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    For the storytellers who sat on porch swings on humid nights, spinning tales that made the shadows breathe and the Spanish moss tremble. For everyone who has ever felt the weight of their own history, and heard the whisper of roots from deep below.
And for the broken, the haunted, and the yearning—may you find your way out of the swamp.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The past is never dead. It's not even past."
— William Faulkner
And the things we bury there do not rest. They take root. They grow. And in the deepest dark, they begin to whisper.
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Where the Roots Whisper
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Harold wasn’t sure where the hell he was, and that bothered him more than he cared to admit. The truth was, Harold Wickham had always prided himself on knowing exactly where he stood in this world—geographically, morally, and otherwise. But now? Now he was up shit creek without a paddle, stumbling through some godforsaken swamp that seemed to have crawled straight out of a fever dream.

Tree roots jutted from the marshy ground like arthritic fingers, gnarled and accusatory. They seemed to shift when he wasn’t looking directly at them—just peripheral movement that made his skin crawl. The murky water moved with the sluggish persistence of old blood, and what moonlight managed to filter through the canopy above cast everything in shades of silver and shadow that made Harold think of morgues and funeral parlors.

Harold wasn’t a coward. Christ, no. The very idea would have made him laugh if he weren’t so busy trying not to shit his pants. He’d been wandering since he was knee-high to a grasshopper, had worked every thankless job from here to Sunday, and had the scars to prove it. His last gig—before everything went to hell in a handbasket—had been at old man Thibodeaux’s sugar mill. His soon-to-be father-in-law’s place, back when Harold still believed in things like happy endings and till-death-do-us-part.

Back when you still believed in a lot of things, a voice whispered in the back of his mind. Before you knew what you really were.

Harold kept walking because that’s what you did. You put one foot in front of the other, even when the ground beneath you felt like it might give way to something much worse than mud and stagnant water. His bare feet sank ankle-deep with each step, and he could feel things moving down there in the muck—things that weren’t supposed to move.

Branches whipped at his face like living things, leaving welts that stung and bled. But Harold pushed through, guided by an instinct that felt less like intuition and more like compulsion. Something was drawing him forward, reeling him in like a fish on a line.

When he parted the curtain of Spanish moss—and Jesus, when had Spanish moss gotten so thick and rope-like?—he saw her.

Nakya.

She sat with her back against a twisted oak that looked older than sin itself, its roots coiling and writhing like something out of a Hieronymus Bosch painting. And she was... Christ almighty, she was naked from the waist up.

Harold’s mouth went dry as week-old toast. His heart started hammering against his ribs like it was trying to break free and run screaming into the night. Because this was Nakya Thibodeaux—his sister-in-law, the woman he’d been trying not to think about in that way ever since she’d moved into their house after her mama passed.

But you have been thinking about her that way, haven’t you, Harold? The voice again, sly and knowing. You’ve been thinking about a lot of things.

Her skin should have been pale in the moonlight, but instead it seemed to absorb the darkness, radiating its own kind of terrible luminescence. Her breasts were exactly as he’d imagined them in those shameful moments when his mind wandered—full and round and perfect. Too perfect.

“Nakya?” His voice cracked like a teenager’s. “That... that really you, girl?”

She turned, and when she smiled, Harold felt something cold and slimy slither down his spine. “Harold, hey!” she said, and her voice was Nakya’s voice, but there was something underneath it—something that sounded like wind through dead leaves.

“What brings you out here?” he asked, though it was a hell of a stupid question considering he didn’t know where here was himself.

She didn’t answer. Just kept smiling that smile that was starting to look less like happiness and more like hunger.

Harold found himself moving closer, drawn by a magnetism that felt both natural and utterly wrong. Part of him—the part that had been fantasizing about this moment for months—wanted to reach out and touch her. To taste her skin and feel the weight of her in his arms.

But another part, the part that had kept him alive through barroom brawls and back-alley beatings, was screaming at him to run.

