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            The Walk Home

          

        

      

    

    
      It starts the way every bad story in the South does— with too much rain… too much pride… and a man who doesn’t know the meaning of the word “no.”

      By the time I leave him at the table in the restaurant, the storm has already swallowed the sky. I’m barefoot, drenched, and beyond caring. My heels are in my hand. My hair is stuck to my neck. My mascara is stinging at the corners of my eyes. The air’s thick enough to choke on, sticky with the scent of cane fields and something sweeter—rotting magnolia, maybe, or wet soil dug too deep.

      I don’t take the main road.

      I never do.

      There’s a cut-through behind St. Augustine’s where the moss hangs low and the trees lean in like they’ve got something to whisper. Cypress Ridge calls it the Devil’s Mouth—but old names don’t scare me.

      Not usually anyway.

      Tonight, though… something feels… off.

      I keep walking.

      My dress is clinging in all the wrong places as my strap slips off my shoulder in the humidity, but I don’t stop to fix it. I just walk. Past the rusted fence where vines grow like veins. Past the field where nothing grows quite right. Past the church where we buried Daddy—beneath stained glass and lies that still burn at the edges.

      The thunder starts low, but it’s not the kind you hear. It’s the kind you feel. Deep. In your ribs. In your teeth.

      Stepping over a puddle, I squelch through the mud and try not to think about the fact that every animal in the woods has suddenly gone silent. No frogs are croaking. No owls are hooting. Not even the buzz of night-bugs’ wings hum against the dark.

      Why is it so quiet?

      It’s never this quiet. It’s too quiet.

      The only sound is the wind.

      And then, my name echoes through the unnatural silence. “Liora.”

      Freezing so quickly, I almost slip and fall, my heart hammers in my ribs, and a chill races up my spine.

      What the hell? Who’s out here?

      Who would be out here?

      No one calls my name out like that.

      Not strangers. Not family. Not… anyone.

      It’s not shouted. It’s not a question. It’s both on the air and in my bones.

      I feel it. Like the voice has been holding it in for years, waiting for the moment it could finally say it out loud.

      I should be terrified.

      Shit, I am terrified.

      I turn… slowly. Part of me is apprehensive; yet another part of me breathes, “Finally.”

      What the hell?

      The cane field at my left stretches wide—green stalks rising like rows of teeth, sharp and endless. They’re almost shivering. And there, between the second and third row, under the cover of a lone weeping willow, that shouldn’t be there, but it is, stands a man.

      He’s still. Completely unmoving. And he’s watching me like he’s not surprised to see me here… like he knew I’d come.

      My whole body…  my whole soul… freezes.

      I’m not chilled. It’s eighty degrees out here, but my entire body is covered in goosebumps.

      It’s like Southern dead-cold, the kind Grand-mère used to warn me about when she’d rub black salt into the corners of the rooms and across the windowsills. She’d tell me never to answer if a spirit called my name after midnight, or something called to me from outside my window in the dead of night.

      I break into a full-body tremble.

      But… it’s not the storm.

      It’s him.

      He steps forward—but not really. He’s not fast. He’s not slow. It’s just enough that the cane parts behind him like it knows who he is. And when he clears the edge of the field, into the low light from the moon coming through the clouds behind me, I swear I forget how to breathe.

      He’s not just beautiful. He’s wrong.

      Too still. Too quiet. Too here… like the world wraps around him instead of the other way around.

      His dark hair is slicked back, but it doesn’t look wet with the rain. His white shirt is open at the collar and rolled to the elbows. He’s barefoot, just like me. Except where I’m mud-stained and shaking, he looks untouched by it all. He’s not wet. He’s not sweating from the humidity. He’s… almost perfect except for the fact that I can see the cane behind him… through him.

      Wha—what? Am I feverish?

      How can I barely see through him?

      That’s not… that’s not possible.

      His eyes are the strangest part…

      He’s staring at me as though he can’t believe I can see him.

      Can I see him?

      Is he real?

      I can’t look away from the amber-gold irises. They’re wild with wonder, flickering like firelight behind glass… like something that doesn’t belong to this century—or the one before it.

      He steps closer.

      “Don’t,” I whisper, stepping back.

      I don’t know what I’m telling him not to do. Speak. Breathe. Look at me like that. But he stops anyway. Tilting his head like he’s listening for something just beyond me.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he says. His voice is deeper than it should be. It’s rough… like he’s forgotten how to use it.

      “That’s exactly what someone who wanted to hurt me would say!” I snap, but it comes out breathless.

      His mouth curves, but it’s not a smile. It’s something sadder.

      “I won’t hurt you, Liora. You know that. You’re scared,” he says, the rich timbre of his voice, flowing through me. He’s so Southern and… familiar. “But not of me.”

      Wha—how does he know my name?

      How would I know that?

      And yet, I do…

      “Stop. I don’t know you. How do you know my name? Wha— what—” I can’t say it. I cannot finish the sentence.

      I’m too afraid of the answer. The answer I already… know.

      My throat locks up, like my body knows better.

      “Say it,” he murmurs, his voice sending a shiver down my spine. But not of fear… of knowing.

      The wind kicks up. My dress tangles around my legs. And he’s still… untouched.

      “Are you…” I choke the word out. “Yo—you’re here. You’re… real?”

      He looks at me for a long time, almost as though he’s measuring whether I can handle the truth. His head is angled, and those amber eyes are locked on mine. I can’t look away. Then, he nods. Only once. “Yes. And no.” His words dance on the wind.

      I back away. I mean to turn. To run. To scream. But my feet won’t move fast enough.

      “Don’t,” he says again, softer. It’s not a warning. It’s a plea. And when I look up, he’s suddenly closer.

      Too close.

      He reaches out—hesitates—and then, he touches me. His fingers graze the edge of my jaw.

      And God—they’re cold. But real.

      I feel them. They tingle. They burn.

      It feels like electricity through bone, like every cell in my body is trying to turn toward him all at once.

      I gasp sharply, uncertain of what’s happening.

      He steps back before I can slap his hand away. It falls to his side, and I immediately yearn for its return.

      Reaching up, I touch the spot his fingers just brushed against. My fingertips buzz. My knees feel as though they’re made of water. My chest is tight, and my pulse is racing.

      “Who are you? What are you?” I whisper.

      “You know who and what I am, Liora.” He smiles though it’s a sad smile and whispers, “I’m the one who never left.”

      A pang runs through me, and sadness overcomes me. It’s so swift and I ache so much that I almost fall.

      The air goes still.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “You called me,” he replies, soft as a confession. “You’ve always called me.”

      And somehow—somehow—I believe him. I believe him in the very marrow of my bones.

      It doesn’t make sense. And yet, it makes perfect sense.

      I want to scream. I want to touch him.

      Every story Grand-mère ever told me is clawing its way up the back of my throat.

      “I don’t want this,” I whisper, not sure if I’m saying it to him… or to myself.

      “Liar,” he says, his voice velvety soft.

