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Arrival and the Invitation
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The sun in the village felt... slower. It didn’t blaze the way it did in the city, rushing to set behind tall buildings. Here, it lingered, spilling a soft golden light over the tiled roofs and crooked fences, as if it wanted to stay just a little longer. The air was warm but not heavy, thick with the scent of hay, wildflowers, and something else Emma couldn’t name. A smell of old wood, maybe. Or still water. Or the way pages of a forgotten book might smell if you opened them after years.

Her parents were wrestling with luggage at the back of the car. Her dad was insisting the large navy suitcase should go upstairs; her mom was equally convinced it belonged in the small bedroom. They hadn’t noticed Emma drift away toward the far side of the yard.

Beyond the weathered fence, a dusty lane ran toward the edge of the village. At the corner where the lane curved, three children were crouched in the dirt. A freckled boy in a shirt too big for him. A red-haired girl whose T-shirt had faded to a shade somewhere between pink and white. A short boy in a blue cap pulled low over his brow.

Emma slowed her steps. They hadn’t seen her yet, and she didn’t want to shout. Something about the way they leaned together, their heads bent over the ground, made her want to watch for a moment. The freckled boy was dragging a stick across the dust, marking lines in a shape Emma didn’t recognize. The red-haired girl’s hand hovered above the drawing, as if she were tracing something only she could see.

Emma took another step, and a loose plank in the fence creaked under her shoe.

Three heads turned at once.

The red-haired girl’s eyes found Emma first.

“You’re new,” she said. Her voice was flat, almost careful.

Emma nodded. “We just got here. I’m Emma.”

The freckled boy studied her for a long moment, his gaze moving from her sneakers to her face, then back again. He smirked—not unfriendly, but not quite welcoming either.

“Come to the Binding tonight.”

“The what?” Emma asked. The words felt strange in her mouth.

“The Binding,” the red-haired girl repeated. “It’s a game. With an invisible friend. You have to make a deal.”

“Just a game,” the boy in the blue cap said, his voice light but his eyes on the ground.

Emma tried to laugh, but it came out thin. “Okay... what kind of deal?”

The freckled boy shrugged. “You’ll see.”

The red-haired girl’s gaze lingered on Emma, longer than was comfortable. There was something in her expression—a question, maybe, or a warning—that never made it to her lips. Then she looked back at the dust drawing, sweeping her hand across it until the lines blurred and vanished.

The three of them bent close together again, speaking too quietly for Emma to hear. She stood there for a moment, waiting for one of them to invite her over. No one did.

She turned and walked back toward the house, her mind circling the strange phrase.

The Binding.

It didn’t sound like any game she’d ever played.
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First Signs
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The evening in the village arrived slowly, like a curtain being drawn one inch at a time. The golden light dimmed into amber, then into a dusky blue, and the air cooled just enough to make the crickets sing louder.

Emma slipped out through the creaky wooden gate while her parents were still talking in the kitchen with a neighbor. She didn’t want to join in the adult chatter; she wanted to see more of the village, maybe even find the kids from earlier. The Binding... She still couldn’t decide if it was a joke or some strange local tradition they were too proud to explain to outsiders.

The dirt path stretched ahead, narrowing between fences that leaned toward each other like they were gossiping. Wildflowers crowded along the edges, their petals dim in the fading light. Emma kept walking until the fences gave way to a row of old poplar trees.

That’s when she saw them.

Thin red strings, tied around the trunks at different heights. Each one knotted—some with a single neat twist, others looped and wound three, even four times. A few had small beads threaded onto them; others held tiny feathers or bits of colored glass that winked faintly in the last scraps of daylight.

She stepped closer, drawn in before she realized she’d stopped moving. The knots weren’t random. They looked... deliberate, like they meant something. Like someone had taken a lot of time making sure each one was just right.
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