Why isn’t she ashamed? The thought hit him like a slap. Why isn’t she covering herself?

Because this was Nakya Thibodeaux, the woman who blushed when he complimented her cooking. The woman who still called him “Mr. Wickham” sometimes, even though they’d been family for twenty years now. She wasn’t the type to sit naked in a swamp, displaying herself like some kind of... of...

(Of what, Harold? What were you going to say?)

Harold forced himself to stop, to close his eyes and think. When he opened them again, the world had shifted. Nakya’s face had turned away from him, and her skin had darkened with something that wasn’t shadow. Those perfect breasts now sagged slightly, and there was something wrong with her proportions, something that made his gorge rise.

That’s not Nakya.

The thought came with crystal clarity and absolute certainty. This thing wearing his sister-in-law’s face was no more Nakya than she was the President of the United States.

“I ain’t afraid of you!” he shouted, and his voice echoed through the swamp like a gunshot. “You hear me, you son of a bitch? I ain’t afraid!”

But he was. God help him, he was terrified.

The thing that wasn’t Nakya turned back to him, and now he could see what his lust-addled brain had missed before. Her fingers weren’t fingers anymore—they’d grown long and woody, merging with the oak’s root system like some obscene parody of communion. Her lower body had disappeared entirely, vanishing into the earth as if she were being slowly devoured by the tree itself.

Or maybe she is the tree, that sly voice whispered. Maybe she’s been here all along, waiting for someone just like you. Someone who wants what he can’t have. Someone who—

Harold jolted awake with a gasp that sounded like a dying man’s last breath.

He was back in the roadhouse, the kind of place that served grease and grime with a side of regret. Nakya—the real Nakya—sat across from him, cheerfully working her way through a plate of jambalaya. She looked up when he stirred, her face creased with concern.

“You okay, Harold? You were making some funny noises there.”

Harold blinked, trying to shake off the lingering tendrils of the dream. His iced tea was still cold, his crawfish pasta untouched. According to the clock on the wall, he’d been out for maybe five minutes. But it had felt like hours.

Dreams always feel longer than they are, he told himself. That’s just how the mind works.

But deep down, in that place where truth lived whether you wanted it to or not, Harold knew this hadn’t been just a dream. This had been a warning.

“Yeah, Nakya,” he managed, forcing a smile that felt like it might crack his face. “Just tired, I guess. This early morning driving is catching up with me.”

She nodded sympathetically. “Maybe you should rest a bit more before we head out? We’re not in any rush.”

Harold looked at her—really looked at her—and saw only kindness in her eyes. No hunger. No terrible knowing. Just genuine concern for his well-being.

But for how long? that voice whispered. How long before something else comes looking for you, Harold? How long before you have to face what you really are?

“Yeah,” he said, pushing the thought away. “Maybe just a few more minutes.”

But as Nakya returned to her meal, Harold couldn’t shake the feeling that something had followed him back from that swamp. Something that was even now circling closer, biding its time, waiting for the perfect moment to show him that some dreams weren’t dreams at all.

They were prophecies.

And in the back of his mind, barely audible above the clatter of dishes and the hum of conversation, Harold could swear he heard the sound of roots growing.
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The Sugar-Boy’s Hands
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The kisses Harold laid on Tasmine weren’t soft, not really. They felt like the brush of damp moths against her skin in a dark cellar. His lips, chapped from the sugar dust that got everywhere at the factory, scraped a slow, deliberate path down her chin, over the frantic bird-pulse in her neck, finally coming to rest where her chest swelled like ripe fruit under cheap cotton. Then, one hard suck, like a boot pulling free of thick mud, and her nipple was gone, vanished into that furnace-dark heat of his mouth.

Tasmine craved the scrape of Harold’s hands. Christ, how she craved it. The hands of her stepfather’s sugar-boy, all knuckle and callus, rasping across the untouched silk of her skin. It wasn’t just a shock; it was a live wire jammed straight into her heart, buzzing down to her toes. When those sandpaper palms found the taut, smooth curve of her breast, it felt less like touch, more like being flayed. A slow, delicious flaying.

