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PROLOGUE

They buried the dress the same way they buried sins in Scott County—deep enough that only the river would remember.

Night pressed down on the gorge, thick with whippoorwill calls and the steady hush of moving water. The New River ran black as old iron at the bottom of the cut, sliding over stone with a patience that felt like hunger. Up on the bank, where the sycamores leaned and the roots clutched the soil like knuckles, three women worked without lanterns.

They didn’t need light. They knew the ground by feel.

One held the shovel. One held the box. One held the rope.

The box was cedar, hand-planed, built tight and clean, meant to keep moths out and memories in. It smelled sharp and sweet, the way hope might smell if you could put it in a chest and shut the lid.

Inside lay white satin gone dull from time. Lace yellowed at the edges like old teeth. The dress had been beautiful once—delicate enough for a church aisle, soft enough for a kiss pressed to a shoulder.

Now it was heavy with damp. Mud clung to the hem in crusted clots. River silt had worked itself into the folds so deep it looked like bruising.

The woman holding the box—Callie Mae Blevins, the one people in town called “too kind to be smart”—kept her hands flat on the lid like she could calm it. Like the thing inside might thrash if she didn’t.

“It’s still wet,” she whispered.

“Hush,” said the oldest. Aunt Della, everybody’s aunt whether they were kin or not. Her hair was pinned up tight, face lined by sun and grief and the hard kind of praying. She dug her heel into the earth where the shovel had bitten. “It’ll stay wet till it’s done with us. Now—lift.”

Callie Mae swallowed, and the other woman—young, pale, eyes shining too bright—slid her fingers beneath the cedar lid.

A thin sound came from inside. Not a scratch. Not a creak. More like a long breath you couldn’t place.

Callie Mae’s mouth went dry. “Della…”

The young woman’s name was Ruthie, and she’d been a bride last week. Now she wore her hair loose and her wrists wrapped in cloth like she’d burned them. She didn’t look at the box. She looked at the river.

“Lift,” Aunt Della repeated, sharper.

They lifted.

The dress lay there like a body.

Ruthie let out a sound that wasn’t quite a sob. Her eyes found the lace at the neckline, the places her own fingers had tugged when she couldn’t breathe, the tiny pearl buttons down the back she’d had Callie Mae fasten with shaking hands while she stared into the mirror and told herself she was happy.

She had been happy, for a moment.

Then midnight had come.

Then the mirror had shown her what stood behind her.

Aunt Della reached into the chest and pulled out a thin red cord, knotted with care. It was stained darker at the center, like rust, like old blood.

“Hold this,” she told Callie Mae.

Callie Mae took it, and the cord felt warm in her palm, like it had been sitting in sun. Like it had a pulse.

Aunt Della bent low over the dress. She didn’t touch it. She spoke to it the way you spoke to a dog that might bite.

“You hear me,” she murmured. “You listen good. You’ve had your share.”

The river answered with a wet slap against stone.

Ruthie’s fingers tightened around the rope. “It ain’t gonna let go,” she said. Her voice came out thin, like something squeezed through a crack. “It knows my name.”

“Then we don’t speak it,” Aunt Della snapped. “Not down here.”

Callie Mae’s heart thudded. She looked at Ruthie’s bandaged wrists, the broken skin beneath. “You told me he was handsome,” she whispered. “You said he looked like—like them old pictures. You said you could almost remember him.”

Ruthie’s eyes flicked to the dress, and for a second the air shifted. The fog on the riverbank seemed to lean closer, listening.

“He was,” Ruthie said, and something like longing—pure, aching—slid into her voice. “He still is.”

Aunt Della straightened with a hiss of irritation. “That’s the trouble. It wears pretty the way a hook wears shine.”

Callie Mae gripped the red cord harder. “What is he?”

Aunt Della’s gaze went past them, through the trees, toward the road above where headlights sometimes passed and people pretended the gorge wasn’t there.

“A promise,” she said. “A wrong one. A vow made where it shouldn’t been made.”

Ruthie’s throat worked. “I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t.”

“You knew enough,” Aunt Della muttered, then softened, just a little. “And you’re alive. That’s the mercy.”

Ruthie flinched at the word mercy, like it hurt.

Aunt Della crouched again and began to wrap the red cord around the cedar chest—once, twice, three times—knotting it tight. Each knot pulled the air colder, like the cord was cinching the night itself.

Callie Mae felt her teeth ache.

From the river came a low sound, almost like singing.

Ruthie’s breath caught. “Don’t,” she whispered, not sure who she was talking to—the river, the dress, or the memory of hands at her waist, guiding her toward the mirror at midnight.

Aunt Della tied the final knot and pressed two fingers against it. “Salt.”

Callie Mae fumbled in her pocket and poured salt into Aunt Della’s palm. It glittered faintly, a little white constellation. Aunt Della scattered it over the knot and along the lid seam. The salt sizzled softly when it touched the cedar.

Then she shut the chest.

The moment the lid closed, a shadow moved at the edge of the trees—tall, still, shaped like a man in a suit.

Callie Mae froze. Ruthie’s hands went slick on the rope.

Aunt Della didn’t turn. “Dig.”

Callie Mae grabbed the shovel. Her arms shook as she drove it into earth. The soil was damp, clinging. Roots fought her. It felt like the ground didn’t want to open.

The shadow between the trees didn’t come closer. It didn’t need to. The air filled with that same soft singing, coaxing, sweet as church hymns drifting out a window on Sunday.

Callie Mae’s eyes stung. She could almost understand the words.

Almost.

Ruthie swayed, her face gone pale as milk. “He’s calling me,” she breathed. “He says—he says it ain’t fair. He says I promised.”

“You didn’t promise him,” Aunt Della said, voice like a blade. “You promised a mirror and a dress and your own lonely heart. That ain’t the same as giving your name.”

Ruthie’s lips parted. Her gaze fixed on the river.

Callie Mae kept digging. The hole widened, deepened. The shovel clanged against stone.

Aunt Della slid the cedar chest toward the hole. “Help me.”

Callie Mae dropped the shovel and grabbed the box. It was heavier than it should’ve been. The cedar smelled sharp and clean, but underneath was river-mud and something older—cold and mineral, like the inside of a cave.

The singing grew louder.

The shadow in the trees lifted its head, and Callie Mae saw, just for a flicker, that its face wasn’t right. Too smooth. Too blank. Like a man carved from wax.

Ruthie stepped forward without meaning to. The rope slid through her hands. Her body leaned toward the river.

“Ruthie!” Callie Mae cried.

Aunt Della caught Ruthie by the wrist and yanked her back hard enough to make her gasp. “Not tonight,” Aunt Della snarled. “Not again.”

