep this in mind,” she warned, her voice low and serious.
“Keep what in mind?” Ellis asked, a chill creeping down his spine.
“If you hurt Lora in any way, you won’t like it when Scy comes out,” Freyja said, her dark eyes glinting like polished stones, holding a threat that felt more than just metaphorical.
Before he could muster a response, running footsteps broke the charged silence. Chiyo burst into view, her blueberry pie cardigan flapping like a flag of defiance over her chocolate-tiered crinkled skirt. 
Her beat-up Chuck 70s thudded rhythmically against the pavement, a heartbeat in the gathering dusk.
Behind her trailed Loralai, a vision Ellis had never seen before. Her baby bear cardigan hung loosely, the top button undone, revealing a delicate cream-and-pink lace bralette that contrasted sharply with her ankle-length dark brown and green plaid skirt. She looked ethereal, almost otherworldly, as she stepped into the house, her presence pulling at the strings of Ellis's heart.
“What’s wrong, El? Do I have something on my face?” Loralai’s voice broke through his thoughts, catching him off guard as she noticed his lingering gaze.
“Um, what? No, I was just thinking about something,” he stammered, warmth flooding his cheeks as she brushed past him, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips.
Once everyone was inside, the atmosphere shifted. The air grew thick with anticipation as Ellis stood beside Loralai, watching her flip through a notebook filled with sketches that danced with vibrant color. Silence wrapped around the group like a suffocating fog, each member feeling the weight of unspoken words pressing against their throats.
“I believe we all know why we’re here,” Ellis finally said, his voice steady, but a flicker of doubt gnawed at his insides.
“You want us to work together,” Freyja replied, lounging against the wall by the window, her partner’s fingers deftly crocheting something that seemed to pulse with life.
“Um, E, I don’t want to sound like a killjoy, but the last time we worked together, some of us got hurt,” Blair piped up from her spot next to her boyfriend, her eyes shadowed with memories of pain.
“I know,” Ellis said, his gaze flitting to Maria, who was texting Peter with a stormy expression, frustration simmering just beneath the surface.
“Can you give me a moment?” Maria asked, standing up from the beanbag with a sudden sharpness that startled everyone before she slammed the door behind her, leaving an echo of tension in her wake.
“As I was saying, I think we should give working together another shot,” Ellis pressed, desperation creeping into his tone.
“I don’t like this idea,” Blair said firmly, her voice a stone wall against his plea.
“Blair has a point,” Casper added, glancing at his girlfriend, the unease palpable in the room.
“See, rich fuck? No one wants to die for your stupid ego trip,” Freyja shot back, fishing out her Zippo lighter, the flicker of the flame casting erratic shadows on her face.
Ellis turned back to Loralai, who was shaking her head, her expression a mix of frustration and resolve. “Guys, think about working together like this,” she urged, her voice earnest, as if she could will them to see the truth. 
“If we do this, it would show our families that whatever bad blood exists is gone.”
“Who cares if our families want us to work together?” Casper challenged, his voice rising, anger flaring like a match.
“Why do you want us to team up in the first place?” Blair pressed, her eyes narrowed as she scrutinized both Ellis and Loralai. They exchanged a look that spoke volumes, the weight of their shared history heavy between them.
“Tell them, Mellilla,” Ellis nudged Loralai gently, sensing the storm brewing.
“Like I told my group, the two wolf packs have brought a pack of alphas here,” Loralai said, her voice steady but laced with urgency.
“What?!” Blair, Casper, and Nicholas exclaimed in unison, the reality of the situation crashing over them like a tidal wave.
“The main point is that this new pack has brought something else with them—something that me and Ellis can’t figure out,” she continued, her voice trembling slightly, a crack in her facade.
Before anyone could respond, the door swung open with a force that rattled the frame, revealing an angry Maria, her eyes flashing with indignation.
“You two have a day to figure out what your plan is,” she said, her tone sharp as a knife aimed at Ellis and Loralai.
“A day? What are you talking about, Mar?” Nicholas asked, confusion knitting his brows together.
“Maria has been my mole inside the Hale & McCall pack,” Ellis explained, glancing at Loralai, who punched him playfully on the arm before sinking onto the couch next to Norma, who looked both intrigued and alarmed.
“Sister, is that true?” Chiyo asked softly, setting down her crochet, the yarn spilling like secrets onto the floor.
“Yes, it’s true,” Maria confirmed, the gravity of her words settling over the room like fog.
“So you know who shot us?” Blair’s voice wavered, hurt and anger swirling within her.
“No one was supposed to get hurt, but it seems the Argents played me, and I’m sorry for that,” Maria admitted, her gaze sweeping the room, looking for understanding in the sea of mixed emotions.
“Now that we got that out of the way, what do you mean we have a day to figure out a plan?” Ellis pressed, determination hardening his resolve.
“Hale wants to get his Betas out of First National Bank, and they’re planning to hold a meeting to discuss how to do it,” Maria replied, her voice taut with urgency.
“So we need to come up with something,” Ellis said, glancing at Loralai for help, their minds racing to find a way out of this tangled web.
Loralai took a deep breath, her eyes glinting with purpose. “Me and Mia could go in,” she suggested, her voice steady, though a flicker of fear crossed her features.
“You could use your curse to take notes,” Ellis offered, but the room fell into a suffocating silence as everyone processed the dangerous idea.
“No! Over my dead body!” Nicholas yelled, anger igniting his every word as he strode toward Ellis, fists clenched, a primal urge to protect his sister bubbling beneath the surface.
For the first time, Nicholas felt the urge to strike him.
“Hold up, you want to get killed, Lora?” Freyja interjected, concern etched deep into her features.
“No, the last time you and Peter saw each other, he tried to kill you,” Maria reminded Loralai, her tone a fierce warning, echoing the ghosts of their past.
Everyone remembered the last encounter between Peter and Loralai at the winter formal, the night shadows creeping in as he left her half-dead after brutally attacking her and Lydia, the haunting memories still fresh in their minds.
“She’s right, Lora. We can’t put you in there,” Blair said, her voice filled with desperation.
“Ellis could take your place, Lora,” Casper suggested, his eyes hardening, calculating the risks.
“I can’t,” Loralai replied, the words catching in her throat.
“Why not? You have fucking magic!” Casper yelled, locking eyes with Ellis, the accusation simmering in the air like a storm waiting to break.
“Peter hates him too,” Loralai replied from her spot by the window, her voice barely above a whisper, each word a stone cast into turbulent waters.
“For what? What did you do?” Maria demanded, turning on Ellis, her gaze sharp enough to cut.
“I don’t know,” he stammered, the uncertainty clawing at him.
“I do,” Loralai interjected, giving Ellis a sad smile, the kind that tore at the edges of his soul.