      And then, he’s gone. He just… vanishes.

      I whirl in a circle, looking everywhere for him. The wind slams into me, full force.

      The silence breaks. Crickets cry out again. The frogs start croaking. The cicadas sing. The rain hits the road, causing it to steam. And I’m alone.

      Alone. But not untouched.

      My skin still remembers him. And my soul… doesn’t feel like mine anymore.

      Not really.

      Not now.
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      I can’t sleep. Not really.

      I close my eyes, sure. I pretend to drift, lying still in the narrow bed I’ve had since middle school, the sheets twisted around my legs like vines, the ceiling fan ticking steady above my head like it’s keeping time with my heartbeat.

      But I can’t actually rest. Every time I get close to slipping under, I see him. Standing in the cane. Calling my name. Touching me like I’m something sacred.

      It wasn’t a dream. That’s the worst part.

      I know dreams.

      Mine come jagged and bloody, too vivid to forget, and too strange to explain. They never make sense to me, and they never stay long.

      He wasn’t like that.

      He was clear.

      Too clear.

      Real enough that I can still feel the ghost of his hand against my jaw hours later, like it burned clear through me to the bone.

      As the sun begins to rise, I’m already in the kitchen—barefoot, exhausted, trying to remember how to work the coffeepot while Grand-mère’s old cat, Solomon, stares at me like he’s got secrets he’s not ready to share.

      He’s perched on the windowsill, his jet-black tail flicking back and forth, watching the empty street with unblinking gold eyes.

      “You ever see a man just appear in the middle of a storm?” I ask him, not expecting a reply.

      Great… now I’m talking to a cat.

      He meows anyway. He almost sounds indignant… like, “How dare you intrude on my solitude.”

      So sorry I bothered you.

      Sighing, I pour coffee into one of the chipped mugs with a faded fleur-de-lis and lean against the counter. I stare at the dark outside, through the furthest window, like it might give me an answer to the myriad of questions racing through my mind.

      Nothing.

      What did you expect, Liora?

      No cane fields. No strangely beautiful, and weirdly familiar men I can see through. It’s just the street I’ve always lived on… wet and silent.

      I sip the dark, rich brew slowly, letting it coat my tongue.

      The caffeine doesn’t help my anxiety. My hands still tremble. Hell, they tremble more.

      Coffee is a stimulant… of course, it’s not going to help calm me when my nerves are already on high alert.

      It’s the storm.

      The long walk home in the rain.

      The nerves from thinking I saw what I couldn’t have seen.

      Sure, Liora.

      I know better.

      I saw him.

      But how? Why?

      He said I called him.

      What does that mean?

      And why did it feel like… like he knew me?

      Setting the cup down before I drop it, I lean against the counter, still staring out the window like the answers to the questions swirling in my head like a tornado are just outside.

      There’s a photo on the fridge—me at five, in a white tutu, standing next to Grand-mère while she threads dried jasmine into my dark curls. She’s been gone three years now, but I can still hear her voice as clearly as the church bells. “The veil’s thin in this family, bébé. Blood like yours? It doesn’t forget.”

      She used to tell stories while she cooked. Ghosts who walked the bayou. Ancestors who showed up in mirrors. Spirits that watched over the ones they couldn’t bear to leave.

      Sure, I live in Louisiana but I always thought they were just that… stories.

      Until last night.

      Until him.

      I don’t even know his name… so, how could I possibly know him?

      Grabbing the dish towel, I start cleaning a counter that’s already clean.

      The door creaks open behind me.

      “Liora?” comes Mamère’s voice, soft and low from the doorway.

      I turn. She’s still in her robe. Her long, still dark hair is contained in a loose knot. Her glasses are sliding down her nose. She looks more curious than concerned, but her light green eyes narrow when they settle on me. “You okay, ma chère?”—she’s always called me ma chère, my dear, or ma petite fille, my baby girl.

      I nod. Too quickly.

      She notices, of course she does, lifting one brow. The same way Grand-mère used to. The look that says, “You better tell me the truth, Liora Daniell, before I dig it out myself.”

      Sighing, I say, “Just didn’t sleep much. I’m okay.”

      Crossing the kitchen, she touches my arm, her fingers gentle and warm. “You have another dream?” Her head is angled and her eyes are full of questions.

      I hesitate. Then, I shake my head. “No. Worse.”

      Her hand stills and her eyes narrow, “Worse how?”

      I pause. I’m going to say it… I’m going to let it out. “I, uh, I think I saw a… ghost.” I laugh at myself.

      She doesn’t laugh at me. She doesn’t scoff. She doesn’t tell me I’m being dramatic. She just exhales, slow and tired, though it almost sounds… relieved.

      What? Why would she be relieved?

      That can’t be right.

      She sighs again and watches me as she asks, “Were you near the cane field?”

      What? How? Wait…

      My throat goes tight, but I manage to gasp, “Yes... what the hell?”

      She smiles, though it’s sad. And nods. “They always show up there first.”

      What? Who is they?

      What the hell is she talking about?

      My skin prickles and my voice is a few octaves higher than normal as I squeak out, “Who is they, Mamère?”

      She just walks to the coffee pot and pours herself a mug like we’re talking about the weather or what we’re having for dinner.

      “Grand-mère tried to tell you,” she says. “You were too little to understand… back then. And later, we just stopped talkin’ about it. You’re an adult and you never… we didn’t know if it would happen to you.”

      What the… what?

      “Happen to me?” I repeat. “What would happen to me? Tried to tell me what exactly?”

      She leans against the sink and watches me with eyes that mirror my own. “You’ve got her blood, Li.” She sighs. “Mine, too. You think all that energy in you is just nerves? Just bad dreams? No,  ma chèrè. That’s openings. That’s cracks in the wall between here and… what came before.”

      What the hell is she saying?

      The ground shifts beneath me.

      “I—I touched him,” I whisper.

      She freezes. Her mouth forms an “o” and she stops breathing. Her light eyes lock on mine, sharp and almost… scared. “You touched him? What do you mean you touched him, Liora.” She’s breathing rapidly now.

      I swallow. “I—I could see through him… but he touched me… my jaw… and I felt it. He touched me and I felt it… I didn’t touch him. I misspoke. But… I felt his touch on my skin.”

      She sets her mug down harder than necessary. “That shouldn’t be possible.” She mutters to herself, “No, that’s not possible… it can’t be…”

      I almost laugh. “Yeah. No kidding.” I snap. “What the hell? Mamère, I think you should start explaining.”

      She presses her fingers to her lips. Thinking. Calculating, like she doesn’t even hear me. She stares at me again. “Did he say anything? To you? Did he speak?” Solomon is no longer looking out of the window. He’s now staring straight at me, with his unblinking golden eyes.

      I don’t want to repeat what he said to me. But I do. I have to. This seems important. “He said he’s the one who never left. And that I’ve always called him.”

      Closing her eyes as her face pales, she whispers. “Merdè.”

      Why is she cussing in Cajun French?