Ruthie sobbed then, the sound sharp and raw. “I can still feel him,” she choked. “Like he’s got his hand on my throat—like he’s—”

Aunt Della shoved the cedar chest down into the hole. The earth seemed to accept it with a reluctant sigh. “You feel him because the dress remembers,” she said. “But we’re taking the dress out of the world.”

Callie Mae’s fingers were numb. She grabbed the shovel again and began to throw dirt back in. Clods thudded against the cedar lid. The rope in Ruthie’s hands went slack, then twitched.

The singing shifted, turning sharp, a note of anger.

The shadow stepped closer.

Callie Mae couldn’t stop herself. She looked.

The figure stood at the tree line now, close enough that moonlight caught on something at its throat—a dark mark like a bruise, like a rope burn.

Its eyes were not eyes, not truly. They were the idea of eyes, reflecting the river the way water reflects sky.

It smiled.

Callie Mae’s stomach turned.

Aunt Della flung a last handful of salt across the fresh-dug earth and spat once, hard. “You ain’t welcome,” she said, and her voice rang out like the crack of a bell. “Not on this bank.”

The figure’s smile widened.

The rope in Ruthie’s hands gave one violent tug toward the river, and Ruthie screamed, clutching it to her chest.

Aunt Della grabbed the rope too. “Let it go,” she commanded.

Ruthie shook her head, crying. “If I let it go, he’ll—he’ll know. He’ll find me.”

“He already knows,” Aunt Della said, softer now, almost pitying. “But he can’t take what ain’t offered.”

Callie Mae dropped her shovel and seized Ruthie’s fingers, prying them open one by one. The rope slid free, slithered across the ground like a snake, and vanished into the dark brush toward the water.

The moment it disappeared, the singing cut off as if someone had clapped a hand over a mouth.

Silence.

The shadow remained for a beat—watching, patient.

Then it retreated into the trees as if it had never been there.

The river kept running, indifferent.

Callie Mae stood shaking over the covered hole, salt glittering on the fresh dirt like frost.

Aunt Della placed a hand on Ruthie’s head like a blessing. “You go home,” she told her. “You don’t look in mirrors after sunset. You don’t speak his name. You don’t wear white again as long as you live.”

Ruthie nodded, sobbing quietly.

“What about… later?” Callie Mae whispered.

Aunt Della’s eyes lifted to the dark line of the road above. “Later,” she said, “the wrong kind of girl will find it. One with grief in her pockets and a hunger for answers.”

Callie Mae shivered. “And then?”

Aunt Della looked down at the salted earth, at the hidden cedar chest, at the dress that waited like a trap.

“Then we pray she’s smarter than Ruthie,” she said. “Or we pray she falls in love hard enough to fight.”

The river whispered on, carrying secrets downstream.

And beneath the soil, the dress lay in cedar darkness, holding its shape, holding its vow, waiting for midnight to be told it was beautiful again.


CHAPTER ONE

The day Maren Blevins came back to Scott County, the fog was so thick it made the ridgelines look like they’d been erased.

She drove past the old sign—SCOTT COUNTY, TENNESSEE—half hidden behind vines and damp air, and felt something in her chest loosen and tighten at the same time. Like relief. Like dread. Like your lungs when you step into cold water.

Oneida looked smaller than she remembered and exactly the same. Same gas stations. Same church steeples. Same hills folding into each other like a quilt somebody never finished stitching.

She’d told herself she was only here for a week.

Pack up what needed packing. Sign what needed signing. Sell the house. Leave again.

That was the plan.

Plans, she’d learned, didn’t hold up well against family deaths and old places that knew your name.

Her aunt Della’s house sat off a narrow road where the trees leaned close like they were trying to listen through the windows. It was a plain place—white siding, porch swing, a yard full of winter-bare flowerbeds. The kind of house that always smelled faintly of coffee and old paper.

Maren parked, cut the engine, and sat there with both hands still on the steering wheel.

She hadn’t been on this porch in eight years.

Eight years ago she’d left with a duffel bag, a scholarship letter, and the particular kind of anger that makes you feel holy.

Now she was back with a suitcase and a death certificate and a headache that sat behind her eyes like an omen.

The screen door opened before she could steel herself.

Aunt Della stood there like she’d been carved out of the porch post. Her gray hair was pulled into a neat bun. Her cardigan was buttoned crooked. Her face—lined, familiar—held no surprise at all, like she’d been watching the road since sunrise.

“Maren,” she said.

Maren got out of the car. The air hit her damp and cold. “Aunt Della.”

Della descended the steps slower than Maren expected. Not frail—never that. Just measured. Like every step was a choice.

When she reached Maren, she looked her up and down the way you look at a stranger wearing your cousin’s face. “You look tired.”

“I am.”

Della nodded like tired was a fact, like rain. Then, without warning, she pulled Maren into a hug.

Maren stiffened, then melted. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was for it—arms around her, a familiar body, someone who smelled like laundry soap and woodsmoke. Someone solid.

For a second Maren’s eyes burned.

She blinked hard. “I’m sorry,” she said against Della’s shoulder.

“I know,” Della replied, and it wasn’t about the apology. It was about everything.

They broke apart.

Della’s gaze flicked to Maren’s car, to the out-of-state plates. “You come alone?”

“Yes.”

Della made a small sound—approval, maybe. Or worry. “Come on. You need to eat.”

Inside, the house was warm and dim. A pot simmered on the stove. The windows sweated with condensation. The kitchen table held a stack of papers neatly clipped and squared like Della had been preparing for battle.

“Got you some beans and cornbread,” Della said. “Sit.”

Maren sat because the chair was there and because her body didn’t feel like it had opinions anymore.

On the table, among the documents, lay a thin folder with her name written in Della’s tidy hand.

Maren stared at it. “You already did all this.”

“Somebody had to.” Della ladled beans into a bowl and set it in front of Maren. “Your mama couldn’t. Your daddy won’t. So I did.”

Maren’s throat tightened at the word mama. She focused on the steam rising from the beans. “How… how long’s it been?”

Della’s mouth pressed into a line. “Three weeks and two days. She went quick. Stroke.”

Maren’s spoon trembled. “And you didn’t call.”

Della’s gaze was steady, unflinching. “I did call. You didn’t answer.”

Maren flinched. She had changed her number last year. She had told herself it was for practical reasons. Less spam. More peace.

She hadn’t considered who she was cutting off.

“I didn’t—” Maren began.

Della waved a hand. “Eat.”

Maren ate because the food tasted like home and because if she didn’t chew, she might start talking, and if she started talking, she might not stop.

The beans sat heavy in her belly, grounding her.