“He believes you had a hand in the animals’ odd behavior, like the birds that slammed into the windows at school,” she continued, her voice trembling, revealing secrets that should have remained buried.
“You’re kidding, right, Mellilla?” Ellis sounded desperate, the weight of her words crashing over him like a wave.
“I’m telling the truth. I was spying on him one day,” Loralai admitted, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.
Shock spread across the room like a plague as silence enveloped them once more.
“Why?” was all anyone could manage to say, the gravity of her confession settling heavily.
“Because I knew someone would ask El to go instead of me, and I needed to know if it would be safe for him,” Loralai replied, tears beginning to fall, each one a reminder of the risk they were all facing.
“Me and Norma believe in Loralai’s curse,” Chiyo added quietly, her voice like a whisper against the storm.
“All in favor of Lora’s plan, raise your hand,” Norma said, raising his own along with Chiyo, the weight of their decision heavy in the air.
Everyone looked around, the tension palpable, before Freyja, Ellis, and Casper raised their hands as well, the plan taking root among them like a vine creeping over stone.
The meeting continued for a little while longer before it was officially called a night, the shadows deepening around them, whispering secrets that hung in the air like a promise of danger.
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Fractured Bonds
 
The night of the pack meeting was thick with tension, the kind that clung to the skin and left a bitter taste in the air. Maria and Loralai sat in silence inside Maria’s old Volkswagen, the engine's steady hum blending with the rhythmic patter of rain against the windshield.
Shadows flickered from passing streetlights, dancing across their faces as they sped toward Derek’s loft. Loralai, her storm-cloud eyes half-closed, was already establishing the mental link between them, her thoughts threading through Maria’s mind like whispered secrets.
By the time they arrived, the link was complete. The air inside the car was electric, alive with unspoken words.
Maria pulled up to the loft, heart hammering against her chest. She gripped the steering wheel tighter, her knuckles turning white as she stole a glance at Loralai. “Wait in the hallway. I need to talk to them first.” Her voice was firm, but her pulse betrayed the fear gnawing at her insides.
This wasn’t just breaking pack rules—it was walking into a wolf’s den with a lamb at her side.
Loralai didn’t argue, just nodded, slipping out of the car like a ghost. Her scent, wild and floral, lingered on Maria as she made her way up the metal stairs, the cold steel biting through her shoes. Every step felt like a countdown to something dark.
Inside, the tension snapped taut as Maria stepped through the door. Derek stood by the table, his face twisted in barely contained rage. Peter leaned against the far wall, his smirk predatory, eyes flicking to her with a dangerous gleam. The layout of the First National Bank was spread across the table, a stark reminder of why they were all here—plans for a heist of sorts, though there was always more to it when Derek was involved.
Maria cleared her throat, but no one turned. Their attention was already on her, though. She could feel it—like the brush of claws just under the surface.
“Maria,” Derek’s voice was a low growl, the kind that could snap bones. “Why did you bring her here?”
Her stomach twisted, but she kept her voice light, teasing. “Babysitting. Ever heard of it, Derek?”
His eyes narrowed, the room darkening as if the very air had shifted with his mood. “I’ll ask one more time. Why is she here?”
Maria paused, scrambling for a lie, but every excuse sounded hollow in her head. “Lora’s brother... went back to the hospital. Her uncle’s with him, so she’s with me.”
Derek’s jaw clenched. “You could’ve left her at your place.”
“I can’t exactly go home right now, thanks to your dear uncle,” she shot back, her voice sharp, the words cutting through the thickening tension.
“What did he do this time?” Derek’s voice was cold, but Maria knew he wasn’t asking for the first time. The unspoken threat of his uncle hung in the air, a shadow that never left.
“It’s not just him,” Maria continued, her voice quieter now, but every word felt like a stone dropped into a well. “The Argents. They tried to shoot me. They shot my sister.”
Peter straightened, his smirk vanishing. The room grew colder. “Are you two okay?” Stiles, always the outlier, asked softly, concern flashing in his wide eyes.
“No.”
Derek’s patience had snapped. “Enough about them. She’s not part of the pack, and she doesn’t belong here,” he snarled, stepping closer, his presence suffocating. “She’s Acantha. You could’ve left her anywhere but here.”
Peter’s laugh was low, unsettling. “An Acantha?” He descended the stairs slowly, his gaze sharp as a knife as it cut across the room. “You brought one of them into our den?”
Maria’s pulse quickened, but her expression stayed cold, defiant. “Yes, Peter. I did.”
As if on cue, the loft door creaked open, and all eyes turned to Loralai. She stood frozen in the doorway, her fingers twisting in the hem of her jacket. The air seemed to vibrate with unease. Everyone looked back to Maria, except for Peter—he kept his eyes on Loralai, a silent predator stalking his prey.
“She can stay,” Derek finally relented, though his voice was a low rumble, full of warning. “But she stays away from the table. And doesn’t speak.”
Loralai slipped inside, her steps unnaturally quiet. She sank into a corner near the door, eyes flicking nervously around the room. But the second part of their plan was already in motion. With a subtle flick of her fingers, she reopened the pocket dimension, a dark mirror of Derek’s loft, the air in the room growing colder as the space bent to her will. A purple notebook shimmered into existence, hovering before her.
The room was oblivious. Except Peter—his eyes never left her.
Maria’s phone buzzed, cutting through the tense silence. The pocket dimension snapped closed with a sharp crack, unnoticed by the others as Ellis’s call came through. “Guess you’re going home,” Maria said lightly, but the tone didn’t match the dread crawling up her spine.
Peter’s eyes narrowed. “Her uncle?” His voice was a soft hiss, venomous.
“Yes, Peter,” Maria shot back, too quickly. “It’s her uncle.”
Before she could blink, Peter had snatched the keys from her hand. “Not so fast, Bird.” His smirk was back, and this time it was pure malice. “You and I need to have a little chat.”
“Give them back, Peter,” Loralai called from the door, her voice surprisingly steady. But Peter was already moving, closing the distance between them in two long strides.
“How about you let the grown-ups talk, kid?” His hand shot out, shoving her hard into the doorframe. The crack of her head against the wall echoed through the loft, her cry of pain cut off by the slam of the door.
The room went deadly silent.
Maria’s blood turned to ice as she lunged for the door, fury burning hot in her chest. “What the hell, Peter?!”
Peter sneered. “No matter how many times you try, I’ll never forgive her family for what they did. You know that.”
“You didn’t have to hurt her!” Maria shouted, her voice shaking with anger, but she knew she had to stay calm. Losing control meant losing everything.
“Oh, now you care? You never cared about the pack before,” Peter snapped back, his words like poison. “You didn’t care about Isaac. About Vernon. About Erica. But her?” He spat the last word like it was filth on his tongue. “She’s different?”
