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Marriage is neither heaven nor hell, it is simply purgatory.

-Abraham Lincoln 
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CHAPTER 1
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Addison Lockhart had expected to wake on the day of her wedding feeling refreshed, peaceful, and calm. But ever since she’d arrived at Blackthorn Manor the day before, a distressing uneasiness had coursed through her body like an illness determined to spread. She’d tried meditating, tried focusing on wedding preparations. She’d even indulged in a glass of wine. It made no difference. Not only was she unable to quell her worrisome feelings, they persevered and grew stronger. 

Even now, sitting on a chair in front of an oval antique mirror, twisting the ends of her long, auburn hair over a curling iron, her hands trembled and she felt anxious, like she wasn’t alone, even though no one else was in the room with her. It seemed every nook and cranny inside the manor had eyes, and all of them were watching her every move. 

A gust of cool air swept across her back, causing the hair on her neck to stand on end. Startled, she dropped the curling iron and it clattered against the dark hardwood floor below. She reached down and picked it up, gasping when she rose and gazed into the mirror again. She could have sworn she saw something in the mirror’s reflection—a shape maybe, or the faint glimmer of an object behind her. It had appeared only for an instant, and then it was gone. 

Get a hold of yourself, Addison. 

You’re working yourself up over nothing. 

No one is here. 

There’s nothing to worry about. 

Nothing. 

A hand pressed against the small of her back, and she shot out of her chair and whipped around, poised to strike with a hairbrush. 

Luke, her fiancé, stood in front of her, his palms in the air. “Whoa, whoa. It’s just me. You’re really jumpy today. Is everything all right?” 

She exhaled a long breath, lowered the hairbrush, and nodded. “I ... yeah, I’m fine.”

“Really? Because you looked like you were about to beat me with that brush.” 

“I’m sorry, Luke. I didn’t hear you come in. You’re not supposed to see me before the wedding. Bad luck or something.” 

He leaned toward her, planted a kiss on her forehead, and smiled. “I think we’re okay. You’re not even dressed yet, and we still have a couple of hours before the ceremony. I thought I’d check in on you and see if I can get you anything.” 

There was something he could do—one thing she wanted more than anything else right now. 

“Have you seen my grandmother? Has she arrived yet?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t think she’s here.” 

Addison sighed. “I tried calling, and she didn’t answer. If she’s not here soon, she’ll miss our wedding.” 

“She wouldn’t miss our wedding. I’m sure she’ll be here anytime now. You know Marjorie. She’s all about making a grand entrance.”

He was right. Marjorie had more flash and flare than women half her age, and she never missed an opportunity to flaunt it. “When you see her, tell her I need to talk to her, okay?” 

He leaned forward, planting a kiss on her forehead. “Will do.”

She thought he’d leave the room, but he didn’t. He just stood there, staring. 

“What is it?” Addison asked. 

He shrugged. “I don’t know, to be honest. Maybe you can tell me.”

“I’m not sure what you mean. Tell you what?” 

“On the way here yesterday, you were so happy. Today you seem different, like something’s on your mind. Are you second-guessing anything? Should I be worried?”  

She reached out, swiping a wisp of his long, sandy-colored bangs out of his eye. No matter how many knots twisted her insides, she wouldn’t allow anything to ruin their day. “I’ve been ready to marry you for a long time, Luke. I can’t wait to be your wife.” 

“If it isn’t our wedding, what’s bothering you?” 

Luke was aware of Addison’s gift, her ability to communicate with the spirits of those who had passed on, but she didn’t want to worry him. Not today. And besides, there was nothing to confirm her suspicions. 

Not yet. 

“I haven’t eaten anything today,” she said. “I’m sure that’s all it is.” 

“What happened to the breakfast the staff sent up this morning?” 

“I’ve been too busy preparing for the wedding to eat it.” 

Luke glanced around, his eyes coming to rest on a round metal tray. He grabbed it, set it on the dresser next to Addison, and removed the lid, staring at the food like it was no longer appetizing. 

“You need to eat something, okay?” he said. “Even if it’s a piece a stale toast. I don’t want you passing out on me when we’re saying our vows.” 

Addison smiled. “I will. I promise.” 

“Hey, thanks for agreeing to get married here. I’m sure this place isn’t what you had in mind.” 

He was wrong. It was exactly what she’d had in mind. She had seen her wedding day before, years earlier, in a vision. Not the manor itself, but the ocean in front where they were to be married. She’d seen those in attendance too, and everything had come to pass, just like she knew it would. 

