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Prologue – The Ashen Veil
The wind had changed since the night of fire. It no longer whispered through Briar’s Hollow but dragged across it, heavy and sour, like breath through an old wound. Revella Gant stood alone on the edge of the ravine where the river bent sharpest, her coat soaked through with dew, her once-steady hands trembling around a blade dulled by rust. The others were gone — scattered like seeds burned before they could take root — but she had not left. She could not leave. The Hollow had beaten them, yes, but something darker than defeat had taken hold of her. She had seen the fire in Jerica Whitthorne’s veins, had felt the ground rebel beneath her feet, and now the quiet burned hotter than any flame. It was not the end. It was a dare.



The grove where they had failed still glowed in her memory, that black bloom pulsing like the heart of something far older than their rites. She hated it. Hated the way the land had turned on her, the way it had chosen those girls, those blood-daughters who carried more rage than fear. Revella’s jaw tightened as she drove the tip of her blade into the damp soil at her feet, leaning over it like a woman praying — though prayer had long since abandoned her. “You think you’ve won?” she whispered into the earth. “You’ve only woken something worse.”


From the shadows of the tree line came a sound, soft and deliberate — not a step, not a rustle, but a drag. Revella’s eyes lifted, and for a breathless second, she swore the darkness itself had leaned closer. There were whispers there, older than the Circle’s, older than the Whitethorne’s, whispering of bargains that predated blood and bone. She felt them slide into her like cold smoke, seeping into the cracks the Hollow had left behind. It was not the Hollow speaking now. It was something beneath it. Something that had watched even the Hollow grow old. Revella’s breath fogged in the sharp air as she smiled, thin and cracked. “Show me,” she said, her voice shaking. “Show me how to cut them out of you.” And the shadows moved, answering without words.

Chapter One – Embers in the Quiet



The Hollow had grown quieter since that night, but quiet was never the same as peace. Jerica knew this as she stood in the grove at dawn, her breath misting in the pale light, her bare feet damp with the cool touch of earth. The black bloom pulsed faintly behind her, its petals half-open as though listening, holding the last echoes of the battle that had reshaped the land. The ground was softer now — not with weakness, but with something like acceptance. It hummed beneath her soles, a low and steady rhythm that matched the fire still lingering beneath her skin. She no longer feared that fire. It was hers, as much as the Hollow was. But she had learned that owning a thing didn’t mean it wouldn’t bite.

Maeve was crouched by the bloom, tracing her fingers over its dark petals as though coaxing secrets from its veins. She looked different in the morning light, her face pale but fierce, her eyes shadowed by the weight of what they had taken on. “It’s changing,” Maeve murmured without looking up. “Can you feel it?” Jerica tilted her head, listening to the strange hum that drifted through the grove. It wasn’t the same hungry growl it had once been. It was quieter, but heavier, like the pause before something old and inevitable began again. “I feel it,” she said. “It’s not angry anymore. But it’s not asleep either.”

The town had begun to whisper about them. Jerica could feel the weight of those whispers every time she went down to the market — the sideways glances, the half-spoken rumors. They said she had fire for blood, that Maeve’s shadow moved on its own, that the Hollow had bent itself to them because they were something worse than it. Jerica didn’t care what they believed, but she knew one thing: fear had a way of circling back like a wolf in the dark. And somewhere out there, Revella Gant was still breathing. Jerica could feel it — that cold taste of iron and spite on the wind, like the promise of another fight not yet fought.

Maeve rose from the ground, brushing soil from her scarred hands. “The Hollow’s waiting for us to make the next move,” she said, her voice low but certain. “It’s not done. Not with us.” Jerica looked out across the grove, at the blackened patches of earth where fire had licked the soil raw, at the threads of green trying to push through the ash. “Then we don’t wait either,” she replied. “If the Circle comes again — or something worse — we’ll be ready. This land isn’t just ours. It’s part of us now.”