      “Mamère—what’s going on? Tell me!” I don’t mean to yell, but I feel like I’m missing some very important information here.

      She opens her eyes again. The look on her face is one I’ve only seen once before—in the hospital, when they told her Daddy was gone. She swallows and I hold my breath, scared of whatever the hell she’s about to say. “You remember the stories Grand-mère used to tell you? About the house in the bayou?”

      Yeah, everyone knows the story. It’s lore around here.

      “The old plantation? Wrathe Manor.” I nod, curious about where this is leading. “People say it’s cursed. Bloodlines and the binding spell and the woman who danced herself to death.”

      Mamère’s silent as she watches me. She says nothing, but her face is tight.

      Wait a damn minute…

      “Wait—you’re saying that was real?”

      She nods once. It’s tight. Regretful. And around the edges is… fear.

      “There was a man,” she says. “Thorne Wrathe. Handsome, the son of the house. Grand-mère swore he was part of the original curse. He loved the wrong woman and tried to protect her but paid with his life… so, he never rested and he never… left.”

      “He never left.” I repeat.

      “No,” Mamère says, whispering. “He didn’t.”

      So, the man last night… the gorgeous otherworldly man in the cane field… was Thorne Wrathe… a ghost with a cursed bloodline?

      My knees go weak, and I  sink into the nearest chair, my heart pounding so loud I swear I can hear it echo.

      “Are you serious? You’re saying that the ghost I saw on the side of the road was Thorne Wrathe, and that he’s like trapped here?”

      “I think,” she says carefully, weighing her words, “that if it was, you need to stay away from the road, the cane field, and… him, ma chèrè.” Then, she whispers underneath her breath, so low I barely catch it, “Oh, Maman… no… not my bèbè.”

      What. The. Hell?

      No, this can’t be… it’s too much. It’s impossible.

      But is it? This is the deep south… the bayous.

      Am I confident in saying that this can’t be?

      No, I’m not.

      I already know I won’t stay away.

      Because I can still feel him.
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      I don’t go to the flower shop for my shift. I tell Mamère I’m not feeling well. She doesn’t say anything, though I can read on her face that she doesn’t believe me. I don’t go to ballet to teach my class, either. I can’t. I call in sick to both.

      I walk. I walk until my feet ache, and my skin feels too tight.

      I avoid the cane fields. Avoid the roads that lean too close to the edge of where he was. But it doesn’t help. Because he’s still here. In the way the wind brushes the back of my neck.

      In the way the clouds move like something is watching from behind them. In the way the world feels too thin. And when I go to bed that night, I dream.

      Not of the plantation. Not of the bayou. Of him. Standing at the end of my bed, soaked in moonlight. Not speaking. Just looking at me like I belong to him. And this time… I don’t wake up screaming. I wake up aching.
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      I don’t mean to go back.

      It’s a detour.

      A long walk.

      A stretch of my legs after another sleepless night.

      Lies.

      My feet know better because they don’t turn toward the shop… or the market… or the studio. They turn toward the cane and the path I took two nights ago.

      The sun’s high and hot, the air thick with that sharp, green sweetness that always comes before a storm and the humidity that just exists down here. I keep to the edge of the gravel path. Dirt clings to the soles of my flats as I breathe shallowly.

      I don’t know what I’m looking for.

      More lies.

      Maybe proof. Maybe him. Maybe just enough of either to convince myself I didn’t imagine the whole thing.

      But the field is empty. No man. No shadow. No voice. Just the tall stalks of cane, rustling low… almost like they’re laughing at me.

      I crouch low, brushing my fingers over the trampled grass where he stood. The blades are broken, bent backward—touched.

      Tangible proof that something was here.

      Maybe I’m not crazy. Or maybe I am.

      Ghosts don’t leave crushed grass, Liora.

      My hand’s still hovering over the dirt when the voice appears, “That’s where he was, wasn’t it?”

      Screaming in fright, I whip around.

      Luna, my cousin, is standing at the fence line. Her arms are crossed over her tank top. Her obsidian curls are piled high on her head. Gold hoop earrings glint in the light. She’s barefoot— she’s always barefoot—she likes to be one with the earth. Her ankle is inked with a tiny crescent moon I gave her last summer with a sewing needle after too much bourbon.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my breath caught in my chest.

      She arches a dark brow, and her Daniell light green eyes stare into mine. “I live here.” Her arms tighten over her chest. “We live in the same house, under the same roof.” Her eyes narrow on mine. “I know when you sneak out, Liora. And I know what it looks like when you’re trying to outrun something. So… I repeat… is that where he was?”

      She’s always been intuitive. And she can read me like a book. We’re more like sisters than cousins since we were raised together. She knows me better than anyone and she knows when I lie.

      Standing slowly, I brush my hands off against my shorts, saying nothing.

      How does she even know?

      She steps closer to me. “Was it him?”

      I blink. “Who?”

      She sighs. “Don’t play dumb, Li. You came home white as a sheet the other night after your ‘date’ with Danny the dog. You couldn’t sleep. I heard you tossing and turning more than usual through the wall. You jumped clean out of your skin when I walked up just now. You blew off work and ballet, which you never do. And… I overheard you and Tante Lissette in the kitchen. So, was it him?”

      I clench my jaw. “If I say yes, what happens?”

      Luna shrugs. “Then, I’ll tell you what Grand-mère told me.”

      What? Luna was always close with Grand-mère.

      I was, too. But not like them.

      Frowning, I ask. “She told you something?”

      “More than you know,” she says. “Come on, let’s go home. It’s hot out here and we’re the only two about. Ton fantôme is not here.”

      My ghost is not here… when did he become my ghost?

      But I follow her back to the house, only looking back towards the empty cane fields once.

      We’re sitting on the back porch with two glasses of sweet sun tea between us. Solomon curls around Luna’s legs like he’s been waiting for this moment, too.

      “You remember the family tree Grand-mère kept in the cedar box?” she suddenly asks.

      “The one with all the faded names and water stains?” I nod.

      “Yeah. I pulled it out after she died. Thought maybe I’d trace it out. Try to figure out where exactly we came from… outside of the stories.”

      I nod again. “And?”

      “There’s a branch near the bottom. Doesn’t go anywhere. Just a single name—Wrathe. No dates. No notes. Just the name. I asked her about it once… Tante Lissette saw me with it spread out over the table that night I pulled it back out. She told me to leave it alone.”

      Wrathe…

      The name lands like a match dropped in dry grass.

      I know it. Mamère said it.

      Thorne Wrathe.

      Luna asked Grand-mère before she died… and Mamère told her to leave it alone.

      She told me to stay away… after I saw him.

      But why?

      “You asked Grand-mère. What did she say?”