She bit down on the sounds trying to claw their way out of her throat whenever Harold drove himself home. That big, echoing mausoleum her stepfather called a house offered endless shadows, dusty parlors, closets smelling of mothballs—perfect for their frantic, hushed communion. Harold never rushed. That was the terrifying, beautiful part. Even when the risk of discovery hung thick as factory steam, he moved like it was sacred. Like this, in the hushed dark between deliveries of reports and invoices, wasn’t furtive groping, but the real thing. Slow. Careful. Feeling everything.

Tasmine gave herself over to it. To the almost painful gentleness when he worried her nipple between his teeth. To the slow, rough pilgrimage of those ruined hands across the map of her body—a body that felt suddenly alien and electric under their touch. Harold’s hands told the story of the refinery floor: brutal, grinding labor. But the man attached to them? He moved like smoke. His tenderness was a spiderweb, impossibly delicate, trapping her completely. It was this awful, wonderful contradiction that undid her. The sugar-boy’s rough hands promised violence, but the man offered sanctuary. And Tasmine, trembling in the dusty dark of a forgotten room, surrendered everything to that impossible gentleness.

Harold had always worshipped Tasmine’s body the way some men worship at Sunday service—with reverence, with devotion, and with the kind of desperate hunger that comes from knowing salvation when you see it. He didn’t just take his pleasure; hell no, that wasn’t Harold’s way at all. He gave first, explored every curve and hollow like a man reading scripture, serving her body like it was some kind of holy altar.

Tasmine smiled at the memory, even as her head pounded like a son of a bitch. She’d never made love like that with anyone—not before Harold, and God knew there wouldn’t be anyone after. The passion had cooled some after two kids, the way it does, but Harold still looked at her like she hung the moon and stars. That was something, wasn’t it? In a world full of men who treated women like used cars, Harold Wickham was a keeper.

She loved that man. Couldn’t put it into words if you paid her a million dollars, but she loved him down to her bones. He was the first man who’d ever really seen her, you know? Really explored what made her tick, what made her soar like a bird over Canebrulay on a clear October morning.

Growing up in that big house with Mama and her new husband had been like living in a museum that was always under construction. Day and night, hammers and saws, the smell of sawdust and varnish thick as fog. Claude Thibodeaux—that was her stepfather’s name, though she’d never called him anything but “sir”—owned the sugar company that employed half the parish, and he treated that house like his personal project. Always building, always fixing, always making noise.

Even when the work stopped at sundown, the house never really got quiet. Footsteps in the hallway. Creaking in the attic. Sounds that could have been settling wood or could have been something else entirely. Young Tasmine had told herself it was just the daytime commotion carrying over, the way thunder echoes long after lightning strikes.

Claude had been good to Mama, she’d give him that. Showered her with attention like she was the Queen of Sheba. And he’d been good to Tasmine too, in his way. Beautiful clothes, makeup, all the things a teenage girl could want. Her mama’s beauty lived in her face, and Claude’s money made sure it shone like a new penny.

But it was Harold who’d made her feel beautiful. Harold with his calloused hands and his gentle voice, who spent his days hauling sacks of raw cane and keeping the mill’s gears turning, yet talked to her like she was made of spun glass. When he’d asked her to marry him and leave that house, it had been like someone throwing her a rope when she was drowning.

“Come away with me, Tasmine,” he’d said. “We’ll make our own place. Our own life.”

It wasn’t that she hated the Thibodeaux house—hate was too strong a word. But she’d never been comfortable there, never found her place in all those rooms that smelled of fresh paint and old secrets. Harold had given her what she’d never had: a home where she belonged, where she was the lady of the house instead of just another piece of furniture.