Derek’s voice was ice-cold as he spoke, his eyes locking with Maria’s. “Is she?”
Maria’s heart sank.
The link hummed between them, pulsing with a low, uneasy energy. Maria gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles turning white as she felt Loralai’s pain ripple through her mind like a knife to the skull. The connection was raw—too raw.
Just the day before, Loralai had warned her that the link amplified everything—physical pain, emotional wounds, all magnified to a suffocating intensity. Maria hadn’t fully believed her then.
But now, as Loralai’s head cracked against the brick wall with a sickening thud, it felt as though Maria had been struck.
The shock reverberated through her, turning her vision white-hot with agony. She gasped, stumbling backward.
Now she understood why Ellis had pushed so hard for the link in the first place—it was a leash. A brutal reminder of the Eiichi family curse, one that dug into her more deeply than she’d ever realized.
Unlike the other women in her family, whose transformations into yokai were seen as graceful, even beautiful, Maria’s curse was far more brutal. She was no elegant kitsune or ethereal tengu.
No, her transformation into a Gashadokuro—a giant skeleton yokai—was monstrous, twisted. There was no beauty in bones rattling with the power to crush.
“Look, I just have a lot on my mind right now,” Maria muttered, her voice barely steady. The pressure in her skull was unbearable, like something trying to claw its way out.
Peter’s voice cut through the haze, sharp and unforgiving. “Then tell me what’s on your mind! Let us help you, dammit!”
“We want to help, Maria,” Stiles added, his tone softer, more pleading. She felt him step closer, his hand reaching out to touch her arm.
Through the link, Loralai’s cry of pain echoed again, sharper this time, and Maria flinched.
The sound was unbearable.
She could feel her control unraveling, her curse lurking just beneath the surface, waiting to tear through.
“I said no one can help me!” Maria shouted, her voice cracking as she slapped Stiles’ hand away, her movements too quick, too aggressive.
The look in Stiles’ eyes broke something inside her.
The disbelief.
The hurt.
She’d never raised her voice at him before—never raised a hand, either. Now, it felt like the world was crumbling beneath her feet like the link between them all was severing, one painful moment at a time.
“What are you doing?” Stiles asked, his voice almost a whisper.
He stepped back, rubbing his arm where she’d struck him.
Maria’s hand shot to her mouth, horrified by her actions. “Stiles, I didn’t mean—”
But before she could finish, Peter’s voice rose again, sharp and filled with venom.
“Then who the hell does understand you, huh? The Seven Families? Do you think they give a damn about you, about any of us?”
Peter’s words were daggers, each one stabbing deeper. Maria’s head throbbed with the sound of rattling bones—a reminder of what lurked within her.
Through the link, Maria’s voice was weak, begging for help.
Help me, Maria’s voice pleaded.
Maria’s hands shot to her head, fingers digging into her hair, tugging, trying to drown out the rattling sound that grew louder, more insistent.
Peter stepped closer, his voice rising as her anger flared. “Do they have something on you? Is that why you’re working for them?”
“I’m not like you!” Maria screamed, her voice breaking. “I never had a choice!”
The words hung in the air, thick and heavy. Scott’s voice was softer than Peter’s but no less urgent. “Then let us in, Maria. Let us help.”
The link pulsed again, a surge of emotion from Loralai that sent Maria reeling. She was losing her grip—on herself, on the situation.
And Loralai knew it.
Desperate to save the mission, to save Maria, Loralai stood, preparing to use her control over space to stop her friend’s unraveling.
But before she could act, a wave of horror slammed through the link.
Maria’s terror.
Her rage.
It hit Loralai like a tidal wave, dropping her to her knees.
The rattling grew louder, more violent, the sound of bells tolling as if heralding something ancient and wrong.
Loralai remembered her brother’s warnings. He had told her never to witness Maria’s transformation. He had called it the stuff of nightmares. Now she understood why.
The Gashadokuro was rising, its form swelling within Maria, a towering skeleton spirit, fifteen times the size of a person. Bones creaked and groaned in the dark, and the air around Maria grew colder, charged with the eerie energy of her curse.
Peter’s voice broke through the tension, low and menacing. “Someone has to say it, Bird. The Seven Families are using you; even your blood.”
Maria shook her head violently, trying to silence him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Then tell us,” Derek growled, his eyes narrowing on her. “What are you hiding?”
“You’re my pack, Maria,” Derek continued, his voice harsh. “But right now, you’re a danger to us.”
Maria’s gaze snapped to him, her eyes blazing. “You think I’m the danger here?” Her voice was low, trembling with restrained fury. “You have no idea what I am.”
“Then show us!” Stiles shouted, desperate now, his voice shaking.
Maria let out a harsh, bitter laugh. “What do you want me to say? That I’ve never seen any of you as a family?”
She knew it wasn’t true.
But she had to say it.
She had to push them away, make them hate her, or they wouldn’t survive the storm that was coming.
The one brewing inside her.
“You’re lying,” Scott said, his voice quiet, but there was steel behind it.
“Tell us the truth, Bird,” Peter urged, but this time there was something softer in his voice. Something almost pleading.
“No,” Maria whispered, tears burning in her eyes. “I’m telling you the truth for the first time.”
She remembered the first time she lost control—when her anger had consumed her, and she nearly killed Chiyo.
That was when her grandmother had forced her into training and taught her to bury her emotions deep, because the curse fed on her rage, on her pain.
She turned to Peter, her voice trembling. “Peter... we need to break up.”
Peter’s smirk faltered, his eyes widening. “What?”
“I can’t pass this curse on to my kids,” Maria said, her voice growing quieter. “I can’t put you through that.”
Peter stared at her, broken. The woman who had spoken so often about their future together, about marriage—now standing there, tearing them apart.
“Give me the keys, Peter,” Maria said softly, walking toward him, holding out her hand.
Peter hesitated, staring down at the keys in his hand, before throwing them across the room. “We’re not done here.”
Through the link, Maria’s voice echoed in Loralai’s mind. Wait by the car. Portal to the keys.
Loralai, still trembling, made her way outside, her mind buzzing with the energy of the curse. She focused, summoning a portal to the keys. As she waited by Maria’s Volkswagen, the weight of what had just unfolded settled over her like a heavy, dark shroud.
Loralai’s hands trembled as she conjured the portal, ribbons of light swirling and twisting in the dim room. She focused, visualizing the loft’s layout in her mind as Maria had described.
The ball of light in front of her expanded, growing into a swirl of periwinkle and blood-red hues, the ribbons flickering like embers in the dark. When it was large enough to fit her arm, she reached through, feeling the cold air from the elevator lobby rush against her skin. Her fingers brushed against metal.