She gazed at her hand, at the engagement ring Luke had given her two years ago, a ring once belonging to his grandmother. “It’s only fitting we marry at the same place your grandparents did.” 

“I just thought the owners would have done a better job of preserving the place. The paint, the exterior, the roof—it’s all falling apart. I had no idea when I booked it. You deserve better.” 

“It has sentimental meaning, and that makes it perfect.” 

He shrugged. “If you say so.” 

Luke stepped into the hall, closing the door behind him. 

Addison walked to the closet and unzipped the plastic cover her wedding dress was wrapped in. She removed the dress, smiling at the slim A-line design she’d worked so hard to fit into over the last few months. She admired it for a moment, and then stared at her face, noticing how nice her makeup looked. She could hardly see the freckles. 

Her attention diverted to her bedroom window. A young woman dressed in black stood in front of the manor, gazing at the sea, her hips swaying from side to side as if she were drunk. The woman was unfamiliar and seemed out of place, given they were miles from town, and Addison had been told by the manor’s owners that Luke and Addison’s small group of family and friends were the only guests staying at the manor for the weekend.  

Addison walked toward the window, wondering who the woman was, why she was there, and how she got there in the first place. The dress she wore appeared several decades old, if not older. As if she knew Addison was watching, the woman looked up, meeting her gaze. Before Addison had the chance to open the window and address the woman, someone knocked on her bedroom door. 

Thinking it was her grandmother at last, Addison dashed to the door. But she didn’t find Marjorie on the other side. She found the woman who owned the manor.

Mrs. Ravencroft had a scowl on her face and a plate in her hands containing two pieces of toast and an assortment of fruit. She tipped her head to the side, glaring at the untouched tray of food on the dresser. “I heard you didn’t eat the quiche Whitney sent up this morning.”

Addison shook her head. “I didn’t. I’m sorry.” 

Mrs. Ravencroft pressed her eyes closed like she had no time for Addison’s excuses. “Your loss. The three-cheese quiche won an award last year for the best breakfast dish in the county.”

“I am sorry. I’m sure it’s amazing.” 

“Your fiancé asked me to bring you a fresh plate. I agreed to it, but only this one time. I do not appreciate the food I prepare going to waste.”  

“I didn’t mean to—”

“It doesn’t matter now. Just take it.” 

Mrs. Ravencroft shoved the plate into Addison’s hands, brushed past her, and scooped the tray off the dresser, before walking back out of the room. 

“Wait just a minute,” Addison said. “Can I ask you a question?” 

Mrs. Ravencroft sighed. “What is it?” 

“You said there were no other guests staying here this weekend, right?” 

“There are not. It’s only your wedding party.” 

“What about staff?” 

“My husband and I tend to the rooms ourselves, for the most part. Whitney is the chef, and aside from the gardener, she’s the only staff I have. She lives in one of the guesthouses behind the manor with her husband Colin.”

Addison guessed Mrs. Ravencroft was in her late seventies, so it was a shock to hear she did all of the housework and tended to the guests herself.

Mrs. Ravencroft crossed her arms. “Why are you asking about other guests?” 

“There’s a woman outside. I don’t recognize her.” 

Addison turned and pointed, only to realize the woman she’d seen was gone.  

Mrs. Ravencroft glanced out the window, irritated. “Well, she’s not there now, is she? Are you sure it wasn’t someone from your wedding party? From this distance, it could have been anyone.”

The distance Mrs. Ravencroft had referred to wasn’t far, and even if it was, at times one of Addison’s gifts was binocular vision. Sometimes she saw herself as an owl in her dreams and visions.  

“The woman was right in front of the manor, staring out into the ocean,”

Addison said. 

“Whitney walks along the beach every day. Perhaps you saw her.”

Whitney’s hair was a different color than the woman she’d seen through the window. It couldn’t have been her. “There was a longing in the woman’s eyes, almost like she wished the ocean would open and swallow her up.” 

“Swallow her up? What an odd thing to say.”

Addison supposed she was right, and since the woman was no longer in view, it no longer mattered. “Thanks for bringing another plate of food. I’ll eat it this time.” 

Mrs. Ravencroft smirked, pausing a moment in the doorway. “I’m just curious. What did the woman you saw look like?” 

“She was tall and slim. She wore a black dress that went to her feet, and she had long, dark hair. Her skin was pale, almost white, and even though she seemed distraught, she was beautiful.” 