And somewhere far off, too far to see but close enough for the Hollow to feel, a whisper drifted through the air, soft and cold. Jerica froze. Maeve turned sharply, eyes narrowing at the sound neither of them had invited. It wasn’t the Hollow’s voice. It was older. And it spoke a single name like a knife through the mist: “Whitthorne.”


The name came like frost breaking across glass—sharp, uninvited, and utterly clear. It lingered in the mist long after the echo should have died, curling around the edges of the grove like smoke too stubborn to fade. Jerica’s fire tightened beneath her skin, coiling up her spine like a warning. Maeve’s shoulders tensed, the faint vine-like scars along her arms glowing dull red as though answering the call. That wasn’t the Hollow, Maeve said, her voice low and steady, but her eyes betrayed the smallest flicker of unease.

No, Jerica murmured, scanning the tree line. The woods looked the same—gnarled branches knotted against the pale sky, leaves trembling in the early morning wind—but something about the air had shifted. The breath of the Hollow still pulsed through the ground, warm and familiar, but beneath it, another rhythm moved. Slower. Colder. It didn’t belong.

Jerica stepped forward, her toes curling into the damp soil. The black bloom quivered behind her, its petals folding slightly as if retreating from a presence it didn’t recognize. Who’s there? she called into the mist, her voice slicing through the silence. Nothing answered, but the ground beneath her feet gave a single, subtle tremor, like the heartbeat of something buried too deep to see.

Maeve moved to stand beside her, the hem of her skirt brushing against Jerica’s calf. Her voice was quieter now, as though afraid of waking something that had already stirred. It’s testing us. Or warning us. I don’t know which. She tilted her head toward the bloom. Even the Hollow doesn’t like it.

Jerica glanced back at the black petals, noting the way they had begun to curl inward, the veins along their edges pulsing slower. She crouched and placed her palm against the ground, closing her eyes. The warmth of the Hollow seeped into her hand, steady and familiar, but it wasn’t alone. Something colder ran beneath it, like ice water cutting through the roots. A thread of memory that didn’t belong to the Whitthornes—or even to the Hollow.

She drew her hand back sharply. There’s something under it, she said. Beneath the roots. I felt it.

Maeve’s expression darkened. Older than the Hollow?

I don’t know, Jerica admitted. But it’s watching.

A gust of wind swept through the grove then, carrying with it the faintest scent of iron and ash. Maeve’s gaze flicked to the horizon, toward the direction of the ravine. Revella, she said under her breath.

Jerica stood, her fire crackling faintly along her fingertips. The name itself was enough to make her blood run hotter. Revella Gant hadn’t been seen since the night they’d broken the Circle. The others had scattered like frightened birds, their power stripped bare and their salt rites burned out, but Revella had vanished entirely. Too quiet. Too deliberate. Jerica had felt her absence like a thorn in her heel ever since. She’s not done, Jerica said, her voice steady but hard. She never was.

Maeve nodded slowly, her eyes distant. Then we hunt her first. Before she comes crawling back with something worse.

Jerica’s fire flared briefly at the thought, but before she could answer, the black bloom at their backs let out a soft, shuddering hiss—like a sigh exhaled through teeth. The ground shifted beneath it, roots lifting just enough to draw their attention. Maeve crouched, placing her palm to the soil, her face pale and tense. It’s telling us something.

Jerica knelt beside her. What?

Maeve didn’t answer right away. She closed her eyes, her breathing slowing as if trying to catch the rhythm beneath the earth. When she spoke again, her voice had dropped into that quiet, measured tone she only used when she felt the Hollow speaking through her. Revella isn’t alone. Something’s moving with her… something she’s bound, or woken.

The words settled between them like frost on glass. Jerica’s jaw tightened. Then we end it before it starts. She stood, her fire simmering under her skin, the edges of her vision tinged faintly with light. Tonight. We go to town. Someone’s seen her.

Maeve rose slowly, brushing soil from her hands. If she’s woken something that doesn’t belong to the Hollow, she said, then it’s not just her we’re fighting. It’s something older. Something that doesn’t care who burns.