Inside the loft, the atmosphere was thick with tension. Peter’s voice was sharp, slicing through the quiet as he and Maria argued. The air seemed to vibrate with their anger.
“You’re not just going to walk away from this, Maria. Not after everything.”
“I have to,” Maria spat, her eyes dark with emotion, her fists clenched as if fighting to hold herself together. “This is bigger than us.”
Scott stepped in, his voice desperate, almost pleading. “Maria, was it all a lie? Even Erica? You two were friends before everything changed—before the bite.” His words hit Maria like a punch to the gut, the memories of Erica flashing through her mind—once a friend, now just another ghost from her past.
Maria stood frozen, her pulse pounding in her ears. “Scott... Erica and I stopped being friends the second she got bit,” she said, her voice hollow. “But I have something to say to you—”
“Why are you so willing to die for these people?” Maria’s voice cracked, her frustration spilling out as she tugged at her midnight-black and candy-floss pink hair. “They’ve betrayed you over and over again! They could’ve killed you!”
A coldness settled over the loft, the shadows stretching unnaturally long. Maria’s voice wavered, the weight of her words crushing her from within. She wanted to save her friends, but her curse, her pain, made it impossible. The despair was suffocating.
Through the link, Loralai felt the cold metal of the keys. Got them, she sent, her voice echoing in Maria’s mind. Wrap it up, fast.
Maria’s breath hitched as tears blurred her vision. She wiped them away quickly, trying to compose herself, but her heart was fracturing. She bent down, pretending to pick up the keys Peter had thrown, then turned toward the loft door. “I’m done with this,” she muttered, her voice thick with emotion.
“Don’t call me, don’t talk to me unless it’s important.” The sobs threatened to break free, but she bit them back, desperate to escape.
She sat parked in front of the loft and let the sobs come.
The drive home was brutal.
Tears streamed down her face as the weight of everything crushed her, the realization that she was losing control—losing herself.
Maria pulled over three times, her chest heaving as the pressure of her yokai transformation threatened to take over.
The monstrous energy churned inside her, begging to be released. Each time, she forced herself to calm down, her hands trembling on the wheel.
The Gashadokuro—her curse—clawed at the edges of her control, bones rattling in the depths of her mind.
Back at the house, silence lingered like a storm waiting to break. In the game room, Casper and Freyja were locked in an intense game of blackjack. Freyja’s frustration was palpable as she slammed her cards down, glaring at Casper.
“You’re a cheating bastard, Casper,” Freyja growled, her green eyes flashing with anger as she grabbed her pack of cigarettes from her pocket.
“Just lucky,” Casper said with a smirk, reaching for the pile of money on the table.
“It’s not luck when you’re using your powers, asshole,” Freyja shot back, lighting her cigarette with a flick of her Zippo lighter.
Ellis watched the scene, bemused, his eyes darting between them. “Then why did you keep playing, Freyja? You knew he was cheating.”
Freyja blew out a cloud of smoke, rolling her eyes. “Because I thought I could beat him, Ellis. But apparently, I’m a fool.”
Casper let out a laugh, shuffling the cards again as the tension in the room shifted from anger to uneasy laughter. But beneath the surface, everyone knew the truth. Lucas and Sylvester were already spiraling, addicted to their curses the longer they held onto them.
When Maria and Loralai finally arrived back at the house, the stench of cigarette smoke greeted them. Freyja stood in the driveway, a half-burned cigarette hanging from her lips, the ground littered with butts. 
Her vices were well-known—an attempt to numb the constant pull of her curse, a temporary distraction from the darkness inside her.
Inside the house, Loralai reopened the portal and handed the book to Ellis. “This plan is insane,” he muttered after flipping through Derek’s notes. His brow furrowed, frustration clear in his eyes.
“I don’t see how this helps us,” Casper grumbled, his fingers drumming against the cards in front of him. “You’re saying Derek’s pack brought something here, but what? And why haven’t we dealt with it yet?”
Ellis exhaled slowly, rubbing his temple. “It’s not that simple. Derek’s pack brought an alpha, but we don’t know what else they’ve dragged into town. And trust me, whatever it is, it’s not something we can just deal with.”
Loralai’s eyes narrowed, suspicion creeping in. She could sense Ellis wasn’t telling the whole truth. She set up a quick link with him, her mental voice cutting through the noise in his mind. I know you’re lying. Meet me later to talk.
Ellis flinched, momentarily startled by the connection. He looked away, trying to hide his discomfort as he nodded ever so slightly.
The meeting dragged on a little longer before everyone decided to call it a night.
But Loralai wasn’t done. She stayed behind, watching Ellis carefully, her mind swirling with questions. The night felt heavy, the shadows pressing in as if something sinister was lurking just beyond the edge of their understanding.
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The air felt thick, heavy with unspoken words, as the room emptied, leaving Loralai and Ellis alone. A suffocating silence settled between them. Ellis turned, offering her a soft smile, but before he could utter a word, Loralai’s hand struck his face with a sharp crack, the sound reverberating in the quiet room.
“Tell me everything,” she demanded, her voice a low growl. “I mean it, Ed. No more lies.”
“Mellilla, you know I can’t,” Ellis replied, his eyes darting away, as if the truth itself lingered in the shadows just out of reach.
“You can’t, or you won’t?” Loralai stepped closer, her voice laced with an eerie calm that sent a chill through the room.
Ellis clenched his fists, struggling to find the words. “I want to tell you, but I can’t.”
“Have you been using me all this time?” she hissed, forcing him to meet her gaze.
Her eyes, once stormy and gray, now swirled with unnatural colors—her left eye, a haunting sea-glass green, glimmered like a predator’s, while the right gleamed like a lapis moon, full and unforgiving.
Ellis stood frozen, mesmerized by the terrifying beauty of her transformation. Her anger made his heart race, a maddening combination of fear and desire. 
He couldn’t help but smile—a twisted reaction to the chaos brewing between them. He had loved Loralai for years, but seeing her like this, so unhinged, made him crave her even more.
“Please,” she whispered, her voice suddenly soft, vulnerable. “Just be honest with me. Please, Amata.”
“I love you,” Ellis breathed out before he could stop himself, the confession slipping past his lips like a dark secret finally freed.
Loralai blinked, her expression momentarily faltering. “What?”
Ellis tried to turn away, but she caught his hand, gripping it with more strength than seemed possible.
“Wait. Do you love working with me, or do you love me?”
“Both,” Ellis confessed, his eyes burning with intensity. He didn’t dare look away this time.
For a moment, Loralai's resolve faltered. Her lips twitched into a sad, knowing smile. “If we do this… you need to tell me everything.”
“My family knows what the pack brought,” Ellis said, his voice barely a whisper.