Little Nakya had made things better, for a while. Her half-sister was twenty-two years younger, Claude’s daughter with Mama, and caring for her had given Tasmine something to focus on besides the weird atmosphere that seemed to cling to that house like smoke. Now that Nakya was starting to miss home, well, it just felt right for Harold to be the one to take her back. That was the kind of man Harold was—always ready to help, always willing to do what was right.

Tasmine coughed, her body still running a fever that made her feel like she was swimming through molasses. Her head pounded with the kind of intensity that usually meant a storm was coming, and her memories of Harold were the only thing keeping her anchored to sanity.

She tried to get up from the bed, but the room tilted like a ship in heavy seas. Her vision blurred, and she grabbed the edge of the mattress to keep from taking a header onto the hardwood floor.

Steady, girl, she told herself. Just a little dizzy spell. Nothing to get worked up about.

She sat back down and waited for the world to stop spinning. When she opened her eyes again, her gaze fell on the old wardrobe standing against the far wall.

That wardrobe. Jesus, how many years had it been? She’d brought it from Claude’s house when she and Harold got married. Mama had insisted on it, wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“That there wardrobe’s so you don’t forget your mama, sugar,” she’d said in that Louisiana drawl that got thicker when she was emotional. “You fixin to live with your husband now, way off from here. But that’s the same ol’ wardrobe you used to keep your little dresses in when you were just a bitty thing. Claude—he built it with his own two hands, right about the time you started blooming into a young lady.”

Claude had been handy with tools, she’d give him that. A regular craftsman when he wasn’t running his sugar empire. The wardrobe was beautiful work—solid wood, intricate carvings, the kind of piece that lasted generations. It had sat in this very spot for years now, familiar as an old friend.

But something was wrong with it today.

Maybe it was the fever, or the headache that felt like someone was driving railroad spikes through her skull, but the wardrobe looked... different. Older somehow. The room felt dimmer too, like someone had thrown a gray sheet over the morning sun.

Tasmine rubbed her temples, trying to massage away the pain. When she opened her eyes and blinked to clear her vision, she saw something that made her blood turn to ice water.

There was a figure standing beside the wardrobe.

She squeezed her eyes shut tight, the way she used to do as a child when she thought she saw monsters in the shadows.

It’s the fever, she told herself. Just the fever playing tricks.

But when she opened her eyes, the figure was still there.

Her heart began to hammer against her ribs like a bird trying to escape a cage. She closed her eyes again, thinking frantically.

Who are you? Harold? One of the kids? Nakya?

But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn’t any of them. This thing—and she was beginning to think of it as a thing rather than a person—was wrong in ways that went beyond description.

She opened her eyes one more time, and her vision cleared just enough to see what was waiting for her by Claude’s handmade wardrobe. The figure wore what might have been a long robe, or maybe the darkness was just part of it—she couldn’t tell where fabric ended and shadow began. What she could tell was that it had no face she could make out, or maybe she just didn’t have time to see one.

Because the thing was moving toward her now, not walking but floating, and in that moment Tasmine Wickham knew with absolute certainty that whatever had been living in Claude Thibodeaux’s house all those years ago had followed her home.

The last thing she managed to think before the darkness swallowed her whole was that Harold should have let her burn that goddamned wardrobe years ago.
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The Red Dress in the Frame
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Harold Wickham had developed a case of the sighs, and that was never a good sign in his experience. Each one leaked out of him like air from a punctured tire as he stole sideways glances at Nakya Thibodeaux, who sat beside him in Murton’s borrowed Silverado with that radiant smile of hers lighting up the cab like a goddamn Christmas morning.

Christ on a crutch, Harold thought, look at you, you sorry bastard. Fifty-eight years old and mooning over your sister-in-law like some teenage jackass with his first hard-on.

But there it was, plain as the nose on his face. That woman had an aura around her—not the New Age crystal-and-chakras bullshit his wife sometimes read about in those magazines, but something real and warm that filled up all the empty spaces inside him he didn’t even know existed.

