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​​​Prologue–Scheherazade
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I had always known pain. It whispered its way through my blood, connecting me through the stories of my ancestors, woven into the rhythm of my life. But this was a new kind of agony. Betrayal, not by fate, but a betrayal of flesh and blood, and this wound struck my heart. 

Why? Why would you do this? Vengeance? I am not the one that did wrong! I knew things would land this way. I always knew it. She would pay for this! All the Wyndhams would pay!

The cave seemed to breathe with me, alive with an energy I could not name. The air clung to my skin, damp and cool, carrying the scent of mold and decay. Candles burned low in a semicircle around the Well of Souls, their wax pooling into rivulets on the uneven stone floor. Ah, yes. Lucia came before me. She has paved the way for my magic. 

The faint aroma of burning incense lingered beneath the earthy musk, an offering to the tumultuous spirits who watched, waiting.

My blood, warm and dark, dripped steadily into the Well, pooling into its ancient basin. With the correct craft, my blood would awaken the power of the Well. 

This cut was intentional, and full of wicked purpose. The pendant in my hand—a twisted crucifix of obsidian set in delicate gold—glowed faintly, its edges biting into my palm. Each drop that fell sent a ripple through the well, its surface shimmering with an unnatural light.

I whispered the words in Romany, the ancient language of my people, letting the cadence rise and fall like a mourning hymn. My voice cracked, my grief fighting for space with my fury. Lash’s face burned in my mind, his hollow eyes and slumped shoulders. My son, my pride, reduced to a shadow of himself until he was no more. And Maria—her lies had been the spark. She had stolen everything. 

First from me, and then from my son.

The shadows on the walls flickered, stretched into grotesque shapes by the restless flames. They seemed to move in time with my voice, the spirits stirring as the Well pulsed faintly beneath the weight of the incantation. The energy in the room pressed down on me, alive and insistent. They were listening.

“Scheherazade, stop! Stop this at once!”

The voice shattered the rhythm of my chanting, piercing the sacred space like a blade. I flinched, the moment broken, and turned sharply toward the entrance. There she stood—Maria—draped in silks that gleamed even in the dim light. Her neck and wrists glittered with jewels, a stark contrast to the dirt-streaked walls of the cave. Her beauty was a weapon she wielded with precision, but tonight it faltered. The desperation in her voice cracked her composure.

Despite her beauty, she was a witch, nonetheless. Same as me. Only I had become more powerful because I never failed to attend to my craft. Maria, however, had done much worse than I. 

“Whatever you think I’ve done, it doesn’t have to be this way!” she pleaded, her voice trembling. “Think of what this will cost you! Let us end this battle. Please! Let this go! Sabine is not guilty. Lash was weak! Your anger has already cost us all too much. It always has, Scheherazade!”

I turned fully now, the pendant still clutched in my hand, its edges biting into my skin. The weight of her words scraped against my resolve, but my rage held firm. “What will it further cost me, sister?” My laughter came bitter and sharp, cutting through her pleas like glass. “What do you know about cost, Maria? You, who take and take without thought of the ruin you leave behind?”

Her face crumpled, and I saw it—the fear, doubt. But there was no regret, no acknowledgment of what she had done. Only fear. “Lash wouldn’t want this.”

“You have no right to speak his name!” My voice rose, reverberating off the cave walls. “Lash is the reason I am here! Your daughter—your spoiled, deceitful Sabine—has destroyed him, as you almost destroyed me. You and that daughter of yours killed my boy! For her selfish love of some outsider!”

Maria stepped forward, her hands trembling as she stretched them toward me. “You’re wrong! He’s not an outsider! He’s a Wyndham. I am sorry about your son, Scheherazade. I grieve with you but Sabine... she—she doesn’t know what she’s doing. She’s just a child, really, Scheherazade. She doesn’t deserve your wrath. It is me you hate! It is me!”