Addison detected a look of uneasiness in Mrs. Ravencroft’s eyes, though she did her best to hide it. She averted her eyes and said, “I’ll leave you to get ready, Miss Lockhart.” 

She then closed the door behind her. 

Addison took a few bites of toast and set the plate down. She walked to the window and opened it, peering across the shoreline. In the distance, she thought she saw the silhouette of the woman she’d seen before, but the woman was too far away now. It was hard to know for sure. 

Hoping to get a better look, Addison leaned out over the windowsill, gasping when she felt an intense pressure against her back—someone thrusting her forward. Addison grabbed the side of the window to brace herself, but it was too late. She was already falling. 
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Addison regained consciousness, her eyes opening to a small audience huddled over her. Luke. Luke’s parents. Her father. Her grandmother Marjorie. Her closest friend Lia McReedy, and an irritated-looking Mrs. Ravencroft. 

“Are you all right?” Luke asked. “You fainted.” 

Addison nodded. “I think so.”

But he was wrong. She hadn’t fainted. 

She stared up at the window she’d just fallen from, perplexed. She’d landed on her backside on the porch, and yet she felt fine. No bruises. No broken bones. No injuries. 

How could I have fallen without getting hurt? 

It’s a two-story drop. 

It isn’t possible. 

Luke knelt down, extending a hand toward her. She took it, and he pulled her to a standing position. 

“I need a minute,” she said.   

“Are you hurt?” he asked. 

“I’m just shaken up. Did anyone see what happened?” 

No one had.  

“I was inside the house and heard a noise outside,” Luke said. “I opened the door and found you passed out on the porch, which was strange, since I never saw you leave your room.” 

“I didn’t,” she said.  

“What do you mean?” 

Addison pointed to the open window, and everyone looked up. 

“I fell from the window. I’m just not sure how. The last thing I remember is opening it and leaning out. Then I was falling.”  

Mrs. Ravencroft snickered a laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no way you fell from the window. You couldn’t have.”

“I’m not a liar.” 

Mrs. Ravencroft grabbed Addison’s hands, looked her over. “It’s not possible. You don’t have a scratch on you. I noticed an empty glass of wine on the dresser when I came to your room. Perhaps you’ve had too much today?” 

Marjorie stepped in front of Mrs. Ravencroft, wagging a pointy, blood-red fingernail in her face. “Perhaps you should consider watching what you say to my granddaughter.” 

“And perhaps you or someone in your party should keep a better eye on her today. She’s obviously intoxicated.” 

“It was one glass of wine,” Addison said, “two hours ago.”  

Mrs. Ravencroft threw her hands in the air. “I’m not doing this. Not my circus.”

She pivoted and went inside the house, slamming the door behind her. 

Marjorie smirked, grabbed the handle on her suitcase, and glanced around, her head shaking. “Look at this place. It’s falling apart. It’s not fit for visitors, and it’s definitely not suitable for my granddaughter’s wedding.” 

“Gran, it’s fine,” Addison said. “This place has special meaning to Luke.” 

“I don’t care what it has. It’s a dump. And what’s the matter with you? Why are you thrusting yourself out of bedroom windows? When did you become so clumsy?” 

As all eyes fell on her, Addison considered her answer. “You’re right. I lost my balance, I guess. It’s my fault. I should have been more careful.”

Marjorie frowned. “It isn’t your fault, dearest. This place is a death trap, and you shouldn’t allow that woman to—”

Addison squeezed Marjorie’s hand. “There’s less than an hour before the wedding. I’ve been waiting for you to get here before I change into my dress. Will you help me?” 

Marjorie nodded and followed Addison into the house. Once they were out of earshot, she grabbed Addison’s arm. “I want to know what’s really going on, Addison. I saw the look you just gave me. If you expect me to believe you shot out of that window, I don’t.” 

Addison walked to the staircase, tapping a finger to her own lips. “Lower your voice, Gran.”

“Why should I?”  

“Please. Let’s get to my room first. I’ll explain everything.” 

They reached the room, and Addison closed the door, startled to find an unfamiliar man inside, arranging a large display of flowers inside a vase on the dresser. He was a slender man of about fifty and had sandy-blond shoulder-length hair swept back into a ponytail. He was dressed in all black, including black rubber bracelets on his wrists. 

Marjorie stepped in front of Addison like a protective shield. “Excuse me. Who are you, and why are you in my granddaughter’s room?” 