      Luna sighs. “The Wrathe’s lived in the plantation when it was still beautiful. The story… it’s not just a story, Liora. Thorne Wrathe… he was the son. He… disappeared according to the stories. The official story is that he ran away, but… the Daniells think he died. Before that, he lived and he loved… one of us. He loved a Daniell woman and since whatever happened happened, she said that a Daniell female in every generation sees him. Not always the same way. Sometimes in mirrors. Sometimes in dreams. Sometimes on the edge of the cane. But… if he ever touches you…” Her voice lowers. “That’s when it begins.”

      When it begins… when what begins?

      My mouth goes dry.

      Luna looks at me. Her eyes are heavy as she says, “Grand-mère said he’s not just a ghost. He’s a promise. A broken one. And the blood that broke it… it’s ours.”

      I swallow. Hard. Somehow, I’m able to say, “And you believe her?”

      Luna doesn’t answer right away. She just looks at me as she chews on her bottom lip. In her silence, I find my answer.

      I exhale. “I felt him,” I say finally. “Like… really felt him, Luna.”

      “Did he touch you, Li?” she asks.

      Inhaling deeply, I nod. “He did.” My hand glides up to touch the spot on my jaw. “My face.” I pause. “My hand, just a brush.” I pause again, staring into the garden and whisper, “My soul.”

      She doesn’t flinch. Instead, she leans forward, setting her elbows on her knees and staring ahead with me. Her hand covers mine and she mutters, “Then, you’re already his.”

      We sit in silence, letting her words sink in.
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      The moon is high in the sky. I try not to go.

      Curling up in bed, I bury myself in sheets that still smell like lavender and sweat, pressing a pillow over my face like it’ll block out the ache.

      It doesn’t help. I hear him.

      Liora.

      It’s soft. Low. Calling to me from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

      Throwing the sheets back, I get up. Dressing slowly, I pull on a shawl over my nightgown. My bare feet are quiet on the wooden floors as I sneak past Luna’s door. She’ll probably hear me anyway. This whole house creaks as you move through it.

      Even if she does hear me, she doesn’t stop me. A lone candle is burning in the window, flickering in the glass.

      A signal. A ward. Or maybe just her way of saying, “go.”

      Without conscious thought, I head down the street, across the dirt and grass, and back to the cane.

      Moonlight spills down in sheets. The field glows silver, every blade of grass and stalk of sweet, sugary cane coated in a shimmer of something that almost doesn’t belong to this world.

      He’s there.

      Of course, he’s there, leaning against the willow tree like he’s been waiting all this time.

      He’s barefoot. His white shirt is open. His eyes are reflecting in the moonlight, faint and gold.

      “You came back,” he says.

      “You called me,” I whisper.

      He steps forward, slowly and surely. “Do you—do you remember me?” He asks.

      Images fill my head at his words, like an old black and white movie on a flickering screen.

      God help me—I do.

      Not fully. Not clearly. But in flashes.

      A dance. A kiss in the dark. An ache that threatened to consume me.

      Hands tangled in silk and sweat and desperate prayer.

      “You were real,” I breathe. “You were mine.”

      What? How?

      “I am yours,” he mutters. “And you are mine. You always were.”

      I should run as fast as I can in the opposite direction. Instead, I walk to him.

      His hand brushes my cheek, again—warmer now, pulsing with something that feels like life. He leans down and my head angles up. His lips cover mine and my soul exhales.

      This doesn’t feel like a ghost’s kiss. It feels like home. He kisses me like he’s been waiting a hundred years to do so. I don’t stop him.

      I can’t.

      It’s not soft. There is no hesitation, no caution. It’s deep. Immediate. Certain.

      He already knows the shape of my lips, the rhythm of my breath, and the exact angle to tip my chin. He kisses me like he’s done it before, like I belong to him.

      I feel it… not just in the way my heart stutters—but in the way my soul settles… like something that’s been off-kilter is finally starting to right itself.

      My fingers instinctually curl into his shirt. He makes a sound low in his throat, one that almost doesn’t sound human—doesn’t want to be. His hand slides to the back of my neck, weaving through my dark waves, and tilting my face up to deepen the kiss. I arch into him as his body presses into mine.

      This is not just passion. It’s not just need. It’s grief and wanting and recognition.

      His tongue slides against mine as his other hand fists in the light fabric at my waist like he’s terrified I’ll vanish. Standing on my tip-toes, I press my breasts into the firmness of his chest as my hands delve into the inky, darkness of his hair. The strands coat my fingers, and he shudders against me. I should be afraid.

      He’s a ghost…

      He’s dead… long dead.

      And yet, there’s nothing ghostlike in the way he’s touching me, in the feel of his hands on me and his tongue sliding over mine. There’s nothing cold in the way he shudders when I pull him closer.

      When I gasp into his mouth, he groans back into mine as though it hurts to hold back.

      My back hits the tree and his body follows. His chest is hard. His arms are solid. His leg is between mine. I cling to his shoulders as if I’ve always known them and trail my lips over his chin, feeling the light stubble there.

      “Thorne,” I breathlessly whisper.

      He stills for a second before his forehead presses to mine, staring down at me as I breathe raggedly. “Liora, mon amour. I shouldn’t be here,” he groans.

      “Then, why are you?”

      His fingers drift down my arms. Slow. Worshipful, almost as though he doesn’t know how to stop touching me. “Because you called me,” he gutturally responds.

      I called him? How?

      That’s the second time he’s said that to me.

      I swallow hard. My hands are still on him—tight in the cotton of his shirt, my thumbs brushing over the skin at his collar. “I knew you?” I ask. “Before?”

      He pulls back just far enough to see me and nods as pain fills his face. “You did. Better than anyone ever has.” The lack of breath against my chin causes me to shiver.

      The anguish within his answer cuts.

      I don’t remember.

      How is this possible?

      But my body does. My bones do. My soul does.

      His hand brushes the side of my neck. His thumb drags along my jaw, across my lower lip, settling there. He’s touching me and yet, my entire being is yearning for more.

      He doesn’t kiss me again, but he looks at me like he wants to. Like he would. If I ask. If I let him.

      “I need to go,” I whisper, though the thought causes me anguish. I don’t move.

      “I know.” He whispers back.

      He doesn’t step back. Neither do I.

      We stay, touching each other, just being, for another moment.

      He’s dead… he can’t breathe. So, why do I think I’m feeling his breath?

      I don’t understand.

      He’s too close but not close enough. Too much but not enough. Too everything while I just want more.

      I finally pull away, slowly. It’s like peeling something sacred from skin.

      He lets me go, his fingers holding on. I leave the field, fighting with everything in me to resist the urge to turn back around. When I reach the road, I do turn back. He’s beneath the weeping willow and I can see the trunk through him.

      A sob escapes me. Whirling, I run in the direction of home. I’m shaking. My legs are barely able to hold me upright and my heart is racing. But it isn’t fear… it’s longing.
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      As I reach home, the candle in Luna’s window has burned low.

      She’s waiting on the back steps with a blanket draped around her shoulders and a knowing look I want to swat off her face. She’s holding a mug. “You saw him again.” It isn’t a question.

      Swallowing, I nod once.