“And what do I deserve, Maria?” My voice dropped to a whisper, low and dangerous, as I took a step closer. “What does a mother deserve when her child is broken and destroyed because of another’s greed? Tell me. You never respected me, and yet you claimed to be my sister. My Romany sister!”

The silence between us was deafening. I searched her face for something—an apology, a crack in her resolve. For a fleeting moment, I thought I saw it—a flicker of guilt. Or maybe it was pity. It didn’t matter. It was too late for either.

I turned back to the Well, lifting the pendant high above it. The glow intensified, the air crackling with energy. “No more, Maria. No more lies. No more of your betrayal. This ends tonight.”

“Stop!” she cried, her voice breaking as she lunged for me. The energy around the Well repelled her, throwing her backward. She hit the ground hard, her hands scrabbling at the uneven stone floor. “Scheherazade, please. Don’t do this. Do not curse my daughter!”

“There is no other way,” I said, my voice cold and final. “An offense was made, and I demand justice.”

I pressed the blade to my palm again, the sharp sting barely registering as fresh blood spilled into the Well. The water churned in response, turning dark as the glow within grew brighter, pulsing in time with my heartbeat. The spirits’ whispers grew louder, rising in a crescendo that drowned out Maria’s sobs.

“No! The Well can’t be used like this, Scheherazade! No!”

The incantation flowed from my lips, the words rolling off my tongue with a power that wasn’t my own. The pendant burned hot in my hand, its light blinding now. I felt the curse take shape, a living thing coiling around my soul like a serpent.

“Every firstborn female of your line will bleed for what you have done,” I intoned, my voice rising above the roar of the spirits. “Bleed and die! They will suffer as my son has suffered. As I have suffered, Maria. Our sisterly bonds are forever broken! I demand one from each generation!”

“What have you done!” The cave trembled, the walls shuddering as the Well erupted with light. Jagged shadows danced violently, and Maria screamed, her voice lost in the cacophony.

And then, silence.

The light dimmed, fading into the faint glow of the pendant in my hand. The air hung heavy, thick with the weight of what I had done. I turned to Maria, who knelt on the ground, her face pale and stricken. 

Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Finally, she whispered, “What have you done? What have you done to Sabine?”

I stepped past her, my steps steady despite the trembling in my limbs. “Every firstborn female will bleed and die for what the two of you have done,” I said again, my voice low but steady. “You’ll see. If you’re lucky.”

As I left the cave, the faint cry of a baby echoed behind me, carried on the cold, still air.

I did not look back.​
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​​​Chapter One–Sasha
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The smell of antiseptic was sharp, almost medicinally clean, as if trying to mask something darker lingering beneath. It clung to me the way my nerves did, tight and suffocating. I sat on the crinkling paper of the exam table, hands resting on my stomach, fingers idly tracing small, nervous circles.

Adam sat in the chair across from me, his leg bouncing like a metronome against the tile floor. I tried to catch his eye, but he was glued to his phone again, scrolling through something I couldn’t see. When he finally glanced up and caught me watching, he slipped it into his pocket, smiling too quickly.

“You okay?” I asked, my voice soft.

“Yeah.” His response came too fast, too clipped, and his gaze darted toward the ultrasound machine like it might offer him an escape route.

I wanted to reach out, lace my fingers through his, but the space between us felt more than physical. It had been that way for months now, like we were playing the parts of a happy couple but forgetting the lines. 

Instead, I smoothed the fabric of my blouse, finding a faint coffee stain I hadn’t noticed before. I blinked against the tears in my eyes. “Me too,” I murmured, but I wasn’t sure I believed it.

The door opened and Dr. Morgan walked in, clipboard in hand. She greeted us with her usual brisk warmth, all efficiency and calm. “Good morning, Sasha. Adam,” she said, nodding at each of us as she perched on her stool near the ultrasound machine. “Are we ready to meet the little one? What’s the running guess? Girl? Boy? One of each?”

My chest tightened, and I nodded. Adam gave a quiet, “Are we having twins?” he leaned forward like he was bracing himself for something.