After a few bites, she asked the question she’d been holding since Knoxville. “Where is she?”

Della’s eyes softened a fraction. “Cold Hill Cemetery. Up past Huntsville. You remember.”

Maren did. A small cemetery tucked under trees. Headstones worn smooth, names fading. Her mother’s people. Her people.

Maren’s spoon scraped the bowl. “I want to see the house.”

Della set her own cup down. “Not tonight.”

Maren frowned. “Why?”

“Because it’s late. And because you’re tired.”

“I can handle it.”

Della’s eyes held hers. “Not tonight,” she repeated, and there was something underneath it—something not said, like a warning you didn’t want to explain.

Maren swallowed. “Tomorrow, then.”

Della nodded once. “Tomorrow.”

Maren pushed her bowl away and leaned back. The room swam a little from heat and exhaustion. “I just… I don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

Della’s expression didn’t change. “You do what you came to do. You go through her things. You take what you want. You sell what you don’t. Then you go back to wherever you been living.”

Maren’s mouth twisted. “Chicago.”

Della made a noise like that explained everything.

Silence settled between them. The house creaked. Somewhere, the pipes ticked as they warmed.

Then Della stood. “Come. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping.”

Maren followed her down a hallway that smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and old books. Della opened a door to a small bedroom with a quilt on the bed and a lamp already turned on.

“Bathroom’s across the hall,” Della said. “There’s towels. Don’t use the good soap unless you plan on marrying it.”

Maren huffed a small laugh, surprised it came out at all.

Della paused at the doorway, one hand on the frame. “Maren.”

“Yes?”

Della’s eyes were darker in the low light. “If you wake in the night and hear knocking, you stay in bed.”

Maren’s skin prickled. “Knocking?”

Della didn’t elaborate. “You stay in bed,” she repeated.

Maren opened her mouth to argue, but Della had already turned away, her slippers whispering down the hallway like she’d said nothing strange at all.

Maren shut the door and leaned against it, staring.

Knocking.

The word threaded itself into her mind, tugging at old memories. Her mother telling her not to whistle at night. Her grandma making salt lines in doorways during storms. The way people here treated superstition like weather—unpredictable, annoying, and sometimes deadly.

She undressed, washed her face, and crawled into bed.

Sleep came hard. When it came, it dragged her under like a hand around an ankle.

She dreamed of water.

Not drowning—worse. Standing on the bank, watching something dark and patient move beneath the surface, circling, circling, as if it knew exactly where she would step.

In the dream, the fog was thick. The trees leaned in.

A voice whispered her name.

Maren woke with her heart hammering.

The house was quiet. The clock on the nightstand glowed 2:17.

She listened.

Nothing.

Then—softly—three knocks.

Maren went still, every hair on her arms lifting.

Three knocks again, not loud, but precise, like a knuckle tapping glass.

She held her breath.

The knocks came a third time, and this time the sound seemed closer—like it wasn’t at the front door, but somewhere deeper in the house. Somewhere not meant to have a door at all.

Maren’s mouth went dry.

She remembered Della’s warning like it was a hand pressed flat to her chest.

Stay in bed.

Maren stared at the ceiling, listening as the house settled and sighed.

After a long minute, the knocking stopped.

The silence that followed felt heavier than the sound.

Maren lay there until her heartbeat slowed, until her eyes burned with exhaustion, until sleep crept back like a thief.

When morning came, pale and gray, Della was already dressed and moving around the kitchen like she’d slept fine.

Maren shuffled in, eyes gritty. “I heard knocking last night.”

Della didn’t look up from the coffee pot. “Did you get up?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Maren stared at her. “What was it?”

Della set a mug on the table. The coffee was black as river water. “Old houses make noises.”

“That wasn’t a house noise.”

Della finally met her gaze. “In Scott County,” she said, “we don’t go hunting trouble before breakfast.”

Maren’s nerves buzzed. “I’m not ‘hunting trouble.’ I’m asking a question.”

“And I’m giving you an answer you can live with.” Della took a sip of her coffee. “Drink. Then we’ll go to your mama’s house.”

Maren’s stomach rolled at the phrase like it was a dare.

She drank anyway.

An hour later they were driving up a road Maren hadn’t traveled since she was eighteen. The trees crowded close. The hills rose and fell. Fog lingered in the low places like it didn’t want to leave.

When Della turned into the gravel drive, Maren’s breath caught.

The house sat back from the road, paint peeling, porch sagging slightly—smaller than it had been in her childhood memory, but no less sharp in the way it cut into her.

Home, whether she wanted it or not.

Della parked. “I got a key.”

Maren got out and stood at the foot of the porch steps.

The front door looked ordinary.

Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the house was watching.

Della climbed the steps and unlocked the door. “Now,” she said, pushing it open. “We do this steady. No dramatics.”

Maren swallowed. “Right.”

They stepped inside.

Dust floated in the air like pale insects. The living room smelled stale, but underneath was a faint trace of her mother—lavender lotion, maybe. Or memory playing tricks.

Maren walked slowly, touching nothing. Her gaze flicked to the hallway mirror near the coat hooks.

Her reflection stared back—pale face, dark hair pulled into a messy knot, eyes too tired for thirty.

For a moment, she thought she saw movement behind her shoulder.

A shape.

Tall.

Still.

Her breath snagged.

She turned—

Nothing.

Just the empty hallway, shadows pooled along the baseboards, the house holding its quiet like a secret.

Maren faced the mirror again.

Only her.

She exhaled, annoyed at herself. Grief did weird things. Lack of sleep did weird things. East Tennessee did weird things if you let it.

Della’s voice drifted from the kitchen. “Start with the bedroom. That’s where most of the personal stuff’ll be.”

Maren tore her eyes away from the mirror and walked down the hall.

Her mother’s bedroom door was half open.

Inside, the room felt colder than the rest of the house. The curtains were drawn. The air had that closed-up quality, like it hadn’t been breathed in weeks.

The bed was made.

The dresser held a few framed photos turned facedown, as if someone couldn’t bear to look at them.

Maren swallowed hard and crossed the room.

She opened the top dresser drawer.

Socks, folded. A jar of hairpins. A small bottle of perfume—half full.

Her chest tightened.

She shut the drawer and opened the next.

Papers. Receipts. A brown envelope with Maren’s name written in the same looping script as Della’s folder, but shakier.

Maren’s fingers trembled as she lifted it.

Inside was a single piece of paper.

Maren,

If you ever come back, I want you to take the cedar chest from the attic and burn what’s inside. Don’t open it. Don’t try it on. Don’t look in the mirror with it behind you.


I’m sorry.
Mama


Maren’s vision blurred.