“Did you know Daddy used to say you were one hell of a fighter?” Nakya said, her voice musical as water running over smooth stones. The Chevy rumbled down the winding blacktop between rice fields that stretched to the horizon like green seas under the late afternoon sun.

Harold barked out a laugh, but it came out sounding rusty. “Yeah, I remember that. First couple years, I figured old Claude couldn’t stand the sight of me. Here I was, getting into scraps every other weekend, even went after some son of a bitch who was trying to muscle in on his sugar business.”

“But he always said you were the right one for my sister Tasmine,” Nakya continued, turning in her seat to face him fully. Her dark eyes caught the light streaming through the windshield, and Harold felt something twist in his chest—not unpleasant, but dangerous as a loaded gun with a hair trigger. “Said you’d keep this family safe, no matter what came calling. Mama felt the same way.”

And just like that, the spell broke. Harold’s hands tightened on the steering wheel until his knuckles went white as old bones. The dark thing that lived in the back of his mind—the thing that whispered Nakya’s name when Tasmine was sleeping beside him—reared up like a snake disturbed in tall grass.

She knows, it hissed. She can see right through you, you worthless piece of shit. She knows what you think about in the dark hours before dawn.

The rice fields rolled past, golden-green and peaceful, but Harold felt like he was driving through a minefield. Nakya’s hair—loose today instead of pinned up—caught the breeze from the open window, and he caught a whiff of her shampoo mixed with the clean scent of growing things. It made him think of spring mornings and fresh starts and all the things a man his age had no business thinking about his wife’s half-sister.

He’d been having the dreams again. Strange ones that left him sweating and ashamed when he woke up. Dreams where Tasmine was gone—not dead, just... gone—and Nakya was there instead, reaching for him with those graceful hands, whispering his name like a prayer.

You’re losing your mind, he told himself. Plain and simple. Fifty-eight years of living rough will do that to a man.

But Harold had been places and seen things that would turn most people’s hair white overnight. He’d learned to trust his instincts, even when they didn’t make a lick of sense. And right now, those instincts were screaming at him like a smoke alarm at three in the morning.

Something was wrong. Not with Nakya—never with Nakya—but with this whole damn trip. It hung in the air like the smell of ozone before a thunderstorm.

He glanced at her again, taking in the way the afternoon light painted her face in shades of gold and amber. Beautiful, yes. More beautiful than any woman had a right to be, especially when she was smiling at you like you hung the moon and stars.

The truth was, Harold Wickham loved two women, and that was a burden heavy enough to break a strong man’s back. He loved his wife Tasmine with the steady, comfortable love of shared years and mutual respect. But Nakya... Christ, Nakya he loved with the desperate, consuming fire that poets wrote about and sensible people avoided like the plague.

The difference was, he’d die before he’d hurt either one of them.

What Harold didn’t know—what he couldn’t know—was that love was rarely a one-way street. While he was busy tearing himself apart with guilt and desire, Nakya Thibodeaux was fighting her own battles. To her, Harold Wickham wasn’t just her sister’s husband. He was everything she’d ever wanted in a man—strong without being cruel, gentle without being weak, the kind of man who’d step in front of a freight train if it meant keeping his family safe.

If Harold had known that, if he’d had even the faintest inkling of what was going through her mind as she sat there smiling at him, his heart wouldn’t have just skipped a beat. It would have exploded like a cherry bomb in his chest.
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Back in town, Tasmine Wickham was discovering that some nightmares don’t have the courtesy to wait for you to fall asleep.

She came awake screaming, the sound tearing from her throat like something with claws. Her head felt like someone had used it for batting practice, and her heart was hammering against her ribs hard enough to crack them.

The bedroom was empty. Of course it was empty. But she could still feel it—that presence that had haunted her childhood like a bad smell you can’t quite wash away.

“Why now?” she whispered to the shadows. “Why again? What did I ever do to deserve this shit?”