Loralai’s expression darkened. “And what is it?”
“It’s a darach.”
The word hung in the air like a curse. Loralai felt her stomach drop. “How long have you known?”
“Since the first day of school,” Ellis admitted, his voice trembling. “When the birds crashed into the windows.”
Silence pressed in around them, suffocating and thick. Neither knew what to say, but Ellis couldn’t bear the weight of his own heart any longer. “Do you love me too?” he asked, his voice barely audible.
Loralai froze.
Did she?
She couldn’t deny the connection they shared, but love?
Was it real, or was it born from the dangerous closeness they’d been forced into?
“I do love you,” she finally said, her voice soft but resolute. “Just… not in the way you love me.”
A flicker of pain crossed Ellis’s face, but he nodded. “I’ll take whatever you’ll give me.”
They walked in silence to his bedroom. The atmosphere was charged with unspoken tension. Loralai grabbed a blanket and tossed it onto the floor, her body tense.
“You can sleep on the bed with me,” Ellis offered. “If you want.”
“Are you sure?”
He nodded, and they arranged the bedding back on the bed, sitting awkwardly beside each other. Hours passed as they spoke in hushed tones, but eventually, Loralai’s exhaustion caught up with her. Her body slumped as sleep took hold, pulling her back into a place she didn’t want to be.
Loralai found herself standing once more in the twisted remains of her family’s dining room. The familiar vines curled around the walls, but this time, they seemed… alive, welcoming her like an old friend.
The chair pulled itself out for her as if beckoning her to sit. She hesitated, but her body felt compelled to move.
A figure materialized above her, its presence like a storm on the horizon.
“Welcome back, my sweet doll,” it purred.
“I didn’t come here by choice,” Loralai spat, her voice venomous.
“We thought you’d be more pleasant,” the figure mocked. “But I suppose you’ve always been difficult.”
“I’m here because you forced me,” she snapped. “Why?”
The figure leaned closer, the shadows around it twisting like black smoke. “You waited for us. You knew we’d come.”
“Did you know that Ellis loved me?” she blurted out, surprising herself as much as the figure.
It chuckled darkly, the sound like nails scraping glass. “Of course we knew. How could we not? Did you really need us to tell you?”
Before she could respond, a searing pain shot through her right thigh, and she gasped in agony. The vines coiled tighter, attempting to soothe her, but it only made the pain worse.
“Look at you,” the figure taunted. “Already marked by us.”
Loralai screamed as the pain intensified, her skin burning as the mark spread like wildfire across her thigh. “Why?!” she cried. “I haven’t drunk any blood. We had a deal!”
“Oh, my sweet,” the figure hissed. “There was never a deal.”
The ground beneath her gave way, and Loralai plummeted into darkness. She landed hard on the forest floor, wet and cold with rain-soaked moss. The twisted, skeletal trees loomed over her, their branches like claws reaching for her.
In the distance, the ruins of a Gothic church appeared—its walls covered in creeping ivy, stained glass shattered and scattered among the headstones.
The wind howled through the clearing, and Loralai ran, the sharp laughter of unseen entities echoing behind her. She tripped, falling face-first into the mud, her hands catching on broken glass and jagged stone.
As she staggered to her feet, the church began to collapse, half consumed by flames that licked the sky.
“You can’t escape us, doll,” the figure whispered, its voice like a caress. Vines snaked around her ankles, pulling her back toward the burning church. She screamed as they dragged her across the graveyard, the shards of glass cutting into her skin.
She was pulled into a chamber deep beneath the ruins, where an altar awaited her. Its surface was carved with symbols of power, the wood blackened as if from fire. Forget-me-nots and harebells bloomed from the cracks, their petals soaked with the blood of the cursed.
The vines lifted her onto the altar, binding her arms as the figure loomed above her, its claws tracing the mark on her thigh.
“This is only the beginning, my sweet,” it whispered. “You will be ours.”
Loralai screamed as the figure’s blood dripped into her open mouth, thick and bitter. She tried to resist, but hands—disembodied and cold—forced her to swallow. The taste of rot and smoke filled her senses, overwhelming her.
And then… she woke.
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The morning sunlight slipped through the cracks in the curtains, casting a cold, silver light over the room.
Loralai lay curled up in Ellis’s arms, her pale form draped across him like something fragile and otherworldly. His warmth pressed into her, but it wasn’t comforting—it was dangerous, a warmth that burned too deeply, promising more than it should.
A creak from the hallway shattered the quiet.
Ellis shifted beneath her, his voice a soft murmur against the top of her head. “My Mellilla, how did you sleep?”
Loralai’s voice, still thick with sleep, was barely audible as she replied, “Fine, with you holding me.” But beneath the calm, there was an edge—a fragility that teetered on the brink of something darker.
Ellis tightened his grip, unwilling to let go of the fleeting moment. “I’m glad,” he whispered, as if trying to convince himself as much as her.
He hesitated before asking, his voice barely concealing the concern beneath it. “You know… we talked last night, but how are you really?”
Loralai didn’t answer right away. When she finally spoke, her voice was a trembling thread. “I’m fine. Just... a little scared.”
Ellis felt his pulse quicken. “Scared? Is it about... the biting, or something more?” He couldn’t shake the suspicion that she knew—knew he’d begun marking her, tying her to him in ways neither of them fully understood yet.
Her eyes flickered as she looked away. “It’s not just the biting. It's this... hunger you’ve woken inside me.”
His stomach twisted. “If you ever need my blood—or any blood—just say the word,” he said quickly, desperate to keep her tethered to him.
They fell into an uneasy silence, the weight of the conversation settling over them like a storm cloud. Loralai shifted uncomfortably, as if the very air had grown too thick to breathe. The intimacy that had once felt so safe now carried an undertow, pulling them toward something far more dangerous.
“You know it would hurt, right?” Loralai's voice was a ghost of a whisper, her fingers unconsciously tracing the bite marks on his neck.
Ellis chuckled softly, trying to lighten the mood. “You didn’t hurt me last night. Honestly, you were kind of adorable,” he said, forcing a smile.
But before either of them could say more, a voice floated in from the hallway.
“Ellis, honey, time to get up. You can’t skip another—” The door creaked open, and Miss Nellie’s voice froze mid-sentence as her eyes fell on Loralai.
Panic washed over Loralai’s face. She sprang up, grabbing her muddied Doc Martens from the floor. “I... I was just leaving,” she stammered, her usual cool facade crumbling. She darted out the room, her pale hair catching the light like spun silver as the door slammed shut behind her.
Ellis’s heart sank as he heard her footsteps fade away. “Good morning, Mom,” he mumbled, trying to act casual as he slid out of bed. His shirt clung to his skin, drenched in the heat of a night spent too close to something untouchable.