Dr. Morgan started setting up the machine, her hands moving with practiced ease. “You can breathe, Adam. I can’t rule that out yet. Do twins run in your family?” 

Adam shook his head mutely. “Oh, okay. Well, you never know. Go ahead and lie back for me, Sasha. Lift your shirt, and we’ll get started. This gel is gross and cold but I have to use it to get a good look at the baby.”

The cold gel made me flinch, and I couldn’t help a small laugh. “Always a surprise, no matter how much you expect it,” I said, trying to break the tension. Adam didn’t even smile. My eyes were riveted on the display screen beside me but I tried to play it cool. I wasn’t really sure how to behave and I had absolutely no support system. 

The wand pressed gently against my stomach, and for a moment, static filled the room—fuzzy, formless. Then, there it was: the steady, rhythmic thrum of a heartbeat. I gasped softly, my eyes fixed on the screen as an impossibly tiny figure flickered into focus.

“Look! There’s your baby,” Dr. Morgan said, turning the monitor slightly so we could see better. The shape on the screen was small and fragile, but undeniably alive. My baby. “Two lovely arms and legs. Two feet, two hands.” 

A laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep inside me, unbidden and full of wonder. “That’s her?” My voice trembled. “Oh, my God. That’s really her! She’s so...real! Oh no! I said she. Am I right?”

Dr. Morgan chuckled. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ll confirm in just a moment. Do you really want to know the gender?”

“Yes,” I said immediately, my breath catching in my throat. I glanced at Adam, who nodded wordlessly, his eyes still fixed on the monitor.

Dr. Morgan shifted the wand slightly, her eyes narrowing in concentration. “Let’s see... Ah, there it is. It’s a girl, Mom and Dad. Congratulations!”

“A girl,” I whispered, the word feeling both enormous and impossibly delicate in my mouth. I turned to Adam, my smile widening. “Adam, did you hear that? We’re having a little girl.”

His smile was faint, a mere shadow of what it should have been. “Yeah. That’s... great.”

The warmth in my chest faltered, dimming under the weight of his response. I studied his face, the tightness in his jaw, the way his hands clasped each other so tightly his knuckles had gone white. “You don’t look happy,” I said softly.

He shook his head quickly. “No, I am happy. It’s just a lot, you know? A lot to take in. I didn’t expect this and neither did you. It’s just that we didn’t expect this, doctor. I mean, she does have options, right?” 

Before he could say more, the door opened again, and a nurse walked in, carrying a clipboard. She smiled brightly, oblivious to the tension in the room. “How’s everything going? Found out what you’re having yet?”

Dr. Morgan glanced up and flashed a secretive smile. “A girl. Looks like a girl.” She then scribbled on her form. “Congratulations!” The nurse beamed. “Oh, a little girl.”

“A girl? We’re having a girl!” Adam looked like the Cheshire Cat. I wasn’t sure how to feel. He’d already revealed how he really felt. 

The drive home was suffocating. Rain streaked the windshield, the wipers scraping against the glass in a monotonous rhythm. The sky hung low and gray, pressing down on everything like a damp blanket. I stared out the window, the ultrasound photo cradled in my lap, the image of my daughter blurred through unshed tears.

A girl. I should have been happy—ecstatic, even. But Adam’s words at the doctor’s office echoed in my mind, each syllable a fresh wound. She has options, right?

He gripped the steering wheel tightly, his knuckles pale against the smooth leather. The silence between us felt heavy, weighted with all the things we weren’t saying. I glanced at him, waiting for him to break it, but he kept his eyes on the road, his jaw set in a hard line.

“Are we going to talk about the baby?” I asked finally, my voice low but sharp enough to cut through the rain. “Do you need to talk about it? I’m pretty sure what I want to do.” 

“What’s there to talk about?” His words were clipped, and his eyes didn’t leave the road.

I clenched the photo tighter, the edges pressing into my fingers. “I don’t know, Adam. Maybe the fact that you don’t seem ready for this. That you keep talking about ‘options’ like our baby is some problem to be solved.”