The day passed in a blur of small, heavy silences. The house felt strange—lighter than before, but still shifting in its bones as though adjusting to the sisters’ new presence. Jerica walked the halls barefoot, running her fingers over the wallpaper where Belle’s old photographs hung. She paused at one of Belle as a young woman, standing in the grove with a bundle of flowers in her hands. There was a sharpness in her eyes even then, something wild and unbroken, like she had always known this land would take more than it gave.

You’d know what to do, Jerica whispered to the photograph.

Maybe, Maeve said from behind her, leaning against the doorway. Her hair was pulled back, streaked faintly with dust from working the field. But Belle wouldn’t have done it alone. And neither will we.

Jerica turned, her gaze softening. Then we find Revella together.

Maeve’s lips curved into a faint, humorless smile. Tonight?

Tonight, Jerica confirmed.

When the sun fell and the mist rolled in from the hills, they set out. The dirt road into town was quiet, lined with pine shadows that reached long and crooked across the rutted path. Every step felt watched, though no eyes glimmered from the woods. The Hollow pulsed faintly behind them, not in warning but in silent attention, its heartbeat threading through Jerica’s veins like a tether. They didn’t speak as they walked, because both sisters knew that silence now carried more weight than words.

They reached the outskirts of Briar’s Hollow just as the lanterns began to flicker to life along Main Street. The town was quiet in that uneasy way it always became after dark — shutters drawn tight, doors bolted as though the night itself might come knocking. Jerica felt the shift immediately, the way the air thickened near the old courthouse, how the shadows clung too closely to the buildings. Maeve slowed her steps, her gaze sweeping the street like she was reading the whispers hidden between the cracks in the pavement.

“She’s been here,” Maeve murmured. It wasn’t a guess. Jerica could feel it too — the faint tang of iron in the air, the way the ground beneath her feet recoiled like something had been salted too recently.

They moved toward the far end of town, past the boarded-up chapel where the Circle once gathered. The windows were broken, jagged teeth of glass reflecting the lantern light, and the air that seeped from within carried the bitter scent of ash and mildew. Jerica stopped at the threshold, pressing her hand against the old wood. It was still warm.

“She’s using this place again,” Jerica whispered.

Maeve’s lips curved into something like a scowl. “Then she’s dumber than I thought.”

Inside, the chapel was stripped bare — no pews, no altar, just a hollowed-out shell with salt lines scrawled across the floor. But in the center of the room, burned into the wood, was a new mark. It wasn’t one Jerica recognized. The symbol looked wrong — jagged and sharp, like roots twisted too tightly until they bled.

Maeve crouched beside it, running her fingertips just above the charred lines without touching them. “This isn’t hers,” she said softly. “This is older. Something she called.”

Jerica’s fire burned hotter under her skin, a low throb of warning. “She’s feeding it. Whatever it is, she’s giving it something to grow.”

They left the chapel quickly, the shadows inside too heavy, too aware. On the street, the town felt different — as if it, too, was holding its breath. Jerica could feel eyes on her from behind drawn curtains, but no one dared step outside. Briar’s Hollow knew better than to meddle with Whitthornes and the things they carried.

At the edge of town, near the old well where the cobblestones split, Maeve stopped suddenly. She tilted her head like she was listening to something beneath the surface of the earth. “Do you hear that?”

Jerica stilled. At first, there was only silence. Then, faintly, a sound — the low scrape of metal against stone, dragging slowly like a blade being sharpened on the bones of the world.

“That’s her,” Jerica said, her voice dropping.

Maeve shook her head. “No. That’s not Revella. That’s something she’s woken.”

They turned back toward the house under a sky thick with clouds. The mist rolled heavier now, twisting through the trees like fingers. Jerica’s fire stirred inside her, restless and coiled. The Hollow had felt it, too — by the time they reached the grove, the black bloom was swaying violently, its petals glowing faint red as though bracing against an unseen storm.

Maeve stepped into the grove first, her hand brushing the soil as she knelt beside the bloom. “It knows,” she said. “Something’s coming.”