      She doesn’t press me for details, but she sighs. “It’s starting, isn’t it?”

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I settle beside her. Her head falls onto my shoulder as I reply, “Yes. But I don’t know what it is yet.”

      We stare into the darkness of the garden for a  long time. Then, she softly says, “Whatever it is… it won’t let go of you now.”
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      I wake before the sun. My mouth still tastes like him. My skin still burns from where he touched me. And my heartbeat hasn’t found its rhythm since.

      The sheets are twisted, the pillow damp with sweat. Lying there, I stare at the ceiling like it might have the answers to the questions racing through my head, as though if I stare hard enough, the truth will come seeping through the old, worn beams.

      The knots on the wood stare back, but there’s no clarity. Only ache. It’s deep, all-consuming, and unreasonable.

      I kissed a man I don’t know. But I do.

      A man who isn’t supposed to exist. Yet… somehow he does.

      And I didn’t just let him.

      I wanted it.

      I want him.

      Even now.

      That thought curls hot in my chest as I sit up, swing my legs off the bed, and blink at the early gray light spilling through the window. The air in the room is heavy, unmoving. The box fan clicks on, but it doesn’t help. Everything feels too still, almost like the house is holding its breath.

      As I step into the hallway, I hear voices. They’re low, muffled, and coming from the kitchen.

      Luna and Mamère.

      Taking delicate steps, careful to avoid the boards that I know creak, I pause in the hallway.

      “She doesn’t remember,” Luna says. “But he does. He always does.”

      “She’s not ready,” Mamère replies, her tone anxious. “If the bond’s already stirring, we don’t have much time, Luna.”

      “She kissed him,” Luna blurts out.

      What? How does she know that?

      I didn’t tell her that.

      Did she follow me?

      The kitchen is silent.

      Finally, Mamère murmurs, quieter than before, “Did she tell you that?”

      I did not!

      “No. I felt it.” Luna replies.

      I grip the door frame so hard it creaks beneath my palm.

      She pauses for a moment. “She’s not like the others, Tante Lissette,” Luna continues. “This won’t play out the same way. And she’s blind. She doesn’t know what this is. ”

      “It never does,” Mamère whispers. “That’s the curse, but it won’t take ma bèbè. It won’t.”

      What the hell are they talking about?

      Take me? What won’t take me?

      And what others? The other Daniell women who have seen Thorne?

      I step into the kitchen like I haven’t just heard the past and future folding in on themselves. They both look up quickly. Two mirrors. The same bloodline. Different lifetimes of grief.

      “Morning,” I say.

      Mamère swallows and nods before shooting Luna a quick look, “Coffee, ma chèrè?”

      “Please.” I stare at Luna, but she avoids my gaze. She turns her back, but I see the tension within her shoulders. The weight she’s not saying.

      Finally exhaling, she turns to face me, meeting my eyes. “You heard us,” she flatly says. “Didn’t you?”

      “I did. What the hell are you talking about?” I admit, my voice thin, as my eyes flit between them.

      Luna walks to the sideboard and pulls something from the bottom drawer. A worn leather pouch, tied shut with twine. Setting it on the table gently, she opens it. Inside is a folded letter. It’s yellowed with age and frayed around the edges.

      “From Grand-mère,” she says. My stomach twists. “She left it for you. Said you’d need it when he came.”

      My name is written on the outside in her handwriting—Liora Daniell—in the script she only used for church envelopes and spell jars.

      My fingers hesitate before I reach out, taking it. The letter smells like rosewater and fire smoke and my hands tremble as I open it.

      
        
        Mon petite fille,

        If you’re reading this, he’s found you. Or you’ve found him. Maybe both.

        That’s how it starts. It always starts with the blood. The pull.

        You’re not crazy.

        You’re not cursed.

        But you are chosen.

        Not by him—by the history long before you were born.

        He died, maybe for you.

        Now you’ll live for him.

        There will be pain. There will be heat. And there will be a choice.

        But listen to me, mon cœur⁠—

        You are not alone. And you are stronger than the past.

        Whatever it shows you, remember this:

        Love is not the chain.

        It is the key.

      

      

      My hands are shaking as I clutch the delicate paper so tightly I’m surprised it doesn’t crumble.

      “She knew,” I whisper aloud as my head roars. “She knew.”

      Luna nods. “She always did.”

      Mamère sets the mug of thick, rich coffee in front of me. Her hand settles and lingers on my shoulder. Love pours through the touch.

      What is going on?

      How is this suddenly my real life?

      “What happens now?” I ask, hearing the tremor in my own voice.

      Neither of them answers. But Luna’s eyes are glassy and Mamère’s voice is steady when she says, “You decide if you’re going to finish what she started… or break it.”

      Who is she? And if she existed in the past… how am I now involved in the present?
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      The rest of the day slips sideways.

      I walk to work, but the streets don’t feel real. The flowers don’t smell right. Every voice I hear sounds too loud or too far away. I try to focus—on bouquets, on arrangements, on the sharp green snap of stems—but I can’t stop hearing Grand-mère’s words in my head as though she said them to me and I didn’t read them.

      Love is not the chain. It’s the key.

      The key to what?

      What is it supposed to unlock?

      When I get home, Luna’s not in the house.

      I hear her above me… in the attic.

      Climbing the stairs, I glance through the dark doorway. She’s bent over, covered in dust and cobwebs. I silently watch her dig through journals, books, and paintings in old frames stacked on the floor. She sees me, or she senses me. Her light green eyes, the trait of Daniell women, meet mine, and she shrugs.

      I join her. There’s so much here. My hand stills as I open a leather-bound journal and discover records of the Wrathe family that we, the Daniells, were clearly never supposed to touch.

      Mamère appears in the doorway, Solomon is at her feet, but she stays silent. She doesn’t stop us, but she doesn’t help either. Eventually, she sighs. Her shoulders fall and she leaves with Solomon following behind.

      I go to bed early, but I don’t sleep.

      I feel him again. The pull. The ache. The space in the air where he should be.

      Sitting at the window with my legs tucked under me, I stare into the night. The salt and ash on the windowsill stay undisturbed. I can see the glow of the candle Luna lit in her own window last night flickering from the corner of my eye, burning down to almost nothing.

      Leaning down, I grab a white taper and set it into the antique brass holder beside me before striking a match and lighting it.

      As it catches against the wick, I whisper to the air, “I can’t do this.”

      But even as I say it… I know I’ll go back.
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      It doesn’t start like a dream, or not like the dreams I’m accustomed to.

      There’s no shift. No swirl. No falling.

      One moment I’m staring out my bedroom window watching the darkness and the flicker of the candle flame, and the next, I’m somewhere else.

      I’m standing barefoot on cool stone with the hem of a billowy white dress brushing against my ankles. The air is thick with roses and smoke. The world is soft around the edges—muted grays and browns that seem to dance like mist. The sky is too heavy to be real—but everything feels solid.

      Real. Remembered.