He wiped a wet hand on his pant leg, stuck his hand out to Addison, and they shook. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m Brad, the Ravencroft’s gardener. She told me you were getting married today, and I thought I’d bring up some flowers from the garden.” 

“What kind of establishment are they running here?” Marjorie glared at Brad. “You should ask permission before entering a guest’s room.” 

“I wanted the flowers to be a surprise,” Brad said. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone.” 

“My grandmother’s right,” Addison said. “You should have said something. But I appreciate the gesture. Thank you.” 

He nodded, made a second apology, and hurried out of the room. 

“That man looks like he’s on his way to a punk-rock funeral,” Marjorie said. “I can’t believe they hired him.”  

“Gran, he seems nice. You’re judging him, and you don’t even know him.”

“You’re quite naïve sometimes, Addison. Now let’s move on. What did you want to tell me?” 

Knowing the house was old and the ease in which voices carried, Addison lowered her voice, tipping her head toward the other end of the room. “Let’s go in the bathroom where there’s an additional degree of privacy, at least.” 

Marjorie shrugged. “Fine.” 

Addison shut the bathroom door behind them and leaned against it. “You’re right. I didn’t fall out of the window—I was pushed.” 

Marjorie folded her arms. “What do you mean pushed? Explain yourself.” 

Addison described what had occurred since she’d arrived at the manor. 

When she finished, Marjorie said, “I suppose the biggest question we need to address now is, who do you think pushed you? Someone living or someone dead?” 

Addison considered the question. “I’m not sure. When I leaned out the window and felt the hand on my back, it felt real. I wanted to turn, see who was behind me, but there wasn’t time. All I could do was grab the window and try to keep from falling. When I realized there was nothing I could do to stop it from happening, I closed my eyes and braced myself. And then the strangest thing happened. Right before I landed, it felt like I’d been wrapped in a protective cloud, like someone was holding me, protecting me from slamming into the porch.” 

Marjorie leaned against the wall. “Spirits, even the most evil ones, can mess with your mind. They can taunt you, make you feel afraid and unsafe, but in my experience, they can’t harm you. Only the living has the power to do that.”

“How can you be sure?” 

“Decades of experience, I guess. I’ll explain it to you the way my mother did to me. The abilities we have were given to us for a reason. Our family was chosen. At certain times, we’re protected. I don’t know how or why. We just are. Call it the blessing within the curse.”

“I see no blessing in any of it. Today is my wedding day. All I wanted was one day—one single, peaceful day—where I could be free from all of it.”

Marjorie backed against the counter. “What do you know about this place? You said the manor had special meaning to Luke because of his grandparents. Why?” 

“Didn’t you get the letter I sent you a few weeks ago? I explained everything.” 

Marjorie nodded. “I got it. I just ... well ... I was running late for brunch with a friend, so I have to admit I merely skimmed through it. I meant to look it over again later and didn’t. Sorry.” 

“Luke’s grandparents were married here.”

“I understand the sentimentality, but this place ...” Marjorie scratched a fingernail along the peeling, floral-textured wallpaper on the bathroom wall. “The whole thing—it’s in decay.”

“So was Grayson Manor when I inherited it,” Addison said. “And look at it now. Luke has restored it to what it was like when you lived there.”

“I suppose it doesn’t matter either way. We’re here now. We need to make the best of it.” 

“I could have chosen another place to get married,” Addison said. “I almost did.”

“What stopped you?” 

“I saw this place in a vision a few years ago, and I knew I was supposed to get married here. But now, I can’t help but wonder if ... I mean, it just seems like ...” 

She stopped herself. She didn’t want to say it. Didn’t want to think it. She hadn’t seen a spirit in several months. Why now? Why today? 

“You’re meant to do more here than just get married,” Marjorie said. “I felt it the moment I drove through the gates to this place. It was subtle, but it was there. Who else knows what you just told me?” 

“No one.” 

“Good. It’s just as well. Whether living or dead, someone doesn’t want you here. We need to find out who and why. For now, it will have to wait. It’s still your day, and I’m not about to let anyone or anything ruin it. Let’s get you married.” 
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Addison stepped outside and breathed in a lungful of crisp sea air. The day’s turmoil and stress melted away, replaced with warmth and ardor, and an overwhelming sense of gratitude and adoration for Luke, a man who had always loved her without limitation. 

Nothing more will ruin this day. 

Not one thing. 