“I promised to give her a ride to school,” he added, pulling on his clothes in a daze.
Miss Nellie’s sharp gaze followed his every move. “We’ll talk about this later, Ellis. All of this. Now get dressed.”
Dressed in his father’s old plaid shirt, Ellis hurried downstairs. He found Loralai outside, sprawled across the dew-soaked grass, her pale hair spilling around her like a broken halo. She looked up at him, her face unreadable. 
Her cardigan hung loosely off one shoulder, the lace of her bralette peeking through, but it wasn’t teasing—it was like she belonged to another world, something ancient and untouchable.
“Lora, you’re going to get grass all over your hair,” he warned, though his voice faltered. Something about her seemed different, darker. His gaze lingered on her ankle-length plaid skirt, her pale skin glowing against the dark fabric.
“I’ll keep that in mind next time,” she replied, a small, playful smile tugging at her lips, though her eyes stayed shadowed with something he couldn’t read.
Ellis had always known there was something more to Loralai, something buried beneath the surface. She carried an air of quiet doom with her, like she understood the world in a way no one else did—a philosophy that made everything feel temporary, meaningless.
They climbed into Ellis’s old Cadillac, the leather seats creaking beneath them as they drove in silence.
Loralai lit a cigarette, the smoke curling around her face like a serpent, and Ellis couldn’t help but stare at her. She looked like a fallen angel, her black tea-tinted lips pursed around the cigarette, her pale blonde hair catching the early morning light like a crown.
He had never believed in gods before, but in that moment, Loralai seemed divine, something beyond his understanding. His pulse raced as his eyes lingered on her lips. Did they taste like nicotine? Or something sweeter, darker?
As the car rumbled down the road, his thoughts drifted to darker places. What if Loralai wasn’t just a girl with a taste for blood? What if she was more than human? He shook the thought away, but the seed had been planted. There was something about her, something that called to him.
“Um... do you think I could share the cig?” Ellis asked suddenly, his voice breaking the silence.
Loralai raised an eyebrow, but a soft smile curled at the edges of her lips. She leaned toward him, holding the cigarette out. “Don’t tell anyone. I can’t be seen in a bad light, can I?”
Ellis took a drag, the smoke filling his lungs with a harsh burn. He coughed, feeling lightheaded, but he didn’t mind. It felt like a connection to her—a dangerous, thrilling connection.
By the time they reached the school, the cigarette was long gone, and Ellis’s mind was swimming with thoughts of her.
As they pulled into the parking lot, Loralai leaned over, her lips brushing against his in a soft, lingering kiss.
Her lips felt like ice against his, but they burned all the same.
“Next time, Amata, don’t just stare. Kiss me,” she whispered as she slipped out of the car, leaving him frozen, fingers grazing his lips.
Ellis barely noticed his friends approaching until Maria’s voice cut through the haze. “Hey, space cadet, are you coming in or what?”
He blinked, the world snapping back into focus, but Loralai’s ghost still lingered, and her kiss—her touch—clung to him like a curse.
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By the end of the school day, the halls felt charged, thick with the tension Ellis and Loralai had been holding in all day. It was an electric undercurrent, pulling them toward one another like two magnets, their desires too heavy to ignore.
During their free period—chemistry lab, though no one was really paying attention—Loralai drifted toward Ellis’s workstation with that signature confidence. The soft swish of her skirt caught his attention, and his heart thudded in his chest. When she leaned over him, the faint scent of something sweet filled the air, and Ellis’s gaze landed on the sliver of bralette peeking out beneath her cropped top.
“Um, you’re not doing anything, right?” Her voice was low, teasing, and it sent a rush of heat through his body.
Ellis stood, quickly shoving his hands into his pockets to appear nonchalant. “No, not really. Why?”
“I wanted to walk around with you.” She smiled, that wicked little grin that drove him crazy. “It’s a free period anyway.”
Without thinking, Ellis followed her, the world outside blurring into insignificance as she led him through the winding school corridors to the farthest bathroom—one no one dared use because of the rumors surrounding it.
Once inside, the flickering fluorescent light overhead cast eerie shadows along the chipped tiles, but Loralai didn’t seem to care. She turned and pulled Ellis closer, her fingers lacing through his, her touch as cold as ice.
“This morning,” she started, her voice barely above a whisper, “were you lying about giving me your blood?”
Ellis stared at her, his throat tight. There was something haunting in her eyes, something ancient that made his skin crawl, but he couldn’t look away. 
“I wasn’t lying. Why? Don’t you believe me?”
“It’s not that,” Loralai murmured, her breath ghosting across his skin. 
“But after last night, I feel this... hunger. You did something to me.”
“Isn’t it normal to want to feed on someone you like?” His words hung in the air, almost shy, but there was something darker behind them, an unspoken understanding.
Loralai’s lips curved into a knowing smile, her fangs barely visible in the dim light. “Maybe.” She leaned in closer, her breath hot against his neck. 
“But it’s more than that, Ellis.”
Ellis swallowed, nerves tightening his chest. He tilted his head, exposing his throat. “Then take it,” he said, voice shaking slightly. “I don’t mind.”
As soon as the words left his lips, it was as if the world stopped. Loralai’s eyes darkened, her fangs gleaming before she sank them deep into his neck. The sharp sting of her bite sent a jolt through him, pain quickly giving way to a dizzying rush of pleasure. His blood flowed into her, thick and sweet, a twisted bond sealing between them as she drank.
But this wasn’t just hunger. It was something far more profound. Loralai wasn’t just feeding—she was drawing him into her world, binding him to her in a way that felt irreversible.
With a sudden burst of energy, Ellis pulled her onto his lap, stumbling backward into the open stall. He sat down on the closed toilet, his body trembling with the intensity of it all. Loralai straddled him, her thighs pressing against his, her fangs still buried in his neck.
Her grip tightened as she fed, her fingers digging into his shoulders. But it wasn’t just the physical sensation that overwhelmed Ellis—it was the flood of emotions crashing through him. He could feel her in his mind, forming a link between them that he couldn’t break.
For a fleeting moment, Ellis thought about what his father had told him about devotion—how his mother had become a god to him. And now, looking at Loralai, he understood. She could be his god. His divine, twisted, beautiful god.
And Loralai? She knew Ellis would do anything for her. He was already hers, body and soul.
She pulled away from his neck, her lips stained with his blood, and he leaned his head back against the cold bathroom wall, gasping for air. The fluorescent light overhead buzzed like a swarm of flies, adding to the unsettling atmosphere that clung to them.
Without warning, Ellis grabbed her waist, pulling her back toward his neck. She traced her tongue over the puncture wounds, licking up the blood before kissing them as they slowly closed, her touch leaving a searing burn on his skin.