Jerica stood over her sister, staring into the darkness beyond the trees. “Then let it come,” she said. Her fire flared in her chest, brighter this time, licking at her ribs like it wanted to burst free. “We’ll meet it here.”

The ground shuddered faintly beneath them, as if the Hollow itself agreed.

The wind turned sharp as midnight crept over the Whitthorne land, carrying with it the acrid bite of something burned and buried too long. Jerica stood in the grove, her bare feet pressed into the soil, her fire simmering beneath her skin like a live coal. The black bloom trembled as though tasting the air, its dark petals splayed wide, the crimson veins at its core pulsing with unease. Maeve crouched nearby, her fingers tracing circles in the earth, not as ritual but as instinct, grounding herself against the weight pressing in from the trees. The night was too still. Not silent, but listening.

A faint rustle broke from the treeline, not the sound of leaves shifting but of something dragging through the underbrush. Jerica straightened, her head lifting as the fire coiled up her spine, ready to burst. The sound came again — slower, deliberate, like claws raking through damp wood. Maeve rose to her feet without a word, her gaze fixed on the shadowed edge of the grove.

“It’s not her,” Maeve said, voice low, steady. “Revella’s not that quiet. She wants us to hear her coming. This… doesn’t.”

Jerica felt the same wrongness gnawing at the edges of her senses. The Hollow stirred beneath her toes, its pulse deepening, a low hum that traveled up through her bones. It wasn’t afraid, but it was wary. Something else had stepped onto its land. Something that did not belong.

The mist parted just enough to reveal a shape. At first, Jerica thought it was a man — tall, thin, hunched. But as the shadow moved closer, the details unraveled into something worse. Its limbs were too long, bent like broken branches, its skin mottled with streaks of black and gray as though the earth itself had tried to swallow it and failed. Where its face should have been, there was only smooth, bark-like skin, cracked in the shape of a grin that didn’t move.

Maeve’s breath hissed softly between her teeth. “That’s not Hollow-born.”

Jerica’s fire flared in response, rippling along her arms and across her collarbone, painting the grove in a faint orange glow. “Then what is it?” she asked, but she already knew the answer. Revella had dug something out — something buried beneath the oldest roots.

The creature stopped at the edge of the grove. It didn’t step forward, but the air around it shifted, rippling like heat waves, distorting the mist into strange shapes. A low sound came from its throat — not a growl, not a word, but a scraping noise like stones grinding together. The black bloom quivered violently, its petals curling inward as though shielding itself.

“Stay back,” Maeve warned, though her voice didn’t tremble. The marks along her arms began to glow faintly, vines coiling under her skin like living embers.

The creature tilted its head. Then, slowly, it lifted one elongated arm. In its palm, a smear of salt gleamed under the pale moonlight. Jerica’s fire roared to life. “It’s hers,” she said, voice sharp. “Revella’s sending it.”

Before Maeve could respond, the thing flung the salt into the grove. The grains scattered across the soil, sizzling as if the ground itself spat them back out. The Hollow recoiled, its hum breaking into a sharp, shivering pulse. Jerica didn’t think. She dropped to one knee, pressed her palm flat against the soil, and let her fire burn through her hand into the earth.

The ground responded instantly. Roots shot upward, curling like dark serpents, striking against the intruder. The creature stumbled back, its limbs flailing as the roots lashed out, wrapping around its legs and arms. It let out a sound that was neither pain nor rage but something deeper — like the hollow moan of wind through a cave.

“Jerica,” Maeve called, her voice cutting through the heat building around them. “It’s not enough.”

Jerica felt it too. The thing was strong, stronger than it should have been. It twisted its body with unnatural force, snapping roots like brittle sticks. Her fire burned hotter, but she knew fire alone wouldn’t hold it. “Maeve—”

“I’ve got it.” Maeve stepped forward, her arms glowing like molten iron. She pressed both palms into the soil, whispering words that weren’t hers but the Hollow’s. The ground answered, rising in a surge of roots that spiraled around the creature, dragging it down into the earth. Its smooth face tilted up toward them one last time, and Jerica swore she saw something inside the cracks of its skin — eyes, black as coal, watching her. Then it was gone, swallowed by the land.