      The plantation behind me looms like a memory I’ve never made… or I don’t remember making. Two grand stories of weathered white wood, green shutters, and massive white columns rise like ghosts from the grandeur porch. It should be abandoned. Overgrown. Falling down from neglect and rot. But tonight… it isn’t.

      It’s waiting…. for me?

      I know its name before I step through the door.

      Wrathe Manor.

      Inside, the air is warm though not quite welcoming. Apprehension hums through me… I’m here, but I’m not supposed to be. The house is alive. A fire burns in the hearth, low and golden. Candles flicker in pristine windows though I know most are broken or haven’t been cleaned in years. Dust motes drift like dancers.

      There’s music, faint and distant—an old violin plays something I can’t quite name. I follow the sound, barefoot through the corridor, my fingertips skimming the elegant wallpaper on the wall.

      It’s roses and so detailed, I feel as if I leaned down, I would smell them. The gleaming wooden floors creak like they’re whispering secrets. At the end of the hall… an ornate wooden door is open.

      I already know… he’s there.

      Thorne.

      Not as I know him—the ghost I can somehow touch—but Thorne as he was.

      Alive.

      Crossing the threshold, my gaze finds him. Young, beautiful, and golden in the firelight. His shirt is perfectly pressed but unbuttoned at the throat. His dark hair is a little too long. His eyes still that deep, haunted amber.

      He turns when I enter, as though he knew I was coming.

      Of course, he did.

      He doesn’t say my name. It’s another. Soft. French. Lilting.

      “Éliane.”

      But I know it… Not just her name. The way it felt to be her. The way it felt to run down these halls barefoot avoiding staff and those who lived here, ducking behind these curtains trying to stay out of sight, to press my hands to the glass and pray that he, that Thorne, would always see me…. would always choose me.

      He walks to me. It’s slow and reverent. Taking my hand in his, he presses it to his chest. “Mo t’aime, mo jamais va arrêter t’aimer,” he says.

      I love you. I will never stop.

      And then, the world shifts again.

      The room darkens, then changes completely. The air grows colder. Screaming fills the unfamiliar, yet somehow familiar room. Glass shatters and colors rain like prisms. The sound of heavy boots on wood fills my head.

      I’m ripped away from him… dragged into a corner. The door slams. I’m thrust into the dark. And through it all, I hear his voice—raw, desperate. “Éliane…”

      “No! You can’t!”

      I wake with a gasp. The sheets are soaked. My hands are clenched into tight fists, my nails breaking the skin of my palm, and tears are streaming down my face. My chest is heaving like I’ve been running for hours. I can’t breathe.

      The candle’s gone out. The closed window is now wide open. And the air in my room is overwhelmingly thick with the scent of crushed roses, camellias, and smoke.

      I’m not alone. I can’t see him. But I feel him.

      Right here, as though if I reached out, I’d find him standing at the edge of my bed.

      “I remember,” I whisper.

      My hand goes to my chest, to the spot he touched in the dream.

      It burns and just as I whisper his name—Thorne—the wind shifts with a breeze that doesn’t belong.

      On it is a whisper I don’t hear with my ears but with my soul, “We’re not finished.”
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      When I finally get tired of tossing and turning, I get up and head to the kitchen. Luna’s waiting for me at the table.

      There’s a photograph in front of her. It’s old, cracked, and green-hued though it may have been black and white at one time.

      It’s a man with beautiful, yet haunted eyes and a  young woman in a white dress standing in front of cane fields.

      My stomach drops as I stare at the photo.

      It’s him… Thorne.

      It’s me. It’s literally me. Or it was.

      How?

      Luna is pale but she doesn’t say anything as she stares at me. She doesn’t have to because now I know.

      I feel it.

      This isn’t the start of something new. It’s the middle of something ancient. And I’m already in too deep to turn back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Where the Blood Settles

          

        

      

    

    
      The house is quiet. Too quiet.

      Luna’s still asleep—or pretending to be, she left me alone with the photograph I cannot put down sometime around sunrise. Mamère left for the shop early. And I’ve been sitting at the kitchen table since then, staring at the relic in my hand like it might breathe if I look long enough.

      It’s cracked straight down the middle.

      One split between two bodies.

      Me—or the version of me that came before—and Thorne, in the fields near Wrathe Manor.

      We’re not touching in the photo. But something about the way we’re angled—our hips tilted toward each other, our hands just shy of brushing—feels intimate. Like we were caught mid-moment. Like whoever took the photo knew.

      The woman in the picture—Éliane—has my face. Or I have hers. Not exactly, but close enough. The same cheekbones. The same mouth. The same eyes that are too big for her face, too knowing for her age.

      It’s not a costume. It’s not resemblance. It’s memory.

      I trace the edge of the photo with my fingertip.

      “You’re not going to find more answers just by staring at it,” Luna says, voice rough with lack of sleep from behind me.

      I don’t look up. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “That’s because I didn’t want you to.” She yawns, moving into the kitchen. Grabbing two mugs, she pours both of us coffee. She knows how I take it. Strong, hot, no sugar. Setting one in front of me, she sinks into the chair across from mine.

      “So?” she says.

      “So,” I echo.

      “You dreamed before you came down?”

      I nod.

      “And? Don’t hold out on me, Li. Tell me.” She leans back in the chair.

      “She was me. Or I was her.” I swallow. Luna doesn’t flinch. She just watches me. “Her name was Éliane.” I whisper. She nods again, not interrupting me to ask any questions, so I continue. “I was in the house, Luna. I was there. It was like I was seeing it all through her eyes, but it didn’t feel new. Thorne was there. We were dancing but it was like I wasn’t supposed to be there. I remembered sneaking through the house… hiding behind the curtains. And then, the room changed. We were someplace else. I don’t know where. But I don’t think it was in the house. They came—whoever they were. It turned violent. I felt the panic and fear and rage that she felt in that moment… I don’t remember what happened next, but I woke up choking on the cloying scent of roses, camellias, and smoke.” I exhale, tightening my hands on the mug so much that my fingers tingle. “It wasn’t a dream… it was like… a memory.”

      Luna doesn’t blink as she stares at me. Instead, sighing, she pulls out a book. It’s leather-bound, old, and nearly falling apart. On the spine is a symbol—two loops crossed by a single line. I’ve seen it before, in Grand-mère’s room. She had a charm she kept wrapped in cloth and sage and on the windowsills when we were little, always drawn in chalk.

      “It’s a blood mark,” Luna says, tapping the symbol with her fingertip. “A binding.”

      “A curse?” I ask, as my brows rise. I’m not surprised that Luna knows about this. She’s always been more into our “history” than I was.

      Grand-mère used to say we were descendants of the old world, and we still had the gifts of the earth.

      Other people would just say we were witches.

      “No. Not exactly. It’s more… a promise made with too high of a price. If broken… it feeds on the bloodline until it’s satisfied.”

      What now? That sounds like a curse.

      “Until what?”

      “Until one of you—one of us, a Daniell—undoes it. Or… completes it.”