His hands tightened on the wheel. “That’s not what I meant. That’s so unfair, Sasha!”

“Then what did you mean?” I pressed, my voice rising. “Because it sure as hell didn’t sound like you were excited to be a father.”

He sighed, a long, frustrated sound, and finally glanced at me. “It’s not that I’m not excited, Sasha. It’s that I didn’t expect this. Neither of us did.”

“You think I don’t know that?” My throat tightened, and I blinked rapidly to keep the tears at bay. “But she’s here, Adam. She’s here and she is ours. And instead of being happy, you’re acting like—”

“Like what?” he snapped, cutting me off. “Like I’m scared? Like I’m not ready? Fine. You want me to say it? I’m not ready for this, Sasha. I’m not ready for her. I’m not ready! My dad sucked and I know I’ll suck too!”

His words hit like a blow, stealing the air from my lungs. I turned away, staring out at the rain-slicked trees blurring past the window. My reflection stared back at me, pale and hollow-eyed.

“I don’t think either of us is ready,” I said quietly, barely more than a whisper. “I’ll probably stink too but I’m willing to work at it. Just because we are being challenged doesn’t mean that we get to run from this. She’s coming, Adam. She’s already here. Our daughter is going to depend on us for everything.”

“And that terrifies me! I already disappointed her mother. Am I going to disappoint her too?” Adam glared at me briefly then turned away. 

The car fell silent again, save for the steady thrum of rain and the soft hiss of the tires against wet asphalt. I swallowed hard, willing myself to keep it together. The ultrasound photo felt heavier in my lap, the grainy image of my daughter staring back at me like a ghost of what could have been—what might still be, if Adam didn’t change.

We pulled into the driveway of Rose Falls, the tires crunching over gravel. The house loomed before us, dark and uninviting, its windows like empty eyes staring down at us. Tendrils of ivy crawled up the stone walls, their shadows long and twisting in the dim light.

Adam parked the car and cut the engine. For a moment, neither of us moved. The silence stretched thin, taut as a thread about to snap. I opened my door and grabbed my purse and the photograph. I held the door because I noticed Adam wasn’t hurrying to get out and open the door. 

“I’m going to work,” he said finally, his voice devoid of emotion. Without waiting for a response, he cranked the car again, put it in reverse and drove away. 

I watched him and didn’t move to stop him. I was never going to beg him to stay. Never. 

For a long moment, I stood there in the garage, staring at the road. The rain drummed against the roof of the half-raised garage door, a steady, relentless rhythm that matched the ache in my chest. Finally, I unfolded the ultrasound photo, smoothing the creases with trembling fingers.

“I’m ready for you,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “Even if he’s not, I am.”

I stepped out into the rain, clutching the photo tightly as I walked toward the house. The wind bit at my skin, cold and sharp, and I felt a strange prickling at the back of my neck, as if someone were watching me. I turned, but there was no one there. Just the rain, the wind, and the darkening sky.

Rose Falls loomed before me, silent and still. But as I crossed the threshold, I could have sworn I heard something—soft, faint, and almost imperceptible.

A woman’s laugh. I quickly walked away from the sound hoping to put plenty of space between me and my imagination. Would there ever be enough? Once I felt as if I’d put some space between me and whomever was stalking me but the house greeted me with silence. Not the comforting kind, but the kind that presses against your ears, making you hyper aware of every creak and groan of the old wood.

I flicked on the hallway light. The bulb buzzed faintly before casting its weak, yellow glow. The light barely touched the edges of the wide staircase, where shadows gathered like sentries waiting for their orders. My footsteps echoed as I walked toward the kitchen, the ultrasound photo still clutched in my hand.

I placed it carefully on the counter, smoothing the edges as though the act might calm the storm in my chest. The house felt heavier than usual, as if it had absorbed Adam’s tension and my despair and decided to magnify them. My gaze wandered to the old grandfather clock in the corner. It hadn’t worked in years, but tonight it ticked faintly, its pendulum swinging in time with the pounding of my heart.