The grove fell silent. The black bloom pulsed once, twice, before settling. Jerica’s chest heaved, her fire flickering low now, trembling under her skin. “What the hell was that?”

Maeve straightened slowly, her face pale. “Something that doesn’t care about bloodlines. Something she pulled up from under all this.” She gestured to the ground beneath them. “If Revella’s digging that deep, she’s desperate. Or she’s found something worse than the Hollow ever was.”

Jerica stared into the dark where the creature had stood. The mist seemed heavier there now, curling into shapes that looked like reaching fingers. “Then we don’t wait for her to send more.” She turned, fire flashing in her gaze. “Tomorrow, we go hunting.”


Chapter Two – The Bonehouse

The morning broke with a gray light that felt more like dusk. Jerica woke to the sound of the house breathing — not the creak of old wood or the whisper of settling boards, but something deeper, the Hollow’s pulse threading through the walls as though it wanted her awake. She swung her legs over the side of the bed, her bare feet finding the cold floorboards, and sat still for a moment, listening. The black bloom in the grove stirred faintly in her mind, a whisper of roots shifting under the weight of dawn. Whatever Revella had called up last night hadn’t been the end of it. It was only the first ripple.

Downstairs, Maeve was already waiting. She stood by the front door with her hair unbound, her coat hanging loose over her shoulders, and that look on her face that Jerica knew well — the one that meant she’d already made a decision. “We go today,” Maeve said, no preamble. Her voice was firm but low, as though speaking any louder would wake something neither of them could control. “The courthouse. It’s where she’s hiding. I felt it last night.”

Jerica nodded, the fire under her ribs still quiet but ready, simmering with the promise of a fight. “We end this before she digs any deeper.” She grabbed the old hunting knife from Belle’s chest — the one her grandmother used to keep tucked under floorboards like a secret. Its blade was dull and pitted with rust, but when Jerica ran her thumb along its edge, it hummed faintly with warmth. Even the knife remembered.

They walked in silence through the fields, their footsteps damp from the morning dew, the mist curling low across the ground like smoke. The town was too quiet when they reached it — not just the usual hush of people avoiding Whitthornes, but something heavier. Curtains didn’t twitch. Doors stayed shut. It felt like Briar’s Hollow itself was holding its breath. Jerica felt eyes on her from somewhere unseen, though no one stood in the street.

The old courthouse loomed at the far end of town like a carcass picked clean. Its stone walls were damp with mildew, the windows long shattered, and the front doors sagged inward on rusted hinges. Maeve brushed her fingers over the warped wood as they pushed inside, her hand coming away streaked with gray dust. “This place stinks of her,” she muttered.

Inside, the air was thick with mildew and something sour, like burnt herbs and copper. The floorboards were marked with fresh scuffs, muddy prints leading down to the cellar stairs. Jerica crouched, pressing her fingertips against the cold wood. Her fire flared just enough to feel the energy still clinging there — not Hollow-born, but something twisted, as if Revella had carved a path for something darker to crawl through.

They descended into the courthouse cellar, the stairs groaning beneath their weight. The walls dripped with condensation, and the air was damp and tight, the kind that clung to the back of the throat. When they reached the bottom, Maeve froze. “Jerica,” she whispered.

The room had been turned into something between a shrine and a slaughterhouse. Bones — animal, maybe, but not all — were arranged in spiraling patterns across the dirt floor. In the center, a symbol had been carved deep into the earth. It wasn’t one the sisters recognized. It looked older, like roots tangled around a sunless star. A single iron lantern hung from the ceiling, its flame dim and flickering, casting warped shadows that made the bones look like they were moving.

Jerica crouched by the circle, her fire flickering faintly along her fingertips. “This isn’t just a spell. It’s an opening. She’s trying to bring something through.”