Loralai sat back, licking the last remnants of blood from her lips, her gaze locked on his. Ellis stared at her, entranced, as she moved with a languid grace, wiping away the remaining blood from his neck and shoulders like some ritualistic offering.
When she was done, he cupped her cheek and pulled her into a kiss. It wasn’t soft or sweet—no, it was possessive, hungry. The taste of his blood lingered on her tongue, and it drove him wild. There was no need for words anymore; their desires spoke for them, intertwining like vines in the darkness.
The kiss was long, deep, and suffocating in the best way. When they finally broke apart, both of them were gasping, the air around them thick with tension.
Loralai shifted lower on his lap, her cheeks flushed with a sudden realization. She could feel his arousal pressing against her, and the thought sent heat flooding through her body. It was all so twisted, so wrong—but that’s what made it perfect.
When Ellis noticed, his face reddened in embarrassment. “Fuck! I’m sorry, Mellilla,” he stammered.
“You must think I’m disgusting.”
But Loralai only smirked, leaning closer to his ear. “Oh no, Amata,” she whispered, her voice dripping with seduction. 
“I don’t find it disgusting. I find it kind of hot.” She kissed the edge of his jaw, teasing. “Now I can feed from you... and have you inside me.”
The words sent a shiver down his spine. Without thinking, Ellis moved Loralai off his lap just enough to undo his trousers, his mind clouded with desire. She quickly locked the stall door, the small, claustrophobic space now feeling like their own little world.
Ellis moved behind her, his hands sliding up her skirt to tug at her underwear. When he pulled them down, a thrill of anticipation surged through both of them, the eerie silence of the bathroom amplifying every movement.
“Wait,” Loralai whispered suddenly, her voice soft but serious. “This is... my first time doing it for real.”
Ellis froze, his heart pounding in his chest. “We can stop,” he said quickly, his voice hoarse. “I don’t want to rush you.”
But Loralai shook her head, her stormy blue eyes locking with his. “No, I want you, Amata. But just... be gentle. I’ve only used toys before.”
That playful innocence was gone, replaced by something darker, more vulnerable.
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An Elysium of Madness
 
The stale air in the bathroom hung heavy, suffocating in its stillness. Loralai’s moans filled the space, echoing off the cracked tiles, her head falling against Ellis’s shoulder as he drove into her.
“You’re so big, El,” she gasped, her voice trembling as he pushed deeper, harder, her body trembling with every thrust. Her back pressed against the cold stall wall, and it only intensified the sensation, the sharp edge of pain blurring into pleasure.
The faint metallic scent of blood mingled with sweat and the heat of their bodies, an unholy combination that made her head spin.
Ellis’s grip tightened on her hips, his fingers digging into her skin like claws, leaving bruises in their wake. He could feel her unraveling beneath him, her moans growing louder as she arched her back, the sound primal, desperate. The dull buzz of the fluorescent lights overhead only added to the eerie silence between each ragged breath.
“Fuck,” Ellis growled, his voice low and rough as he pulled out, grinding himself against her swollen flesh. The friction sent shocks of pleasure coursing through her, and she whimpered in protest when he stopped.
“Why’d you stop?” Loralai whined, her breath ragged. She was lost in it now, her body crying out for more, the need overpowering everything else. “Keep going.”
“Fuck, give me a second, honey,” he muttered, though even his voice shook, betraying his restraint.
“But I want it back in me,” she groaned, louder this time. The hunger in her voice was dangerous, wild. It made something inside Ellis snap. Without thinking, he slapped his hand over her mouth, silencing her.
“If you want it that bad,” he rasped, his voice dropping to a chilling whisper, “then put it in yourself. Ride me.”
Loralai’s eyes darkened with lust, her body responding immediately. Her fingers wrapped around his cock, slowly lining herself up. As she sank onto him, inch by inch, the sensation was maddening, her shallow thrusts sending waves of pleasure coursing through both of them.
The pace she set was brutal and punishing, the stall door rattling behind her with each thrust.
Ellis could only hold onto her hips, his knuckles white as she fucked herself senseless, her body trembling.
When she finally slammed down hard, her orgasm ripped through her, leaving her breathless and shaking. She pulled off him slowly, her body still quivering, and Ellis’s chest rose and fell with heavy breaths.
“Goddamn, that was so fucking hot,” he muttered, his eyes dark with admiration as he watched her, completely undone.
“Sorry I came so fast,” she whispered, sitting on his thighs, her voice breathy, but with a hint of playful guilt.
“No, that’s hot as fuck. You got another round in you?” he asked, a wicked grin curling his lips.
“God, yes.”
“Good,” Ellis smirked, already hard again, his hunger for her insatiable.
“Can I tell you something?” Loralai asked softly, sliding up his thighs again, her fingers teasing him.
“What is it? Was I too rough?” he asked, though there was no remorse in his tone, only curiosity.
“No,” she purred, her voice dripping with satisfaction. “I could feel you in my uterus. No toy has ever made me cum that fast.”
Ellis glanced down at himself, pride swelling inside him. “Fuck. Stand up and bend over the toilet so I can fuck you harder.”
Without hesitation, Loralai complied. Ellis didn’t waste a second, slamming into her from behind, the force of it knocking the breath from her lungs. Her head lolled back, her fangs dropping from the sheer overstimulation, a growl escaping her lips as Ellis buried himself deeper inside her.
His pace was savage, relentless.
The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the small stall, a grotesque symphony that mirrored the madness growing inside them both.
Loralai’s vision blurred, the edges of reality fraying as the pleasure consumed her.
She was on the verge of coming again when Ellis suddenly stopped, pulling her upright so her back was flush against his chest.
“You doing okay down there?” he whispered in her ear, his breath hot against her neck, his voice sending shivers down her spine.
“Don’t stop,” she groaned, her voice a low, desperate plea. “I was so close.”
Ellis grinned, the thrill of control over her driving him wild. He turned her around, pressing her against the stall door. “I’m going to fuck you against this door,” he growled, lifting her with ease.
Loralai whimpered as her back hit the cold, dented metal of the stall, and Ellis resumed his brutal pace, her body bouncing with every thrust. She screamed his name as she came for the second time, her nails clawing at his back, leaving red trails of blood in their wake.
“Don’t stop! Keep going!” she begged, grinding down on him as though she wanted him to break her completely. And Ellis was all too willing to oblige, his grip on her hips bruising as he fucked her harder, more desperately.
“You’re not coming again until I’ve come three more times,” he snarled, his eyes wild, his mark glowing faintly in the dim light. There was something unholy in the way he looked at her, a hunger that could never be sated.
Loralai gasped, her body trembling at his command. “Do it. Treat me like a toy you can fuck.”