She read it again, slower.


Don’t open it.
Don’t try it on.


Her stomach dropped like a stone.

Behind her, the closet door creaked softly.

Maren froze.

The sound wasn’t loud. Just enough to make every nerve in her body flare.

She turned her head, inch by inch.

The closet door stood exactly as it had—closed, plain, painted white.

Maren swallowed, mouth dry. She forced herself to move, to act like a sane person.

She set the note down on the dresser with care she didn’t feel.

Then she walked past the bed, past the drawn curtains, and opened the bedroom door.

“Aunt Della?” she called, trying to keep her voice normal.

“In the kitchen,” Della answered, too quick.

Maren stepped into the hallway and looked toward the attic pull-down in the ceiling, the thin string hanging down like an invitation.

The note had said attic.

The note had said cedar chest.

Maren’s fingers curled into fists.

She could ignore it. She could leave it. She could pretend grief didn’t come with riddles and warnings.

But the truth was, the second she’d read that message, the attic had already opened in her mind like a mouth.

And somewhere in the house—near the front hall mirror—she thought she heard, faint as breath on glass, a man’s voice murmur her name like he’d practiced it.

“Maren.”


CHAPTER TWO

The attic string hung in the hallway like a pale root, thin and ordinary, and somehow that made it worse.

Maren stood beneath it a long minute, listening to the house breathe. Heat clicked through the vents. Somewhere, a floorboard gave a soft complaint. The front-hall mirror caught the gray daylight from the living room window and threw it back in a dull sheet, the glass just reflective enough to show her shape without giving her comfort.

She kept her eyes off it.

In the kitchen, Aunt Della moved things around with a steadiness that felt deliberate—cup against counter, drawer shut, faucet turned on and off like she was making noise on purpose.

Maren walked to the kitchen doorway. Della didn’t look up.

“You knew about this,” Maren said, holding the note between two fingers like it might bite.

Della’s hands paused over the sink. For a heartbeat, the only sound was water running thin and cold.

“I knew your mama was scared,” Della said.

Maren swallowed. “Scared of what?”

Della turned the faucet off. She dried her hands slow, like she had all the time in the world to pick the right answer. Her eyes found the note and then slid away as if it stung.

“You come back in here talking about attic chests, you’re hunting trouble before breakfast,” she said, not looking amused.

“It isn’t breakfast anymore.”

Della’s mouth tightened. “It’s still too early.”

Maren’s pulse ticked in her throat. “What is it, Della?”

Della set the towel down, folded it with unnecessary care. “Your mama told you not to open it,” she said.

“I didn’t say I was going to open it.”

Della’s gaze snapped up then, sharp as a nail. “You’re already halfway there just by standing under that pull-string and asking questions.”


Maren felt heat climb her neck. “So you do know.”


Della reached for the coffee pot and poured herself a cup she didn’t need. Her hands were steady, but her fingers held the handle too tight.

“It’s a dress,” Della said finally.

Maren stared at her. “A dress.”

Della took a sip and didn’t seem to taste it. “Your grandma’s people had a cedar chest. Been in that family longer than anybody can remember. Folks kept quilts in it, letters, baby clothes. Keepsakes. One day it held a wedding dress.”

Maren’s stomach sank, slow and sure. “My mom’s?”

Della’s eyes went distant, like she was looking past Maren and through walls into an older year. “Not your mama’s wedding. Not anybody’s you’d claim out loud.”

Maren tightened her grip on the note. “Why didn’t she burn it like she said?”

Della’s gaze cut back. “Because burning ain’t always the end of something. Sometimes it’s the beginning.”

A hush spread under the words. Maren’s skin prickled.

Della stepped around the kitchen table and came close enough that Maren could see the tiny blue veins at her temples, the fine lines around her mouth. She smelled like coffee and woodsmoke and the kind of soap that came in bulk.

“You do not go up there alone,” Della said.

Maren’s jaw set. “Then come with me.”

A beat. Della looked away, as if the idea had teeth.

“No,” she said. “I’ll stand at the bottom.”

Maren blinked. “What?”

“I said I’ll stand at the bottom,” Della repeated, and her voice had the same tone it would’ve had if she was telling Maren not to touch a hot stove. “You want to pull it down and drag it out, you can. But I’m not crossing that threshold.”

“What happened?” Maren demanded, and hated how thin her voice sounded. “Who wore it?”

Della’s expression shuttered. “Nobody that matters now.”

“That’s not true,” Maren said. She lifted the note. “My mom wrote this like it was life or death.”

Della reached out and pressed two fingers against the paper, holding it there between them. The touch was gentle, but it pinned the note like a nail.

“Your mama lived her whole life with one foot in fear,” Della said quietly. “Some of that fear was earned. Some of it she passed down like a recipe. Don’t let it make you reckless.”

Maren’s chest hurt in a way grief didn’t fully explain. “If you know what it is, just tell me.”

Della’s throat worked. “There’s things in Scott County you don’t call by name,” she said. “Not if you want them to stay where they belong.”

Maren stared at her.

Della let go of the note and stepped back. “Get your coat,” she said. “If you’re gonna do it, you do it in daylight.”

Maren hesitated only long enough to feel the house watching—quiet, patient—then went to the hallway closet and grabbed her jacket. As her fingers closed around the fabric, she felt the faintest shiver in the air at her back, like someone had exhaled close to her neck.

She didn’t turn.

They walked to the hall together. Della’s steps slowed as they approached the pull-string, and Maren noticed, with a jolt, the thin line of salt along the baseboard beneath the attic opening. Not a thick pour. Just a whisper of white granules pressed into the paint.

“Did you put that there?” Maren asked.

Della didn’t answer at first. When she did, her voice was flat. “Your mama did.”

Maren’s mouth went dry.

Della folded her arms and planted herself at the bottom of the hall like a sentry. “Go on,” she said. “Pull it.”

Maren reached up and wrapped her fingers around the string.

The instant she touched it, the house shifted. Not loudly. Not dramatically. Just a subtle tightening, like a room full of people going quiet when a door opens.

She pulled.

The attic ladder thunked down in sections, unfolding with a reluctant groan, wood joints stiff from disuse. Dust spilled out with the air—dry and old—carrying the smell of insulation, cedar, and something faintly sweet underneath, like bruised flowers left too long in water.

Maren coughed once. Her eyes watered.

Della didn’t move. Her gaze stayed on the dark square above the ladder.

“Stay where I can see you,” Della said.

Maren set a foot on the first rung. The wood was cold through her boot. She climbed slowly, one hand on the side rail, the other pressed flat against the rung above as if she could feel what waited.