She forced herself to sit up, though her head spun like a carnival ride. The memory came flooding back, as sharp and clear as broken glass: herself at sixteen, walking through her stepfather’s house when she’d noticed something wrong with Mama’s portrait.

The painting had hung in the front room for as long as she could remember—Mama in her red dress, sitting sideways with that secret smile that had always made Tasmine proud to be her daughter. Beautiful and lifelike, like Mama might step right out of the frame and ask if you’d eaten enough dinner.

But that day, something had changed.

Mama’s face in the painting was... wrong. Swollen on one side, distorted, robbed of all its beauty. And her hands—sweet Jesus, her hands looked like they’d been put through a meat grinder, the fingers fused together in ways that made Tasmine’s stomach turn.

She’d stood there, frozen with horror, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Then she’d turned around, meaning to run and find someone, anyone, to tell her she was going crazy.

Instead, she’d found herself face to face with something that had no business existing in the daylight world.

Gray. That was all she could remember clearly. Gray like old cobwebs, like the color of dreams just before they turn into nightmares. It had stood behind her, patient as death, waiting for her to notice it.

Tasmine had screamed and hit the floor like a sack of flour. The next thing she knew, her stepfather was carrying her, muttering under his breath in that way that meant serious trouble:

“How dare you come ‘round here botherin this child! You might live under this roof, but don’t you ever lay a hand on Tasmine—you hear me?”

Live under this roof. Even now, thirty-odd years later, those words made her skin crawl.

“Why are you following me?” she asked the empty room. “I don’t have anything to do with that house anymore. Never really did.”

But even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t true. Some things follow you no matter how far you run, no matter how many years you put between yourself and the place that made you. Some things are patient enough to wait.

And now Harold was driving straight toward that house, with Nakya beside him, both of them innocent as lambs walking into a slaughterhouse.

Tasmine closed her eyes and prayed to whatever gods might be listening—the Lord of Life and Death, the spirits her stepfather had truck with, anyone who might have the power to keep the people she loved safe from the thing that had been waiting all these years to finish what it had started.
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The painting still hung in the front room of the old house, just as it always had. Same red dress, same secret smile, same position in the center of the wall where everyone who entered would be sure to see it.

What visitors didn’t know—what they couldn’t know—was that the frame had been carved from the twin oak roots of Kadaville, one of the five sacred sources that powered the hoodoo work done in that house. Roots that had been growing in Louisiana soil for more than a century, drinking deep from water tables that remembered things best forgotten.

Outside, the sound of an engine grew louder as it approached. Nearly five o’clock—right on time.

The painting seemed to shift slightly in its frame, though there was no breeze in the room to disturb it.

In the red dress, something that might once have been a woman waited with the infinite patience of the dead.
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Walking Toward the Fire
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Harold Wickham had developed what you might call a complicated relationship with Canebrulay, Louisiana—the kind of relationship a man might have with a disease that runs in his family. He knew it was coming for him eventually, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

His wife Tasmine had been birthed in that godforsaken place, had drawn her first breath in the muggy, moss-draped air that seemed to cling to your lungs like Spanish moss clung to the live oaks. And Nakya Thibodeaux—sweet, damaged Nakya—she’d been spawned there too, back when the sugar mill still ran and the old families still held sway over the bayou country like feudal lords over their serfs.

Truth was, Nakya had more roots tangled up in Canebrulay’s black soil than she did in the house she’d been sharing with Harold and Tasmine these past three years. That house up in Merriville felt temporary, like a rest stop on the highway to nowhere. But this place—this place had its hooks in her deep.

They’d made their pilgrimages here often enough after Nakya’s mother passed. For nostalgia, Harold told himself, though he suspected it was something darker. Something that called to the women in ways he couldn’t understand and didn’t much care to examine.

But understanding and comfort were two different animals entirely. To Harold, Canebrulay felt like trying on a dead man’s clothes—nothing quite fit right. The way folks talked
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