And so he did.
The bathroom stall seemed to creak under the weight of their madness, the small space charged with an energy that felt darker than lust. There was something primal, something otherworldly about the way they moved. The marks that burned on their bodies pulsed, glowing faintly, feeding off the energy between them.
By the time Ellis came again, spilling into her, Loralai was so far gone that she didn’t even care, her body too consumed by pleasure to protest. But Ellis didn’t stop, even as she whimpered, her body too sensitive, her mind lost in the haze.
“Look at you,” Ellis growled, his voice rough with desire. “So fucked out you don’t even care about being creampied. Fuck.”
Loralai’s eyes darkened, her lips curling into a wicked smile. “Fuck me again,” she whispered, her voice hoarse from screaming. “Destroy me.”
And with a final, brutal thrust, Ellis came inside her once more, sealing their madness together.
The air in the bathroom was thick with it, the scent of blood and sweat lingering like a promise of something darker yet to come.
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Echoes of Scorn
 
“Fuck! If I knew how many rounds you two were gonna go, I would’ve banged on the door sooner!” Freyja’s voice cut through the suffocating air of the bathroom stall.
Loralai unlocked the door with trembling hands, pushing it open to reveal her friends standing impatiently. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead, casting an eerie, sterile glow over the cracked tiles and the faint scent of blood still clinging to her skin.
“Yeah, it’s cool. I told your brother you’re coming to the mall with me,” Norma said casually, his eyes scanning Loralai, who stood there, still holding onto the door as if it was the only thing keeping her upright.
“What? Why would you do that!?” Loralai snapped, her head whipping back to Ellis, still red-faced and adjusting his clothes in the stall behind her. She felt her stomach churn, a knot of shame tightening in her chest.
“Well, for one, you smell like sex and blood. And two, your voice sounds like you shot ten pornos in a day,” Freyja quipped, smirking, but her eyes held an edge of something darker, something knowing.
“Now that we’ve established that,” Norma cut in, voice flat, “say goodbye to Ellis so we can hit the mall.” He grabbed Loralai’s hand, his grip firm, pulling her away from the scene she desperately wanted to leave behind.
“Uh, bye, Ed,” Loralai muttered, barely meeting Ellis’s gaze before she was tugged out, her heart racing as they hurried down the hallway and out of the suffocating heat of the school bathroom.
The door slammed shut behind them, leaving Freyja, Ellis, and Chiyo standing in the uneasy silence that followed.
“Ever heard of waiting, or did that slip your mind while you were screwing my friend—and your friend’s sister?” Freyja’s voice was low, her eyes narrowing as Ellis finished pulling on his boxers, a smug grin tugging at his lips.
“Or better yet, just not screw her,” Freyja added, her tone biting as Ellis raised an eyebrow, his cocky demeanor faltering.
“Hey, the plan was just for her to drink for me. The fucking just… happened.”
“You’re seeing this all wrong, love,” Chiyo’s voice, cool and sharp, cut through the tension from where she stood by the sink, watching them with unreadable eyes.
“Oh yeah? Then what am I missing?” Freyja snapped, glaring at her.
“The mark,” Chiyo said softly, stepping away from the sink and toward them, her fingers brushing lightly against the cracked tile.
The room seemed to be still, the faint hum of the fluorescent lights growing louder in the sudden silence. Ellis shifted, his smirk fading, replaced by a nervous glance at Chiyo and Freyja.
“You gave Lora the mark,” Freyja said coldly, her words hanging in the air like a death sentence.
Ellis flinched. “As if you two can talk! You both have marks too, remember?”
“First of all, asshole, I got mine by killing and eating a family member,” Freyja spat, stepping forward, her voice venomous. The air around her seemed to ripple, her presence darkening with the weight of her words.
“I killed my ex out of jealousy,” Chiyo added, her tone eerily calm, eyes locked on Ellis.
“But Loralai? She won’t be able to handle it,” Freyja growled.
“I can help her handle it,” Ellis shot back, desperation creeping into his voice as he took a step toward them.
“No one can help her,” Chiyo said, sadness flickering in her eyes.
“I can,” Ellis insisted, his voice cracking slightly, but he squared his shoulders, his mark faintly glowing under his shirt.
“No, you can’t,” Freyja growled, stepping even closer, her eyes glowing faintly.
“Loralai is part of the Acantha family, one of the two families that go insane once they’re marked!”
“I can help her with IT!” Ellis shouted, his frustration boiling over, voice echoing through the small bathroom.
Freyja’s eyes glinted dangerously as she stepped up to him, their faces inches apart. “Look me in the eyes and tell me you understand what it takes.”
“I do!” Ellis snapped, though his voice faltered.
“No, you fucking don’t! Because you’re a psychopath with a goddamn God complex!” Freyja screamed, her voice rising, the air between them charged with an almost palpable energy.
“I’m not!”
“Yes, you are! Everyone knows it!”
“No, I’m—”
“Are you seriously this naive? You’re just like your grandfather, and everyone in the Seven knows it!” Freyja’s voice cracked, her mark glowing brighter as the tension between them built to a dangerous crescendo.
For a moment, it seemed as though the world might crack open around them. The air vibrated with the weight of old family feuds, the bitter sting of betrayal. They couldn’t touch each other—not with Chiyo standing there, watching with cold, calculating eyes. The consequences of one wrong move could ripple through the Seven like wildfire.
“Let’s not do this here,” Chiyo’s voice was calm, almost eerily so, as strands of her hair began to twist and curl, moving of their own accord. In one swift motion, she lifted both Freyja and Ellis off the ground, slamming them into opposite walls with a sickening thud.
“What the FUCK, Chii?!” Freyja screamed as she collided with the mirror, shards of glass exploding in all directions.
“Shit!” Ellis cursed, the force of his impact cracking the tile behind him, leaving spiderwebs of destruction in the walls.
“Now,” Chiyo’s voice was level, though her eyes glowed faintly, “let’s use our fucking words. In case you forgot, we’re still on school grounds.”
Freyja, groaning, picked herself up from the broken glass. “Lora was bound to get her mark sooner or later,” Chiyo continued, releasing her hold on them and allowing them to drop to the floor.
“It’s still fucked up what he did,” Freyja muttered, wiping blood from her lip.
“I never said it wasn’t. But her mark was already starting to bloom. Her vampire traits were showing more and more,” Chiyo replied, her gaze softening.
Ellis looked away, shame flickering across his face as the weight of their words sank in.
The room fell silent again, the faint echoes of their families' ancient blood feud reverberating through the walls like a distant, ever-present whisper.
For Freyja and Ellis, it wasn’t just about the marks. It was about revenge, about old scars that never healed. And in the Seven, scars had a way of bleeding forever.