Halfway up, she glanced down. Della’s face looked smaller from here, harder. The hall light behind her made shadows in the hollows of her cheeks.

“You’re really not coming,” Maren said.

Della’s eyes didn’t blink. “No.”

Maren swallowed and climbed.

The attic space opened low and cramped, the roofline slanting down. A thin layer of dust coated everything like a powdering of ash. Boxes sat stacked and sagging, some labeled in her mother’s handwriting, others in Della’s. A single small window at the far end let in gray daylight, narrow as a blade.

It was quiet up there in a way that felt intentional.

Maren crouched, the ceiling too low to stand, and took a slow breath.

Cedar.

She could smell it clearly now, sharp and clean, cutting through the stale insulation smell. Her eyes tracked the scent like a hound.

There—near the far end, half tucked behind an old trunk and a rolled-up rug, sat a cedar chest.

It was smaller than she expected. Maybe three feet long. The wood was dark with age, the edges softened by decades of hands. A thin red cord was wrapped around it, knotted tight like someone had bound it in a hurry—or with devotion.

Maren’s heart gave a thick, uneasy thud.

The cord wasn’t dusty. It looked… fresh.

She crawled closer, knees scraping over old boards. The attic floor creaked under her weight, a low complaint that made her think of the knocks in the night.

At the chest, she paused. The cord was wound three times, and the knot sat at the center like a clenched fist. Salt glittered along the lid seam, embedded in the wood grain like it had been rubbed in.

Maren stared at it.

Her mother’s note echoed in her mind.

Don’t open it. Don’t try it on. Don’t look in the mirror with it behind you.

Maren pressed her palm against the lid, just to feel it.

The cedar was cold.

Not “attic cold.” Not winter cold.

It felt like touching stone at the bottom of a creek.

Maren jerked her hand back.

Behind her, a soft sound—wood shifting?—made her twist around.

Nothing moved. Just boxes and dust and the thin light at the window.

Her throat tightened. “Aunt Della?” she called.

From below, muffled: “I’m here.”

Maren exhaled shakily. She looked back at the chest.

There was no reason to open it. The note had been clear. But she had come back to a house full of unanswered questions and a mother she’d never truly understood. Grief had a way of sharpening curiosity into need.

She reached for the knot.

The red cord was warm.

Maren froze with her fingers on it.

Warm. Like skin warmed by sun. Like a pulse under flesh.

She snatched her hand away as if burned. Her breath came faster. She stared at the cord, willing it to cool. It didn’t.

Below, Della called, “You find it?”

Maren swallowed. “Yeah.”

“Don’t you touch the knot,” Della said, voice tight now, like she could see through the ceiling. “Just drag the whole thing down and we’ll—”

A faint sound slid through the attic air.

Not a creak. Not a mouse.

A low, humming tone—almost musical—rising from nowhere and threading through the rafters.

Maren’s blood turned cold. She held still, listening.

The sound wasn’t loud enough to identify as song, but it carried the shape of one. A melody you might hear in a church when you were too far away to catch the words.

It curled around her thoughts. It softened the edges of her fear. It made her want to lean closer.

Maren’s fingers trembled.

“No,” she whispered, though she wasn’t sure who she was speaking to.

The hum deepened, intimate as breath.

Maren scooted back from the chest on instinct. Her hand caught an old mirror propped against a trunk—dusty, face turned toward the floor. She hadn’t noticed it before.

The glass edge scraped softly as it shifted.

Maren’s stomach dropped.

She remembered the line from the note.

Don’t look in the mirror with it behind you.

Her gaze snapped to the mirror. The face was still down. Still safe.

The humming flickered, like a smile.

Maren forced herself to focus on the job: remove the chest, close the attic, take it outside.

She crawled to the chest again and slid her hands beneath it.

The cedar was heavier than it should have been. It dragged at her arms, pulling down like it was filled with wet earth.

She grunted, shifted her grip, and began to haul it across the attic floor.

The chest scraped over dust and wood. The sound was loud in the cramped space—too loud, like she was making a declaration.

The humming rose in answer.

Maren’s eyes stung. The melody slid into her chest, warm and coaxing, and she realized with a sick jolt that it wasn’t just sound. It was a feeling, a suggestion.

It’ll be easier if you untie it.

She clenched her jaw and dragged harder.

At the attic opening, she nudged the chest to the edge and looked down at the ladder. Della stood at the bottom, arms still folded, face like stone.

“There’s a… noise,” Maren said.

Della’s eyes hardened. “Don’t listen.”

Maren swallowed. “How do I get this down without dropping it on my head?”

Della moved closer to the ladder but didn’t step under it. “Slide it down one rung at a time,” she said. “Slow.”

Maren nodded and began the awkward descent, lowering the chest to the next rung, then the next, her arms shaking. The cedar corners bit into her palms through her gloves.

Halfway down, the humming faded, as if it didn’t like leaving the attic.

The silence that replaced it was worse.

Maren got to the bottom, breathless, and set the chest on the hallway floor. Dust puffed up around it. The red cord looked brighter against the wood, the knot dark and tight.

Della stared at it with an expression Maren had never seen on her face: something like anger, and something like fear.

“Okay,” Maren said, trying for steadiness. “Now what?”

Della didn’t answer immediately. She went to the pantry, pulled out a canister of salt, and came back with it held like a weapon. She circled the chest and poured a thin line on the floor around it, careful not to break the circle.

Maren watched, throat dry. “That’s… a lot.”

“It ain’t enough,” Della muttered.

Maren’s pulse spiked. “Della.”

Della finished the circle and straightened, wiping her hand on her cardigan. “We take it outside,” she said. “We set it in the yard where the sun hits it. We do not bring it back in.”

“And then we burn it?” Maren asked.

Della’s eyes sharpened. “Your mama wrote burn,” she said. “And I’m inclined to agree.”

Maren stared at the chest. She felt foolish saying it, but the words came anyway. “It feels like… if I burn it, I’m doing something irreversible. Like I’m destroying—”

“Good,” Della snapped. “That’s the point.”

Maren flinched.

Della’s voice softened only slightly. “You want to mourn your mama, mourn her. You want to keep her pictures, keep ’em. But that thing?” She nodded at the cedar. “That thing ain’t a memory.”

Maren tried to swallow and found her mouth too dry. “What is it, then?”

Della’s gaze drifted to the front-hall mirror. The glass watched them back, blank and innocent.

“A door,” Della said.

Maren’s skin crawled.

They lifted the chest together. Della grunted at the weight but didn’t complain. Maren’s arms burned. The red cord stayed taut around the lid, the knot like a heart that wouldn’t stop beating.

