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Faith in every form. Fluid in every step.
You can’t inherit something cursed without becoming part of the curse. 


Dedication

For my parents—

The real ones, the steady ones, the ones who stayed.

You’ve walked beside a daughter who shapeshifted, shattered, and rebuilt herself more times than most chapters allow.

You didn’t just witness the transformation.


You loved me through it.


This story is stitched with pain and glory, but let it be known:

you were never the villains here.

You were the light in the hallway,

the quiet hands that never let go,

even when I was all fury, lace, and distance.

We’ve had our reckonings. We’ve had our redemptions.

And still—miraculously—we have love.

You didn’t just give me life.


You gave me room to return to it.


May every ghost in this book know envy for the kind of love we share.

And may you always see me—flawed, fierce, fully formed—and know:

You are in every word I dare to write.

With all my ruin and all my heart,

—Alestria


Chapter One




Adelyn didn’t cry at her mother’s funeral. 
Not because she wasn’t sad, but because the sweat had already claimed her tears.




The Belle Mer sun didn’t shine—it stalked. Pressed hot against bone, it dared breath itself to misstep. Even the church fans gave up halfway through the sermon, folding limp in hands that smelled of rose lotion and resentment.




Adelyn stood beside the casket in a tea-length black dress, her gloves pearl-buttoned tight to her wrists. Vitaline “Tula” Marcenelle had always told her: Don’t wear mourning like it’s borrowed. Let the grief know it lives here now.




But there was no grief. Not really. 
Only heat. And silence. 
And the whisper of what came next.




The preacher said something about rivers and resting, but Adelyn wasn’t listening. She was watching a man near the back of the chapel, standing too straight for someone who didn’t know the dead. His suit was too fine, his jaw too sure, and his eyes—green like pine needles, sharp like fence wire—were fixed on her as if she were something to win or bury.




She didn’t know his name. 
Yet.




After the burial, while the others drifted off toward potato salad and porch chairs, he stayed behind. He walked the cemetery line like someone who didn’t believe in resting places. And when she passed him, still gloved and sweat-soaked, he tipped his hat like a ghost with manners.




“You mourn clean,” he said. 
“And you look nosy,” she replied.




That was the beginning.




They saw each other again that evening, at the wake her aunt threw in a house that still smelled like mothballs and praise music. There were casseroles lined up on folding tables and two drunk cousins trying to resuscitate an affair. He showed up late—no invitation, no plate—and she let him stay.




They stood near the screen door, the only place the air moved.




“You followed me,” she said. 
“I came for the deviled eggs.” 
“You’re not family.” 
“Not yet.”




He said it so plain, she forgot to scoff.




“Who are you?” 
“Harland. Harland Fawnwell.”




The name didn’t hit her then. It sounded nice enough. Solid. Southern. Like something stitched onto a tobacco pouch or a deed.




She’d find out later it was stitched to things far worse.




By the end of the night, he was in her aunt’s yard, lighting her cigarette with the last match in his pocket. She didn’t smoke—but she lit up just the same.




“So, what do you do, Harland Fawnwell?” 
“I make things look better than they are.” 
“That a trade?” 
“It’s a talent.”




She exhaled smoke like a dare. “Then maybe you can fix me.”




He didn’t answer.




And in the thick, endless dark of the bayou night, something shifted.




Not love. Not yet. 
But a knowing. 
The kind you don’t get from dates and long walks. 
The kind you get from standing on the same rotting dock, listening to the same gator move just beneath the water.




She didn’t know then that Harland would become her ruin. 
Only that he saw her—and didn’t flinch.




That was enough.




The night didn’t cool. Not even by a degree.




Adelyn let herself into her mother’s house—a narrow, off-white shotgun with crooked floors and a humming refrigerator that hadn’t shut up since ’63. The walls held every argument they’d ever had. Her fingers dragged along the beadboard as she walked the hall like a ghost touring her own ruin.




Her heels came off first. Then the gloves. She tossed them onto the settee in the front room like they’d betrayed her. Maybe they had.




The dress stuck to her thighs. Her skin smelled like heat and anxiety. She poured herself a glass of milk because it was the only thing left that hadn’t spoiled in the fridge. The power had blinked out earlier in the week and everything in that house had started to turn—even the air.




In the bathroom, she stared at the mirror.




Her lipstick had bled into the fine lines at the edge of her mouth. Her eyeliner had ghosted halfway down her cheeks. She looked like someone who’d cried and then denied it. She looked like her mother in the wrong light.




She leaned in close and whispered:




“We’re even now.”




But she wasn’t sure who she meant.




The knock came at midnight.




Soft, like it didn’t want to startle—just linger. She crossed the creaking floor barefoot, heart thudding with something between caution and craving.




It was Harland. 
Of course it was.




He stood there with two lemonades in glass bottles and a grin like a story he wasn’t finished telling.




“I forgot to say I’m sorry about your mama.” 
“You didn’t forget,” she said, arms crossed. “You just don’t do sympathy.” 
“Guilt makes me sweat.” 
“Good. I like honesty.”




He held one bottle out to her. She took it. Not because she wanted it—but because nobody brought her things. Nobody ever had.




They sat on the porch. Not touching. Not talking much. Just listening to the bugs make sermons in the dark. The moonlight made her slip look silver through the screen door. He noticed. She noticed him noticing.




“You always this quiet?” she asked. 
“Only when I’m thinking.” 
“Thinking what?” 
“Whether I should kiss you.”




She didn’t smile. But she didn’t flinch.




“Well, go on and decide.”




He leaned over, slow. Careful. Like she might vanish if he moved too fast.




The kiss wasn’t tender. It was true. The kind that doesn’t ask permission from the past or the future. Just the mouth.
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