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The first night of counting felt ordinary.

That was the cruelty of it.

Mary stood at the window as dusk fell and watched the oak become a silhouette again—fractured, split down its trunk, the iron chain half-swallowed by bark like a wound that refused to heal. The coffin beneath it remained open, as if the village had forgotten how to close a mouth.

Thomas sat at the table with a bowl of food he did not touch.

His hands rested on the wood like they belonged to someone else.

He did not speak.

He listened.

Not toward the yard.

Not toward the road.

Downward.

As though sound could rise through earth and reach him through the floorboards.

When the sun fully dropped, Father Michael arrived without lantern light.

Mary saw him walk through the yard by starlight alone, calm as if this were a Sunday visit and not the seventh breath of something buried waking.

He stepped inside.

He did not remove his coat.

He did not sit.

His eyes moved once toward the oak, then toward Thomas.

“How many times did you hear her today?” he asked.

Thomas didn’t look up.

“Not her,” he whispered.

Father Michael’s posture changed.

“Then what?”

Thomas swallowed.

“Something smaller.”

Mary’s stomach tightened.

The priest looked at her.

“Tell me.”

Mary’s voice came out thin.

“It started this afternoon.”

Father Michael waited.

Mary hated that patience. It felt like a priest letting a wound bleed so he could see where it came from.

She forced herself to speak.

“I heard it under the floor.”

Thomas’ eyes flicked toward her—just briefly—then returned to the table.

Mary continued.

“Not scraping. Not chains.”

She inhaled.

“A baby.”

Father Michael’s face did not shift into disbelief.

It shifted into recognition.

Thomas whispered, almost angry, almost ashamed:

“It’s not possible.”

The house held still around them, listening.

Mary said, “I heard it clearly. Not outside. Not in the yard.”

She pointed toward the kitchen corner—toward the darkest part of the room where the floorboards met the wall.

“From there.”

Father Michael stepped closer to that corner slowly.

He knelt.

Placed his palm near the floor without touching.

His fingers hovered, cautious.

He closed his eyes.

Mary watched the muscles in his jaw tighten slightly.

Then he opened them again.

His voice was quiet.

“It is near.”

Thomas’s mouth curled as if in pain.

“Near what?”

Father Michael looked toward the oak through the window.

“Near its root.”

Mary’s mouth went dry.

“The baby is near the tree?”

Father Michael rose.

“No.”

He looked at Thomas now—fully.

“The baby is near you.”

Thomas pushed back from the table so sharply the chair legs scraped the floor.

The sound made Mary flinch.

She expected iron to answer it.

But the house stayed silent.

Thomas’s hands clenched.

“I didn’t do anything.”

Father Michael’s eyes were steady.

“You broke the chain.”

Thomas’s face tightened.

“That was woodcutting. That was—”

“That was a seal,” the priest said calmly.

The words landed like a stone.

Mary turned toward the window again.

Outside, the oak stood unmoving.

No wind.

No scraping.

The chain didn’t shift.

The coffin didn’t tremble.

But the stillness did not feel safe.

It felt prepared.

Thomas whispered, “What is the eclipse child?”

Mary did not realize she had thought the phrase out loud.

Father Michael didn’t answer immediately.

He stepped toward the door.

“Come,” he said.

Mary’s pulse spiked.

“Now?”

“Yes.”

Thomas stood slowly, like an old man.

Like a man carrying weight invisible to everyone else.

They stepped out into the yard.

The village was quiet in the way it became quiet around danger—doors closed, lamps dim, people pretending sleep so they wouldn’t have to admit they were listening too.

The oak waited under the sky.

Father Michael walked ahead without fear.

Mary followed, close to Thomas.

The closer they came to the tree, the colder the air became—not winter cold, but burial cold.

The coffin’s open lid looked like a jaw left unhinged.

Father Michael stopped two paces from it.

He did not touch it.

He looked down into the darkness inside.

Mary held her breath.

For a second she thought she saw movement.

Not a hand.

Not a face.

A shift in soil, subtle as a blink.

Thomas’s fingers curled around Mary’s wrist.

Harder than he meant to.

Mary didn’t pull away.

She couldn’t.

Father Michael spoke softly into the coffin like it could hear him.

“Anna.”

The night remained still.

Then—

A sound.

Not scraping.

Not metal.

A thin cry.

It slipped through the air like a needle and pierced Mary’s chest.

A baby’s cry.

Weak.

Small.

Too close.

Mary stumbled back instinctively.

Thomas didn’t move.

His eyes went wide.

The cry came again.

Then a third time.

Father Michael did not flinch.

He lowered his cross slowly.

He did not aim it like a weapon.

He held it like a boundary.

“Show us,” he said quietly.

The cry stopped.

Silence returned.

So heavy Mary could hear her own heartbeat thudding in her ears.

Thomas’s lips parted.

He whispered, “It’s inside me.”

Mary’s breath caught.

Father Michael turned toward him.

“What do you feel?”

Thomas swallowed hard.

His hand rose to his sternum again.

“Pressure.”

Then lower.

His palm hovered just below his ribs.

“Not here.”

Then lower still, toward his stomach, as if ashamed to name the sensation.