When they carried it onto the porch, the air outside hit Maren sharp and cold. The sky was low and gray. Fog hugged the trees at the edge of the yard.

They set the chest in the patch of grass where winter sun—thin as it was—could reach.

Della stepped back and made a quick motion with her hand, not quite a cross, not quite a warding sign.

Maren hugged her arms around herself. “So. We just leave it there?”

“For now,” Della said.

Maren looked at her. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Della’s jaw worked. She stared past the yard to the line of trees where the land dipped, where the road curved toward the gorge. “There was a girl,” she said, voice rough. “A long time ago. She was lonely. Wanted love more than she wanted sense. Somebody—or something—found her weakness and dressed itself up pretty.”

Maren’s heart thudded. “Who?”

Della’s gaze cut back. “Don’t matter.”

“It does matter,” Maren insisted. “Because my mother wrote me a warning like she’d seen it herself.”

Della’s eyes flashed. “Your mama saw too much and understood too little,” she said, and then she looked away, as if the admission tasted bitter. “She kept that chest because she thought keeping it close meant keeping it contained.”

Maren stared at the cedar. “And did it?”

Della let out a humorless breath. “You heard knocking last night, didn’t you?”

Maren’s stomach turned.

Della stepped off the porch and moved around the chest again, scanning the cord, the lid, the salt rubbed into the seam. Her fingers hovered over the knot but didn’t touch.

“Here’s what you listen to,” Della said. “You do not open it. You do not cut that cord. You do not untie it because you’re curious or because you think you can handle it or because you’re angry at your mama and need something to blame.”

Maren swallowed. “Okay.”

“And you do not look in that mirror tonight,” Della added, nodding toward the front hall through the open door.

Maren stared. “Why?”

Della’s voice dropped. “Because you brought it down. Because you touched it. Because if it’s been quiet all these years, it ain’t quiet now.”

Maren’s throat went tight. “You’re saying it’s… awake.”

Della didn’t deny it.

A wind moved through the trees, carrying damp cold and the faint scent of river water even though the gorge was miles away. The fog shifted, thin tendrils sliding across the yard like searching fingers.

Maren rubbed her arms. “What does it want?”

Della looked at Maren in a way that made her feel suddenly, sharply seen.

“It wants a bride,” Della said.

Maren’s heart stumbled.

“That’s ridiculous,” Maren managed, but her voice came out weak.

Della’s expression didn’t change. “So was your mama’s death, and it still happened,” she said. “Go on. Inside. Lock the doors.”

Maren hesitated. “You’re coming in too.”

Della nodded once and followed her into the house. She locked the door behind them, then slid the deadbolt with a decisive click that sounded too loud in the quiet.

Maren stood in the hallway, eyes flicking automatically toward the mirror.

The glass caught her face and gave it back—pale, strained, eyes too bright. For a moment, she saw only herself and felt stupid for being afraid of a piece of furniture and a story.

Then the light shifted.

Not in the room. In the mirror.

A shadow darkened behind her reflection, tall and narrow, as if someone had stepped into frame just out of sight.

Maren’s breath stopped.

Her reflection’s eyes widened.

Slowly—so slowly it felt like the world had to agree to it first—another shape resolved behind her shoulder.

A man.

He stood close enough that she should’ve felt heat from him. He was dressed in something dark, old-fashioned in cut—like a suit from a photograph taken before color existed. His hair was neatly combed. His posture was straight, patient.

His face… was handsome in a way that didn’t feel safe.

Not because it was ugly. Because it was perfect in the wrong places, like an artist had focused too much on making him desirable and forgot the small human errors that made beauty believable.

He looked at her through the mirror with eyes that were too steady.

Maren couldn’t move. Her hands went numb at her sides.

The man’s mouth curved—not a grin. Not a sneer. Something softer.

Recognition.

Like he’d finally found what he’d been searching for.

In the mirror, his lips parted.

Maren heard the words not through the air, but inside her skull, intimate as a thought that wasn’t hers.

There you are.

Her stomach dropped through the floor.

She tried to turn, to look over her shoulder into the real hallway, to prove the mirror was lying.

But her body stayed facing forward, pinned by a cold, terrible curiosity.

The man lifted one hand.

In the mirror, his fingers hovered near her cheek.

Maren felt nothing on her skin—no touch—only the memory of touch, phantom and sweet, like the echo of a kiss you didn’t want to admit you’d wished for.

Her pulse raced.

Della’s voice snapped through the trance like a slap. “Maren.”

Maren blinked hard. The image wavered.

The man in the mirror didn’t vanish, not entirely, but the edges of him blurred, like smoke disturbed.

Maren’s breath came out ragged. “Della—”

Della stepped between Maren and the mirror so fast Maren barely saw her move. She raised her hand and, with two sharp fingers, traced a line of salt across the mirror’s bottom frame.

The reflection dimmed.

The man’s face shifted—just a flicker of something cold, displeased—then smoothed again, polite as a stranger at church.

Della didn’t look at him. She looked at Maren. “I told you not to,” she said, and there was anger in it, but there was fear too.

“I didn’t mean to,” Maren whispered. “I just—he was—”

Della grabbed Maren’s wrist, hard enough to ground her. “Listen to me,” she said. “You do not answer it. You do not speak to it. You do not make it curious about what you sound like when you say yes.”

Maren’s mouth trembled. “It spoke first.”

Della’s fingers tightened. “That’s what it does,” she said. “It starts the conversation so you feel less guilty finishing it.”

Maren swallowed, throat raw. She glanced sideways toward the mirror.

The glass showed only Della’s back and Maren’s pale face. The man was gone—gone the way a cat disappeared when you looked straight at it.

But the hallway felt changed.

Charged.

Like the air remembered his shape.

Della released Maren and went to the coat hooks. She yanked a cloth off a peg—an old dish towel—and slapped it over the mirror. Then she took another, folded thick, and pinned it up too, doubling the coverage like she didn’t trust one layer.

“There,” she said, breathing harder than she wanted to admit. “Now.”

Maren stood shaking. “What… what was that?”

Della’s shoulders rose and fell. “A groom,” she said.

Maren’s skin went cold all over again. “A dead man?”

Della didn’t answer immediately. When she did, her voice was low. “Not dead,” she said. “Not alive. Something that learned to wear a dead man’s face.”

Maren’s mind flashed to the humming in the attic, the warmth of the cord, the note’s frantic warning. “Why me?”

Della’s gaze held hers, heavy and blunt. “Because you came back,” she said. “Because grief makes a hole in you, and holes are places things like to move into.”

Maren’s eyes burned. “That’s not fair.”

Della’s mouth twisted. “No,” she agreed. “It ain’t.”