Maeve’s face tightened. “She’s already started.” She gestured to the walls. There were streaks of blood smeared across the stone, dark and sticky, some of it fresh enough to glisten. In the corner, an old crow cage hung open and empty, black feathers scattered across the floor.

Jerica’s chest tightened. “We’re not just hunting her anymore. We’re stopping this before it tears the Hollow apart.” She stood and stepped into the circle, ignoring the sting of iron still embedded in the soil. “Help me close it.”

Maeve joined her, pressing her hands against the ground. The moment their palms touched the earth, the room shuddered. A low hum rolled up from the floor, like the groan of something old and starved. The bones rattled, clinking together like teeth.

Then a voice cut through the air — thin, sharp, and laced with spite. “You can’t close what you don’t understand.”

Jerica and Maeve looked up. Revella Gant stood in the doorway of the cellar, her coat hanging heavy with rain, her hair streaked with dirt, and her hands smeared with something black and wet. Her eyes glimmered in the lantern light, not with fear, but with the feverish shine of someone who’d gone too far to turn back. “The Hollow chose you,” she said, her voice echoing in the damp space. “But it doesn’t know what waits underneath. I do. I’ve seen it. I’ve touched it. And I’ll feed it your names.”

Jerica’s fire flared bright and hot, chasing the shadows back. “Try,” she said.

Revella’s grin was thin and sharp, like a crack in porcelain. She stepped fully into the cellar, her boots grinding over bone fragments without care. In one hand she held a length of iron chain, each link etched with symbols that made the air taste bitter. The other hand clutched a knife carved from antler, its tip still wet with something dark and clotted. Her presence made the lantern light shudder, shadows stretching long and warped across the walls.

“You don’t even know what you’re carrying, do you?” Revella’s voice was low, fevered. “The Hollow isn’t some blessing. It’s a cage. It’s been feeding off your bloodline for generations, and you’re just letting it sink its teeth deeper. You think you’ve won, but you’ve only made yourselves part of the rot.”

Maeve’s shoulders squared, her bare feet sinking slightly into the dirt. “We aren’t yours to lecture. You and your Circle kept the Hollow starved, chained, and angry. We broke that chain. We didn’t shackle it to us — it chose us because you failed.” Her voice carried the subtle vibration of the land itself, the low hum of roots and soil shifting in answer.

Revella laughed once, a sound that scraped like broken glass. “Chose you? It’s using you. Just like it used Belle. Just like it used the First Daughters. And when it’s done, it’ll bury you deeper than the rest.” She raised the chain, its iron links glowing faintly as if remembering the countless rituals they’d been part of. “But I’ve found something that isn’t chained to this land. Something older. Stronger. And it doesn’t care about your names or your fire.”

Jerica’s fire erupted along her arms, tracing her veins in molten orange light. “Then you’ve made a mistake.” She took a single step forward, and the heat in her chest flared like a living thing. The black bloom miles away stirred in its grove, its petals opening wider as though aware of the confrontation. “Because this time, the Hollow isn’t on your side. And neither is the fire.”

Revella’s eyes narrowed. Without another word, she flung the chain toward the sisters. The links moved like a serpent, hissing through the air, glowing with the bitter heat of iron. Jerica’s fire lashed out instinctively, but when flame met metal, it sizzled and recoiled. The chain struck the ground, sparking against the carved sigil. The symbol pulsed, the earth beneath them shaking as though something massive had rolled just beneath the surface.

Maeve dropped to her knees, pressing both hands into the dirt. Her voice slipped into that strange, guttural rhythm that wasn’t entirely her own, a language pulled from the Hollow itself. The ground responded, roots surging upward like blackened veins, lashing against the chain and wrapping around Revella’s boots. But Revella was faster than the Circle’s fear had ever suggested — she sliced the roots apart with the antler knife, the blade cutting through wood and earth like flesh.

“You think roots and fire will stop what’s coming?” Revella hissed, her face twisted with something like triumph. “This thing doesn’t bleed. It doesn’t die. It remembers when the Hollow was young — when it fed on things darker than blood.”