      Undoes what?

      Completes what?

      How are we even supposed to know what any of this means?

      She opens the book. It’s filled with names, pages and pages of them. So many faces. Fragments of lives. Girls that resemble me, Luna… us. Men who don’t stay. Some pages are marked with red. Some are torn out entirely. “You’re not the first, Li,” she says. “But you might be the last.” She says it so matter-of-factly.

      I look at her with exasperation. “What does that even mean, Luna?”

      Her lips twist. “It means this is old, started long ago. And it’s running out of threads. We’re all that remains. You’re the youngest, the end of the bloodline it’s bound to. There is no next.”

      She’s right. I am the youngest. She’s older by four months. But we’re it. Everyone else is gone.

      “So, it ends with me?” I ask.

      No pressure. I mean, it’s only a blood bond and somehow I can touch… I’ve kissed a ghost.

      She shakes her head. “One way or the other, yes. Or… it changes with you,” Luna says carefully. “It ends, or… it resets. But it doesn’t just stop. It can’t. That’s not how this works.”

      Sure, this is a totally normal conversation to be having.

      I mean, everywhere else in the world this would be considered madness. But here… deep in Cypress Ridge in the Louisiana bayous, surrounded by history, lore, and the unexplainable… it’s just Monday.

      Looking back down at the photo, at the space between our hands that can’t be our hands, but yet, somehow are, I exhale. “What if I don’t want either?” I whisper. “What if I just want to live my life?”

      She doesn’t answer… because we both know…

      I don’t.
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      As the sun is high in the sky, I walk. Not aimlessly. Not out of habit. I walk toward something… toward the place from my dream.

      Wrathe Manor.

      I’ve never been there in waking life. I’ve never felt the need to go. People have. But not me. Something told me not to trespass on the grounds. And around here, you listen to those feelings. I’ve never made it through the dense stretch of trees at the edge of the field, where the cane gives way to swamp and the path turns to rot. People say the house sank decades ago. That it caved in and was swallowed whole. But others have adventured out. They’ve wandered to the plantation ruins after too much alcohol with false bravado.

      Taking care with my footing so I don’t trip on knots, I step through the last line of cypress and oak trees.

      Wrathe Manor.

      It’s slanted, crumbling. Weathered by humidity and heat. And half-swallowed by mold, moss, and time. But still standing as though it’s simply waiting.

      Angling my head, I look at it, seeing it as I saw it last night, in my dream instead of in the state it’s in now, hundreds of years later.

      I don’t go inside. Not yet. I just stand at the edge of the porch, hesitant to step onto it, but compelled to do just that.

      Lifting my foot, I do step onto it. The faded, rotten clean-through-in-places, wood beneath my feet groans like it remembers me.

      Something moves inside. Soft. A shadow. A breath.

      I swallow, before timidly calling out, “Thorne?”

      Silence greets me and I almost laugh at myself for expecting a response. Then I jump, almost falling off the porch, as “Liora,” sounds behind me.

      I whirl and he’s there, leaning against one of the porch columns like he’s been there the whole time. His white shirt is open at the collar, and the sleeves are rolled to the elbows. His hands are in the pockets of the slacks he’s always worn. His feet are bare. And the shadow of moonlight is in his amber eyes, even though the sun is still out.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I croak.

      He almost smiles. “I’m always here.” His eyes stay on mine as he angles his head, “But you’re here… you came.”

      “I—I didn’t mean to.” I blurt out.

      “Yet, here you are.” His eyes don’t waver. It’s unnerving and also awakens my pulse. It races in my chest and my blood sings through my veins. The urge to touch him is almost overwhelming. I don’t.

      He steps forward, careful not to touch me, but he’s so close I can feel him as though he is touching me.

      The air between us thickens as we stare at each other. He’s so beautiful, so familiar. It scares me.

      “Why can I remember now?” I breathlessly ask, my chest rapidly rising and falling as though I’ve just raced through the fields even though I’m simply standing here, on the porch of a relic… with him.

      His eyes flit over my face. “Because your blood gave permission. You lit the candle. You said my name. You opened yourself up… you felt me.”

      I had to.

      “And you just… showed up?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I never left.” Wind drifts over my chin and I shiver.

      How? How do I feel his breath when he isn’t breathing?

      Something in my chest tightens. He watches me like he knows it. “I dreamed of us,” I whisper. “Last night… I was… here… but not like this.”

      “I know.” He lifts his hand—slowly, deliberately—and brushes a strand of long, dark hair behind my ear. His knuckles graze my cheekbone, and I shudder at his touch.

      “You kissed me,” I whisper.

      “You kissed me back.” He says.

      I close my eyes. “I don’t… understand. None of this should be possible. I don’t know what this is.”

      “You don’t have to yet.” His fingertips graze over my jaw before his hand falls. For once, he steps backwards instead of forward and I want to cry out at the loss of his proximity.

      “I want you to see something,” he says. “Not here. Not yet. Tonight… will you return?”

      He wants me to come back to Wrathe Manor… tonight?

      Why?

      “What? You want me to return here… tonight? Why not now?” My forehead is tight, and my breathing is erratic.

      A wry smile touches the corners of his mouth, before he shrugs again. “What’s coming isn’t gentle, Liora.”

      I swallow hard, considering my response before shakily asking, “And you think I am?”

      He half-smiles again, though sadness is evident within it. “No. I think you’re exactly as dangerous as you need to be.” And just like that, he disappears. Spinning, I look for him, but nothing is there. It’s as though he was never there at all.

      He was. I know he was. I felt him.
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      I leave Wrathe Manor with the feeling of his fingertips still brushing my cheek and tracing the edge of my jaw. The skin is tingling, buzzing with remembrance.

      He didn’t touch me with his whole hand. There was no kiss. Just those soft grazes, the barest hint of his touch, but they hum through me for the rest of the day like a pulse I can’t stop hearing—beneath my ribs, inside my skin, in the stretch between every breath.

      Thorne doesn’t follow me back. He isn’t here… but I still feel him. He’s under my skin now.
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      When I walk in through the back door of the house, Luna’s sitting cross-legged in the middle of the living room floor, Grand-mère’s old cedar chest is wide open in front of her. She doesn’t look up at my arrival.

      “Took you long enough,” she says, sorting through a pile of yellowed linen and our old, outgrown pointe shoes. “I thought you might stay all day and elope with your ghost.”

      Rolling my eyes, I toss my purse onto the entry table. “He’s not a ghost.”

      She finally looks up, arching her brow. “No?”

      I sigh, “No. He’s… something else.”

      She snorts. “Well, that clears it right up.”

      Dropping onto the couch, I stretch. My toes are aching from the walk to and back through the swamp. My head is still spinning from everything I saw… and the things Thorne didn’t say.

      “Do you ever get tired of knowing more than me?” I ask, frustrated and annoyed but not exactly certain why.