A silence settled, thick and watchful. The covered mirror looked like a body draped for mourning.

Maren forced herself to breathe. “So what now?”

Della’s jaw set, and that old iron in her returned. “Now we do what your mama should’ve done the minute she knew,” she said. “We get it out of this yard. We take it somewhere it can’t whisper through walls.”

Maren’s hands clenched. “Where?”

Della’s eyes shifted toward the window, toward the fogged yard, toward the cedar chest sitting out there like a patient secret. “There’s a place,” she said. “Down toward the gorge. Where people used to do foolish things and call it love.”

Maren’s stomach tightened. “You mean the river.”

Della’s face didn’t soften. “I mean the edge of it,” she said. “And I mean we go before dark.”

Maren nodded, even though fear curled in her ribs. Even though a part of her—quiet, shameful—felt a pull that wasn’t only dread.

Like she wanted to see him again, just to prove she wasn’t imagining the way his voice had sounded inside her head.

There you are.

Della turned away, already moving, already planning. “Get your shoes,” she said. “And Maren?”

Maren looked up.

Della’s gaze was steady and severe. “If you hear him again,” she said, “you don’t answer. No matter how sweet he sounds. No matter what name he uses.”

Maren’s throat tightened. “What name would he use?”

Della’s eyes flickered—just once—with something like sorrow.

“Any,” Della said. “That’s how you’ll know it’s him.”

Outside, the fog thickened along the tree line, and the cedar chest sat in the weak winter sun as if it had all the time in the world.

As if midnight was a promise, not a threat.

And somewhere—just beyond hearing, just beneath the skin of the house—something waited, patient and pleased, because the door had been noticed.

Because Maren had looked.

Because she had been seen looking back.


CHAPTER THREE

By noon the fog had thinned to a damp haze that clung in the low places and refused to lift from the hollers. The sky stayed the color of dishwater. Everything outside looked rinsed and muted, like the world had been left too long in cold water.

Aunt Della moved through her house like she was preparing for a storm.

Maren watched from the kitchen table as Della packed a paper sack with things she refused to name. A canister of salt. A small metal tin that clinked when it shifted. A stub of chalk. A bundle wrapped in an old handkerchief, knotted tight. A thick candle that smelled faintly of beeswax and something sharper underneath, like crushed herbs.

“You doing… a ritual?” Maren asked, and hated how the word sounded coming out of her mouth. Too dramatic. Too Hollywood.

Della didn’t look up. “I’m doing what works.”


Maren’s hands were still unsteady. Every time she let her mind go blank, the mirror returned—her own face, wide-eyed and pale, and the man behind her with that patient, intimate smile. There you are. It hadn’t sounded like a threat. It had sounded like relief.


That was the worst part.

Maren rubbed her palms against her jeans. “If that thing wanted a bride, why hasn’t it… done this before? Why now?”

Della set the sack down and finally met her gaze. “Because it ain’t hungry all the time,” she said. “Some things hibernate. Some things wait. Some things need a certain kind of door.”

“And I’m the door,” Maren said, bitter.

Della’s expression didn’t soften. “Grief opens you,” she said. “Being away opens you. Coming back opens you. It don’t mean you’re weak. It means you’re human.”

Maren wanted to argue. Instead she looked toward the hall.

The mirror was still covered, a dish towel pinned over it like a shroud. The sight made her throat tighten. A part of her felt foolish for being afraid of glass, but she couldn’t forget the way the air had changed, like the hallway had turned into something attentive.

Outside, through the window, the cedar chest sat in the yard where the thin sun could reach it. The red cord around it looked even brighter in daylight, a slash of color that didn’t belong in winter. Maren could almost swear it looked tighter than it had on the attic floor, as if it had cinched itself.

“Why can’t we just take it to the dump?” Maren asked.

Della’s mouth twitched. “You think the dump wants it?”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.” Della picked up the paper sack and walked to the back door, then stopped with her hand on the knob. She didn’t open it yet. “If you toss it someplace careless, it’ll find somebody careless. Some teenager looking for a thrill. Some lonely woman in a broken trailer. Somebody will open it just to see.”

Maren’s chest tightened. “And then?”

Della turned the knob hard and opened the door as if she could force the question out with the motion. Cold air rushed in. “And then it’ll start again.”

Maren stared out at the yard. The grass lay flattened and pale. Bare branches scratched the sky. The cedar chest looked ordinary at a distance—just an old piece of furniture sitting outside like it belonged there.

But the longer Maren looked, the more it seemed like the chest was looking back.

Della stepped out. Maren followed, pulling her jacket tighter around herself. The air tasted like wet leaves. A crow called from somewhere deep in the trees, sharp and irritated, like it had been disturbed.

Della didn’t go straight to the chest. She circled it first, scanning the ground, the air, the line of trees along the property like she expected something to step out and meet them.

Maren’s pulse climbed. “Do you think it can—”

“Watch,” Della said, and held up one hand, palm out, a command for silence.

Maren shut her mouth. She listened.

At first there was only the normal noise of winter: faint wind, distant road hum, a dog barking far off. Then she heard it—so low she almost missed it—a thread of sound.

A hum.

Not from the house. Not from the trees. From the chest itself, like the wood carried a note in its grain and the cold air teased it into song.

Maren’s stomach turned. “I hear it.”

Della’s eyes narrowed. “Then don’t lean toward it.”

Maren realized, with a jolt of embarrassment and fear, that she had been leaning. Not with her feet, but with her mind—like her thoughts had tilted in the direction of that sound without permission.

She forced herself upright.

Della reached into the paper sack and pulled out the chalk. She crouched and drew a circle around the chest on the grass. The chalk line looked absurd against the yard, a white ring like a child’s game. But when Della finished and tapped the chalk twice against her palm, the hum shifted. The note sharpened, as if the sound disliked being contained.

Maren’s skin pebbled.

“Pick it up,” Della said.

Maren hesitated. “Together.”

Della nodded once.

They bent. The cedar seemed heavier than it had on the ladder, heavier than it had any right to be. Maren’s arms strained. The corners dug into her palms through her gloves. The red cord felt warm against the side of her thumb where she brushed it by accident, and her breath caught.

It was not the warmth of sun.

It was the warmth of a hand that had just let go.

They carried it toward Della’s car in careful steps. Della’s mouth was set tight, jaw working like she was chewing down fear. Maren tried not to think about the way the hum faded as they moved away from the house, as if it was content to travel.

At the trunk, Della popped it open and held it wide.

Maren swallowed. “You sure your car wants this either?”

Della made a sound that might have been a laugh if it had contained any humor. “My car don’t get a vote.”