Jerica’s fire flared hotter, spilling from her palms like liquid flame. “Then I’ll burn it to ash.”

The words hadn’t left her mouth when the floor cracked wide between them. The carved sigil glowed bright red, veins of light snaking outward through the dirt, splitting the patterns of bones into dust. A smell rose from the fissure — copper, smoke, and something sour, like old blood rotting in water. A sound came with it, low and dragging, like breath drawn through stone.

Maeve grabbed Jerica’s wrist. “It’s not her we’re fighting,” she said sharply. “She’s just feeding it.”

Revella’s grin widened. “Finally,” she whispered, almost reverent. “It’s waking.”

The fissure split wider, and something began to emerge. Not a creature, not fully — but a shape, all twisting roots and pale, leathery bark, like a corpse halfway turned to tree. A single black eye, lidless and wet, rolled upward to look at them. Jerica’s fire flared instinctively, but when the flame touched the thing, it didn’t burn. It soaked into the creature’s skin, vanishing like ink into paper.

Jerica’s stomach dropped. “It’s feeding on the fire.”

Maeve’s hands dug into the dirt, pulling more roots up from the floor, but they didn’t lash out like before. They recoiled, trembling, as though unwilling to touch whatever Revella had awakened. “Jerica,” Maeve said, voice tight, “we need to leave. Now.”

Revella let out a sharp, unhinged laugh. “Run, then. Run and tell your Hollow that there’s something older than it crawling up from the dark.” She spread her arms, the iron chain glowing    brighter as the creature’s shadow twisted around her. “This is just the beginning.”

Jerica didn’t want to run. Her fire screamed for her to fight. But the thing that had crawled through the fissure wasn’t something she could burn — not yet. Maeve’s hand clamped down on her arm, pulling her toward the stairs. “Jerica, move!”

They bolted up the staircase, the floor trembling beneath their feet. Behind them, Revella’s laughter and the scraping sound of roots tearing stone followed like an echo that wouldn’t die. They didn’t stop until they burst out of the courthouse into the sharp bite of the morning wind.

Jerica stopped at the edge of the street, her chest heaving, her fire flickering weakly under her skin. She turned to Maeve, who looked pale but steady. “What the hell was that?”

Maeve’s jaw tightened. “Something the Hollow didn’t tell us about. Something it buried and hoped would stay dead.”

Jerica stared back toward the courthouse. The air above its roof shimmered faintly, as though heat or shadow was warping it. “Then we dig it out,” she said, her voice low but steady. “Before she lets it loose.”

Jerica’s fists clenched as she stared at the courthouse door, the faint smell of blood and iron still clinging to her skin. Her fire simmered hot and unsettled, a living pulse beneath her ribs that wouldn’t calm. Maeve caught her arm, fingers digging in just enough to steady her. “Not here,” she said. “Not while it’s watching.”

Jerica forced herself to breathe, dragging her eyes from the warped building that seemed to lean with malice. Every instinct told her to storm back in, to set fire to whatever creature Revella had unchained, but the Hollow’s whisper rose inside her chest like a warning. This wasn’t the time. Not yet.

They walked fast and silent through the town, boots thudding softly against the dirt road, the weight of unseen eyes following their every step. Jerica felt them — neighbors who didn’t dare speak their names aloud anymore, but who whispered behind closed doors about the night the Hollow burned and the Whitthornes came out standing. She could taste their fear in the air. Not fear of her, not exactly. Fear of what they believed she carried inside her.

Maeve kept glancing over her shoulder, her face pale and set. “That thing in the courthouse… did you feel it? The way it took your fire?”

Jerica nodded once, her jaw tightening. “It didn’t just take it. It ate it.” She flexed her hands, watching the faint orange glow of her heat flicker along her fingertips before dying as though starved. “I’ve never felt anything do that before. Even the Hollow doesn’t consume my fire like that. It answers it.”

Maeve’s expression hardened. “Revella’s found something that doesn’t belong to this land. That’s why it feels wrong. It’s like she’s calling something older, something the Hollow itself doesn’t want to remember.”