      “All the time,” she says brightly, tossing a rolled bundle of letters onto the low table between us. “That’s why I have a present for you. And you could know as much as me, but you never wanted to embrace your gifts, Liora.”

      That’s not true. Okay, maybe it is. But even living here… some things are just hard to believe.

      You mean like kissing the freaking ghost of a man who’s been dead for over two hundred years?

      Leaning forward, I untie the twine from the aged letters. Inside are pages of thick, heavy yellowed parchment. They’re neatly folded. All are labeled. I flip through them, freezing. My hand shakes as I stare down at the letter in my hand.

      It’s mine. I know it. It was meant for me.

      It doesn’t say Liora. It doesn’t say Éliane.

      
        
        
        For she who feels his touch beyond the grave

      

      

      

      It’s in scrawling, handwritten script and there are drops of ink on the paper.

      Luna leans in, resting her chin on her hand like a cat waiting for someone else to knock over the glass. Solomon is curled into her hip. Both are watching me with unblinking eyes. “That’s you. He touched you. You felt it. So… you gonna open it?”

      Hesitating as my hand trembles, I exhale, and then, slowly peel the wax seal from the edge.

      
        
        If thine eyes rest upon these words, then the past hath at last found the present.

        I beg thy pardon.

        This burden was never thine to bear⁠—

        and yet, it was ever destined to be so.

        There was once a man…

        Thorne.

        He met his end not by curse nor by chance,

        but by that most ruinous grace—love.

        Our blood is the root of it.

        Our love, the seed.

        Our silence, the soil.

        From these was sorrow born.

        He should have gone unto peace,

        yet I held him fast.

        I could not release what my heart had claimed,

        and so his spirit lingers still⁠—

        bound to earth by my unwilling hand.

        And now, sweet soul who findest these words,

        the chain extends unto thee.

        There lieth a way to break it.

        Love alone may summon him,

        but blood alone may set him free.

        Not death.

        Not sacrifice.

        Only truth.

        When the hour is upon thee, thou shalt know.

        Fear not the dead⁠—

        they are but echoes of love unfinished.

        It is the living thou must dread:

        those who bury secrets in light,

        and call it mercy.

        Remember:

        The truth is the power.

        The blood is the key.

        The heart is the price.

      

      

      I read it twice. Then, once more.

      What the hell?

      What is this cryptic riddle supposed to do?

      How does this help me solve or make sense of anything?

      Who the hell even wrote this? It’s not signed.

      This gives me way more questions and no answers.

      Luna is still beside me. “You okay?” she asks, her voice quieter now.

      I shake my head. “No. What was the point of this? And who the hell wrote it?”

      It doesn’t make sense.

      Thorne is dead.

      But how? Why?

      And what does it have to do with me… with us… the Daniells?

      “Grand-mère kept this hidden?” I whisper.

      “She told me to stay out of the chest. Said it wasn’t time. I guess you made it time,” she mutters.

      I look down at the parchment, my name—or my title—written in script that feels both foreign and familiar.

      
        
        
        For she who feels his touch beyond the grave

      

      

      

      What the hell is happening?

      “She knew this was coming.” I mutter.

      And she said nothing to me. Why not?

      “She hoped it would,” Luna corrects. “Hoped you’d be the one strong enough to carry it through.” She sighs. “She should have told you about this… but… she didn’t.”

      Running my thumb over the ink, I ask, “Did she tell you?”

      Luna sighs. “Yes and no. She told me about us… the Daniells. And she mentioned the Wrathes. You remember some of the stories she told when we were kids, right? The old tales? You thought they were stories. I knew they were real.” She exhales again. “She told me to help you when the time came.” She stares at me. “I think the time is now.”

      Why wouldn’t Grand-mère tell me? Especially if it’s about me.

      I don’t understand.

      “It says love brought him back.” I murmur.

      “Yeah,” Luna says, her light eyes soft. “But it also says truth can set him free.”

      “What truth?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” she mutters. “But I think you do.”

      I don’t know anything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I don’t sleep. I don’t dream, either.

      I wait. I light the candle on my windowsill. I leave the window open though Grand-mère, always said that would invite the spirits in.

      That’s what I want.

      The wind shifts just after midnight—the air hums as the light bends and heat curls around my spine and in my belly—I whisper into the dark through the longing, “I don’t remember everything.”

      The voice that answers—soft and aching—is only one breath away, “But you will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I don’t see him at first, but I know… like the way your stomach drops in a dream right before you fall… like hearing your name whispered in a room you thought was empty… like breath on the back of your neck when no one’s behind you.

      He’s here.

      In my room.

      The candle flickers low, the flame dipping sideways—not out of wind, but presence.

      And when I look up, he’s standing near the foot of my bed. Not looming. Not threatening. Just… watching me.

      His eyes catch the candlelight like gold beneath water. His shirt is half-unbuttoned, collar askew, as always. His hair looks damp from night air or something deeper, but I know it will be dry. He looks less like a ghost than ever before. He’s tangible, like a man on the edge of remembering how to be alive.

      “Thorne,” I breathe.

      The sound of his name leaving my lips pulls something taut between us. He doesn’t speak at first. He steps forward. It’s slow. It’s intentional… like he’s worried he might break the world if he moves too fast. I sit up with my legs curled beneath me. The blanket gathers at my waist.

      He doesn’t stop until he’s close enough to touch me. But he doesn’t. Not yet. Kneeling beside the bed instead, he places one hand flat against the mattress like it’s sacred ground. “I shouldn’t be here,” he says softly.

      “But you are.”

      His jaw tightens. His breath is shaky as he exhales. His fingers curl into the bedding. His eyes lift to mine. And this close, I see it all. Longing. Guilt. Grief. Hunger. And something worse… hope. “You don’t know what you’re doing to me,” he whispers.

      My throat tightens. “I think I do,” I whisper back because I feel it, too…. the weight of him… the way he’s pulling me apart without even touching me. “I remember more,” I say. “From the dream. From… before.” He looks up sharply, his eyes locked on mine. “There was music. A fire in the fireplace. I was in Wrathe Manor… but I don’t think I should have been. I hid… behind curtains to stay out of sight. You called me by another name.”

      He nods. It’s slow. Careful. Hesitant. “Éliane.”

      Familiarity flows through me as he says the name. “That was me? She was me?”

      I already know the answer.

      “She is you. You are her.” I gasp as his hand slides closer, lightly brushing the edge of my thigh through the blanket. It’s not bold… not lewd. It’s just real.

      I don’t move away. In fact, I edge closer to him, feeling his touch even though he’s not actually touching me.

      “How?” I ask.

      He swallows hard. “I don’t know. Because we made a vow.”

      A vow? What vow?

      Like married?

      “What kind of vow?”

      He leans in, his forehead nearly touching mine. His voice is guttural as he says, “The kind that echoes.” His hand rises, brushing a dark wave from my cheek. It slides along the line of my jaw, settling behind my neck. And then, his head dips and his lips cover mine. They brush against them, clinging… not demanding… not desperate… just aching.
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