They slid the chest into the trunk. It fit like it had been measured for it. The moment the trunk lid came down, the hum stopped so abruptly that the silence rang.

Maren exhaled too hard, like she’d been holding her breath without noticing.

Della shut the trunk and placed one palm on the metal. Her eyes closed briefly. When she opened them again, she looked older.

“Go get in,” she said.

Maren moved around to the passenger side. As she climbed in, she caught herself looking at her own reflection in the window glass—out of habit, out of that human need to check. Her face stared back, pale and unsure.

For a flicker, behind her reflection, there was a darker shape.

Maren’s blood iced.

She snapped her head around.

The yard was empty. The trees stood still. No one was there.

Her reflection was only her reflection.

But the chill stayed, lodged beneath her skin like a splinter.

Della got in, started the car, and pulled out of the driveway without glancing back at the house. The tires crunched gravel. The road narrowed quickly, winding between bare trees and damp fields. As they drove, the landscape shifted into familiar East Tennessee folds—ridge after ridge, the world rising and dropping like a breath.

Maren watched the trees pass, trying to ground herself in ordinary details: a mailbox with peeling paint, a rusted swing set, a dog trotting along a fence line. Things that were real. Things that didn’t whisper.

The farther they drove, the more quiet Della became.

“Where are we going?” Maren asked after ten minutes.

Della’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Down toward the gorge. There’s a place where the old road used to run close to the drop. Folks don’t use it much now.”

Maren’s mouth went dry. “Why there?”

Della’s gaze stayed fixed ahead. “Because that’s where it started.”


The word started pressed a cold thumb against Maren’s spine. “With Ruthie?” she asked before she could stop herself.


Della’s head jerked slightly, like the name was a slap. “You heard about Ruthie.”

Maren shook her head quickly. “No. I don’t know who that is. You—” She faltered, searching Della’s face for an explanation. “You said there was a girl.”

Della stared at the road. The muscle at her jaw ticked. “I said there was a girl,” she repeated, and the tone warned Maren not to pry.

Maren tried anyway. “Was she family?”

Della’s silence was answer enough.

Maren swallowed. The car moved through a curve, the world sliding sideways briefly through the window. Trees thickened, closing in. The air seemed colder here, or maybe it only felt colder because Maren’s mind had begun to anticipate water.

A faint scent seeped into the car—wet stone, river mud.

Maren’s stomach clenched. “We’re close.”

Della nodded once.

They turned onto a rougher path, not quite a road, more like a track that had been pressed into the land by years of tires and stubbornness. Branches reached in, tapping at the car. Mud tugged at the wheels.

Della stopped near a stand of sycamores and killed the engine. The quiet that settled was thick and listening.

Maren’s heart beat too loud in her ears.

Della got out first. Maren followed, boots sinking slightly into damp earth. The air smelled like water and decaying leaves and something metallic underneath, like old pennies.

The river wasn’t visible yet, but Maren could hear it—steady, insistent, a constant hush that made the trees sound like they were whispering back.

Della popped the trunk.

The cedar chest sat there in shadow, and for a second Maren couldn’t bring herself to touch it. The red cord looked almost wet, darker at the knot as if it had absorbed something. Her palms tingled with the memory of warmth.

Della reached in and grabbed one end. “Come on,” she said.

Maren took the other end. The weight sank into her arms. Together they carried it through the trees.

The ground sloped down, and the sound of water grew louder. They pushed past branches, stepped over roots slick with moss. The air got colder with each step, and the light dimmed, filtered through the canopy.

Then the trees opened.

The gorge yawned ahead, a wide, jagged cut in the earth. The river ran far below, dark and swift, curling around rocks with a sound like a long exhale. The drop made Maren’s stomach lurch.

Della led them along the edge—not too close, but close enough that Maren could feel the pull of empty space.

Maren tightened her grip. “Della—”

“Watch your step,” Della said, not unkindly, but firm. “The land don’t care if you’re scared.”

They reached a flat stretch of rock that jutted out like a tongue. The stone was damp. Lichen made the surface slick in places. Della set the chest down with a grunt.

Maren let go and flexed her fingers. They were numb.

Della set the paper sack beside the chest and looked out over the gorge, eyes narrowed, as if she expected something to rise from the river and greet them.

Maren’s breath fogged. “So… we burn it here?”

Della didn’t answer right away. She crouched, took the salt, and poured a line along the edge of the rock between the chest and the drop. The grains scattered, some falling into the wind and vanishing.

“Salt won’t stop a river,” Maren murmured.

“No,” Della said. “But it’ll remind you where the boundary is.”

Maren watched the salt line glitter faintly. The river hissed below, indifferent.

Della reached into the sack and pulled out the candle, then the metal tin. She opened the tin and the scent of herbs hit Maren—sharp, earthy, something like rosemary mixed with something bitter.

“What is that?” Maren asked.

“Just a little help,” Della said.

Maren’s voice came out thin. “Help for what?”

Della glanced at the cedar chest, then back at Maren. “For when it tries to talk pretty.”

Maren’s throat tightened. “It already did.”

Della’s expression hardened. “Then you remember what I told you. Don’t answer. Don’t bargain. Don’t make promises. Especially not here.”

Maren’s gaze drifted to the gorge. The wind moved through the trees and slid cold fingers under her collar. The river sound filled her head, steady enough to feel like a heartbeat.

She tried to steady her own.

Della lit the candle with a match. The flame wavered, then steadied, small and stubborn. She set it on the rock and took the chalk again.

Maren watched Della’s hand move, drawing symbols around the chest—simple lines, circles, marks that looked older than language. The chalk scratched softly against stone.

As Della drew, the air thickened. The wind stilled.

The river’s sound changed, not quieter, but… focused. Like the water had begun listening.

Maren’s skin prickled. She wrapped her arms around herself.

Della finished the last mark and stood. Her face was pale beneath the weathered skin, and there was a faint tremor in her fingers she couldn’t fully hide.

“Now,” Della said. She reached for the red cord knot—and stopped, hovering a breath away.

Maren’s heart stuttered. “Don’t touch it,” she blurted.

Della’s eyes flicked to her. “I have to.”

Maren’s mouth went dry. “What if it—”

Della’s voice cut in, low and sharp. “It already knows you’re here,” she said. “It already knows your name. You think a knot’s gonna keep it polite?”

Maren swallowed and forced herself to nod.

Della’s fingers closed around the knot.

The cord twitched.

Not from wind. Not from Della’s motion.

It twitched like something underneath it had shifted.

A hum rose—soft at first, then richer, threading through the air with the same coaxing melody Maren had heard in the attic. It slid into her chest and pressed against her ribs like a hand.
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