The Hollow pulsed under Jerica’s skin at those words, sharp and uneasy, as if agreeing. She rubbed her palms against her thighs, trying to ground herself. “Then we’ll make it remember. If we have to dig through its bones to find the truth, we will.”

They didn’t speak again until the Whitthorne land came into view. The house waited on its hill like it had been holding its breath, its windows glowing faintly with the last light of dusk. Beyond it, the grove was restless. The black bloom stood taller now, its petals quivering like a living heart, the veins glowing faintly red in the dim light. Jerica felt its attention sweep toward them the moment they stepped onto the path.

“It knows,” Maeve murmured. “It’s been waiting for us.”

Jerica didn’t hesitate. She strode barefoot into the grove, letting her toes sink into the cool earth, and dropped to her knees before the bloom. Her hand hovered over its petals, heat radiating off her skin. “Tell me,” she whispered. “Show me what you buried.”

The ground stirred beneath her. A slow, deep tremor rolled through the soil, carrying a sound that was not quite a voice but not silence either — a hum older than words. Jerica felt it rise through her bones, pulsing behind her eyes until her vision swam.

Maeve knelt beside her, her own hands pressed flat against the dirt. “Let it in,” she said softly. “Let it show us.”

The earth shuddered once, hard enough to rattle the roots and make the air go cold. Jerica gasped as the vision hit her — not a dream, not a memory, but something far older. The grove dissolved around her, replaced by a blackened field under a sky without stars. She was standing on cracked earth, the smell of blood and burnt bone in the air. Something massive moved beneath her feet, like a shadow buried just under the skin of the world.

Maeve’s voice came faintly beside her, though her body was nowhere in sight. “Jerica… do you see it?”

“Yes,” Jerica breathed. Her voice trembled. “God, yes. It’s older than the Hollow. Older than everything.”

From the cracked ground rose shapes — not quite human, not quite root. Twisted limbs made of bark and sinew, faces carved from dead wood with hollow black eyes. They didn’t walk. They dragged themselves forward, each movement leaving trails of black ash. The air shivered with their presence, and Jerica felt the Hollow’s pulse dim in the back of her mind, as if even it didn’t want to be seen here.

The largest of the creatures lifted its head, its mouth splitting open like bark splitting under an axe. No voice came from it — only the sound of chains breaking, one link at a time.

Jerica staggered back. “These aren’t Hollow-born,” she whispered. “These are what came before. The Hollow wasn’t the first hunger.”

Maeve’s breath caught. “Then Revella’s digging into something that should’ve stayed buried.”

The vision cracked apart, the field vanishing as quickly as it had come. Jerica found herself on her knees in the grove, her breath coming hard, sweat streaking down her neck despite the chill of night. The black bloom stood still again, its petals curling slightly as if exhausted by what it had revealed.

Maeve helped her up, her own face pale and damp. “We can’t fight that thing alone,” she said. “We need to know its name. Its true name.”

Jerica clenched her jaw, fire sparking faintly along her fingertips. “Then tomorrow, we go back into its memory. We’ll drag its name out of the dark if we have to.”

The Hollow pulsed once under their feet, a soundless promise that whatever they had just seen was only the beginning.


Chapter Three – The Line Between Fire and Flesh

Oliver had been waiting. Jerica knew it the second she stepped back onto the porch, the boards creaking under her bare feet like they were holding the tension for him. He stood there in the dark, one hand braced against the railing, his coat damp with the night’s mist, his face shadowed but sharp in the thin glow of the lantern. He looked like someone who hadn’t slept in days — eyes rimmed in red, jaw clenched tight.

“Where the hell have you been?” His voice cut through the quiet like a blade, low but edged with something that made her chest tighten.

Jerica stopped just short of him. Her fire still flickered faintly under her skin, a reminder of the courthouse and the thing they’d seen. She opened her mouth to speak, but Oliver’s gaze caught the glow at her wrists, the way the heat pulsed there like something alive. His eyes hardened. “You didn’t tell me it was this bad.”
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