“Here.”

Mary stared at him.

“No.”

Thomas’s eyes filled with tears he tried not to let fall.

“It moves when I breathe.”

Father Michael’s voice stayed controlled.

“It’s not inside you as flesh.”

Thomas shook his head slowly.

“It’s inside me as... weight.”

Mary’s legs felt weak.

Father Michael looked past Thomas, toward the oak.

“The binding has changed,” he murmured.

Mary’s voice shook.

“Changed how?”

Father Michael spoke carefully, choosing words like nails.

“Anna was bound by iron.”

Mary nodded faintly.

“Now the iron is not enough,” he continued.

“And the earth is not enough.”

Thomas’s breathing quickened.

“What does that mean?”

Father Michael’s gaze sharpened.

“It means her suffering is not finished repeating itself.”

A faint creak sounded from the oak.

Not from wind.

From within.

Wood straining.

The chain gave a tiny metallic tick.

Mary flinched.

Father Michael said, “The first seal broke.”

Thomas whispered, “The chain.”

“Yes.”

Father Michael looked up at the sky.

Clouds drifted slowly.

The moon looked ordinary.

But Mary knew what Father Michael had seen—an edge, a shadow, a slow coming alignment.

“Seven nights,” the priest said.

Thomas’s voice cracked.

“It’s only the first.”

The coffin gave a faint internal knock.

One.

Mary’s stomach dropped.

Then another.

Two.

Father Michael did not move.

Thomas stepped forward one pace without meaning to.

Mary grabbed him.

“Thomas, stop.”

His face looked drained.

Not possessed.

Pulled.

Father Michael said calmly, “Do you hear her?”

Thomas’s mouth trembled.

“I hear... a lullaby.”

Mary froze.

“What?”

Thomas’s eyes went distant.

His voice dropped to a whisper.

“A humming.”

His lips moved without his permission.

As if his throat remembered a song he had never heard.

Mary watched Father Michael closely.

The priest’s face tightened.

“Do not repeat it,” he warned.

Thomas blinked, confused.

“I’m not trying—”

The humming returned.

Not from Thomas’s mouth.

From under the coffin.

From beneath iron and soil.

A thin, childish melody.

Broken.

Like a song remembered by someone who died before finishing it.

Mary put a hand to her mouth to keep from screaming.

Father Michael stepped back slowly.

His eyes locked on the ground beneath the oak.

“Anna,” he said again, firmer now. “Who is crying?”

The melody stopped.

The air thickened.

The chain tightened once with a faint contraction.

The oak creaked as if answering.

Then—softly, impossibly—

A voice rose from the coffin.

Not Thomas.

Not Father Michael.

A woman’s breath made into words.

“Mine.”

Mary’s knees weakened.

Thomas whispered, “She had a child.”

Father Michael’s jaw tightened.

“Or she lost one.”

Mary felt cold flood her chest.

The village had never said that.

The village had never said anything beyond a name that faded.

Anna.

A rumor.

A silence.

The coffin gave a faint knock again.

Three.

Then silence.

Father Michael stepped closer to Thomas.

“Listen to me,” he said quietly. “This is how it begins.”

Thomas’s face drained further.

“How what begins?”

Father Michael’s voice was low.

“A second binding.”

Thomas swallowed.

Mary felt tears rise.

“Binding means... possession?”

Father Michael looked at her.

“Binding means attachment.”

He placed two fingers lightly against Thomas’s wrist, just above the old chain bruises.

Thomas flinched as if touched by ice.

Father Michael withdrew.

He spoke softly.

“She is not only on the tree anymore.”

Thomas’s voice cracked.

“She’s in the house.”

Father Michael nodded once.

“And when the eclipse comes,” he said, “she will be in the village.”

Mary whispered, “Why the baby?”

Father Michael stared at the coffin.

“Because some ghosts do not return as rage,” he said.

“Some return as need.”

The air around the oak shifted subtly.

Not wind.

A pressure change, like the world inhaling.

Mary felt the hairs on her arms rise.

Thomas’s eyes went unfocused again.

His lips parted.

Mary saw the exact moment his gaze stopped being his.

His shoulders relaxed in a way that did not belong to him.

He turned his head toward the coffin.

And in a voice that was almost tender, almost gentle—

He said, “Hush.”

Mary stepped back.

Father Michael raised the cross slightly.

“Thomas,” Mary whispered, trembling. “Look at me.”

Thomas’s eyes did not move to her.

His voice continued, soft as a mother calming an infant.

“Hush... hush... hush...”

The baby’s cry returned.

Louder now.

Not outside.

Not in the distance.

Directly beneath the coffin.

The oak creaked deeply.

The chain shifted.

The coffin lid lifted a breath’s width and settled again.

Father Michael spoke sharply.

“Enough.”

Thomas’s head snapped toward the priest.

For a fraction of a second, his eyes looked black—not fully, but edged in shadow.

Then his mouth curved faintly.

Not a smile.

A knowing.

A voice layered beneath his spoke calmly:

“Seven.”

Thomas’s own voice pushed through, weak and terrified:

“Stop.”

Mary grabbed
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