I froze, staring at the clock. The sound stopped.

“You’re just imagining things,” I whispered to myself. “It’s an old house. It creaks. It settles.”

But when I turned, I could have sworn I saw a shadow move at the edge of my vision.

I climbed the stairs, each step feeling heavier than the last. The nursery door was ajar, just as I’d left it, and I pushed it open slowly, the hinges groaning in protest. The room was still mostly empty, save for a rocking chair and a few boxes I’d yet to unpack. I’d been ordering stuff like crazy but I never had the energy to do anything with this stuff. Not yet. 

The air was cooler here, carrying the faint scent of lavender, though I hadn’t used the oil diffuser in months. I walked to the window and pulled the curtains closed, shutting out the rain that had begun to beat harder against the glass.

I retrieved the ultrasound photo from my pocket and placed it on the dresser. It looked out of place in the room, so small and fragile amid the emptiness. “This is yours,” I said softly, brushing my fingers over the edge of the photo. “I’ll make it perfect for you. I promise. Don’t worry about your dad. He will come around. If he doesn’t, well, it will be me and you, kid.”

A chill prickled my skin. I glanced over my shoulder, half-expecting to see someone standing there, but the room was empty.

With a sigh, I sank into the rocking chair, its wooden frame creaking under my weight. Such a happy addition to the nursery. I did love the smell of new wood. I closed my eyes for a few minutes, letting the tears flow quietly. I made no sound, except for the splash of a few fat tears. Soon, my eyes felt heavy, my body betraying the exhaustion I’d been carrying all day. Just a few minutes of rest, I told myself. Just a few.

I was walking through the halls of Rose Falls, but they weren’t mine—not anymore. The walls groaned as if they were breathing, stretching, and shrinking in unnatural rhythms. The wallpaper, once elegant and floral, was curling at the edges, peeling back to reveal rotting wood beneath. Water stains stretched across the ceiling like veins, pulsating faintly as though the house had a heartbeat.

The air was suffocating, thick and heavy with the damp scent of mildew. Beneath it lurked something sharper, more sinister: the acrid tang of iron. Blood. It was faint at first, barely noticeable, but it grew stronger with every step, seeping into my lungs until I couldn’t ignore it. My hands clenched into fists as my feet moved against my will, the floorboards bowing under my weight as though they were alive.

Somewhere behind me, a faint sound echoed—a drip, steady and relentless, like water falling from a great height. No, not water. Something darker. Thicker.

The house pulsed around me, the walls flexing subtly as though reshaping themselves. Every groan, every creak, felt deliberate, like the house was awake, watching, waiting. I turned a corner and stopped abruptly, my breath hitching in my throat.

Scheherazade.

She stood at the far end of the hallway, shrouded in shadows that seemed to ripple and shift around her like liquid. Her gown was impossibly black, its surface glinting faintly as though woven from strands of night itself. Her hair, wild and untethered, floated unnaturally, suspended as if in deep water. Her back was to me, but the way she held herself—tall, rigid, yet eerily fluid—set every nerve in my body alight.

I wanted to turn back, to run, but my legs betrayed me. My body moved forward, slow and halting, my footsteps muffled against the warped, sagging wood. My heart pounded, each beat a thunderclap in my ears. Scheherazade didn’t walk. She glided, her bare feet hovering inches above the ground, leaving no trace of her presence.

The hallway stretched longer as I followed her, each step pulling me further into its distorted maze. The scent of blood thickened, choking, until I could taste its coppery tang on my tongue. I tried to call out, but my voice was gone, swallowed by the oppressive weight of the air around me.

Ahead, the nursery door loomed, half-open, its edges splintered as though clawed at by something desperate. Scheherazade slipped inside without a sound, her form dissolving into shadow as she disappeared. The door creaked as it swung wider, beckoning.

My fingers trembled as I reached for the handle, its surface slick and cold, almost wet. The door resisted for a moment, as if it were alive, before giving way with a groan that reverberated through the hall like a scream.
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