Lia joined her, her dark-brown, bob-style hair bouncing as she descended the steps. She inspected Addison’s gown and said, “Wow, Addy, you look beautiful.” 

With Lia’s fondness for dark leggings and simple shirts, Addison had never seen her in a dress before, and based on the way Lia kept yanking the sides down to smooth it out, Addison assumed she probably wouldn’t see her in a dress again anytime soon. 

She squeezed Lia’s hand. “You look gorgeous in your dress.” 

“Really? Because I feel like an enormous pink whale. It took ten minutes to get the zipper all the way up. Last week I was thinking I needed to lose about five pounds, and now I’m thinking it’s more like twenty.” 

“Well, you look amazing, and I’m glad you’re here. Once the wedding is over, we need to find some time to talk later.”  

Lia raised a brow. “Is everything all right?” 

Addison shook her head. “There isn’t time to explain right now, or I’d fill you in.” 

Lia stared at Addison a moment. “Oh no. You’ve seen something, haven’t you? You have the same look on your face that you had the night we first met—the night I arrived at your house to look at the bone you found.” 

Addison grinned, recalling their first encounter. “We didn’t exactly hit it off on day one, did we?”   

“I was in work mode, and you were a suspect. I’m just glad we took the time to get to know each other.”

“Me too.” 

“So ... have you seen something?” 

Addison nodded. “It’s hard to explain. I haven’t made contact with anyone yet, but something is about to happen. I can feel it. And it’s all tied to the manor somehow.” 

Before Addison could elaborate, her father joined them, his face beaming as he reached for Addison’s hand, entwining her arm around his own. “It’s time. Are you ready?” 

Arm in arm, Addison walked toward Luke, joining him in front of the pastor at the water’s edge. The pastor welcomed those who had gathered and offered his own heartfelt words about marriage. Luke recited his vows, and then it was Addison’s turn. 

“I, Addison, take you, Luke, to be my lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, in this life, and in the next.”

“In the next” was a phrase Addison had added herself, favoring it to the traditional words “till death do us part.” After all she’d seen and experienced over the last few years, she no longer believed life ended when the physical body was put to rest. The soul lived on. People lived on. Couples reunited together. There was a “next.” 

Luke took Addison’s hand, rubbing his thumb across her palm. The minister offered a few final words and then nodded at Luke, indicating his permission for Luke to embrace his new bride. Luke leaned forward and cupped Addison’s chin in his hand, sealing their vows with a kiss. 

As Addison wrapped her arms around Luke’s neck, she noticed an unexpected guest in their midst. Hovering a few feet behind her father was the woman in black. They locked eyes, and Addison clenched her jaw, forcing herself to remain calm. Finally able to see the woman up close, Addison noticed she was young, probably in her mid-twenties. The black dress was dated, but Addison was unable to determine the era. As Addison stared at the woman, absorbing her energy, her emotions changed from light and happy to heavy and forlorn, like the intense, crushing weight of an automobile compactor, flattening her until she was razor thin. 

What had the woman suffered to cause such a grave amount of pain?  

Parting from Luke’s embrace, Addison’s eyes remained on the woman. A single tear rolled down the woman’s cheek. Then another. Addison wanted to reach out, to speak to her, but she couldn’t. Not now, not in front of her guests. 

Addison’s father stepped forward, shaking hands with Luke, offering his congratulations. Marjorie looked at Addison’s face and turned, like she understood what her granddaughter must be experiencing. 

Luke’s mother threw her arms around Addison and said, “Welcome to the family. We’re so happy for you both.” 

Luke’s father thumbed in his wife’s direction and nodded. “What she said. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m starved.” 

“The dining room is all set up, and dinner should be ready,” Luke said.

Luke’s father nodded. “Great. I’ll lead the way.” 

He turned, plowing through the ghostly apparition like she was nothing more than invisible air, and all Addison could do was stand there, watching the woman dissipate into a fine mist. 
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Dinner was served in a small, but elaborate ballroom in the basement level of the manor, which Mrs. Ravencroft explained had been sealed off to most guests over the years, thus allowing its original charm to remain intact. A trio of iron and glass-bead chandeliers graced the center of a pressed-metal ceiling, which had been painted white, giving it the appearance of ornate plaster. And although Addison noticed a few threadlike cobwebs, the overall elegance of the room, combined with the amazing floral arrangements Brad had put together, made her feel like a princess stepping into a ballroom for the first time. 
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