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Chapter 1 – The Walled Village




The village announced itself before either of them saw it.




Céline felt it first—a pressure change, like stepping into a room where a conversation had just stopped. The air seemed to thicken as the road curved through vineyards that rolled in soft, disciplined rows, each vine clipped and trained as if obedience had been cultivated over centuries. June sunlight lay gently over the land, warm but not lazy, bright without glare. Even the sky looked curated.




“Okay,” Brady said, leaning forward between the front seats of the rental car. “That’s not real.”




Ahead of them, Riquewihr rose from the vines like something preserved in amber. Stone walls wrapped the village in a near-perfect oval, their pale surfaces glowing faintly gold. Within them, rooftops tilted at odd, charming angles, and timber-framed houses stacked colors Céline couldn’t name—wine-red, faded teal, buttery yellow, a blue so deep it looked like it remembered the sea.




Their stepmother slowed the car instinctively, though the road didn’t demand it.




Céline pressed her forehead to the window. “It feels… enclosed.”




“That’s literally what walls do,” Brady said, grinning.




“No, I mean—” She stopped herself, searching for the words. “It feels like we’re being let in.”




Their father glanced at her in the rearview mirror, amused. “You’ve been reading too many old legends again.”




Céline didn’t answer. She was watching the gate.




The main entrance stood open, flanked by stone towers that leaned inward slightly, as if listening. A small sign welcomed visitors in neat, friendly lettering. Nothing about it was threatening. And yet, as the car passed beneath the arch, Céline felt a soft internal click—like a door closing somewhere behind her ribs.




Brady bounced slightly in his seat. “We are so coming back here at night.”




“You’re not,” their stepmother said automatically. “You’ll be tired from travel.”




Brady shot Céline a look that meant challenge accepted.




Inside the walls, the street narrowed immediately. Buildings leaned closer together, their upper floors jutting out like curious faces. Flower boxes overflowed with red geraniums. Shop windows glittered with glassware, corkscrews, postcards, and wine bottles arranged with ceremonial precision.




Everything looked alive—but staged.




Céline raised her camera and snapped a photo through the window. The lens clicked softly.




“What are you taking pictures of already?” Brady asked.




“The light,” she said, though that wasn’t quite true. It was the way the light behaved—how it pooled at thresholds, lingered in doorways longer than it should, softened edges without blurring them.




They parked near the ramparts, where Carlos was waiting.




He stood beside a low stone building that pressed its back against the wall itself, one hand resting casually on a suitcase. Carlos looked to be in his late forties, with dark hair threaded heavily with silver and a smile that arrived a half-second late, as though it needed permission.




“Bienvenue,” he said warmly. “You made good time.”




He hugged their parents with the familiarity of someone who had done so many times, then turned to the teens.




“You must be Céline,” he said, studying her with open curiosity. “And Brady.”




Brady straightened. “That’s me.”




Carlos nodded, approving. “You look like trouble.”




Brady beamed. Céline noticed Carlos didn’t say anything similar about her—but his eyes lingered, sharp and assessing, before softening again.




The parents didn’t stay long. Lyon awaited them with conferences and dinners and adult responsibilities. There were hugs, reminders to behave, and a final look from Céline’s father that carried the unspoken take care of each other.




Then the car disappeared down the road, and the gate of Riquewihr loomed quietly behind it.




Carlos picked up Céline’s suitcase with ease. “Come. The gîte is just inside the walls.”




Just inside.




The phrase echoed strangely in Céline’s head.




They walked along a narrow street that curved rather than running straight. Brady craned his neck, taking in everything at once.




“This place is unreal,” he said. “Like a movie set.”




Carlos chuckled. “People say that. But it has never been a set. Only… preserved.”




“Preserved how?” Céline asked.




Carlos glanced at her. “You ask good questions.”




The gîte sat against the inner wall, its stones older and darker than the neighboring houses. Inside, the air was cool and faintly scented with wood, dust, and something sweet—grape juice, Céline realized.




Their room was on the second floor, with a small window that looked directly onto the ramparts. From here, she could see the curve of the wall as it wrapped protectively around the village, and beyond it, the orderly chaos of vineyards.




Brady flopped onto one of the beds. “This is perfect.”




Céline set her bag down more carefully. As she did, she noticed something odd.




The door frame .




It was slightly asymmetrical—not enough to be a flaw, but enough to be intentional. One side leaned inward by a fraction of an inch, as though encouraging entry while subtly discouraging exit.




She ran her fingers along the wood.




“Don’t break anything,” Brady said lazily.




“I’m not,” she replied. “I’m just… noticing.”




Carlos lingered in the doorway. “Dinner is at seven. Try not to wander too far before then.”




Brady rolled onto his side. “Too far where?”




Carlos smiled. “Anywhere you don’t intend to end up.”




Celine looked up sharply, but Carlos was already turning away.




After he left, silence settled—not empty, but attentive.




Brady sat up. “Okay. That was weird, right?”




“Yes,” Céline said. “But not in a bad way.”




“That’s worse.”




They unpacked quickly. Céline pinned a small map of Alsace to the corkboard above her bed, marking Riquewihr with a red dot. The name itself felt heavy in her mouth when she whispered it.




Outside, church bells rang—not loudly, but deliberately. Each note seemed to land exactly where it intended.




They stepped back into the street just as the late afternoon sun softened toward evening. Shops hummed with quiet activity. Locals moved with unhurried purpose, greeting one another in low voices. More than once, Céline noticed conversations pause as they passed.




Not stop. Pause.




Brady noticed it too. “Do we have something on our faces?”




“No,” Céline said. “I think they’re listening.”




“To what?”




She gestured vaguely. “To whether we belong.”




Brady laughed, but it sounded forced. “You’re being dramatic.”




Maybe, Céline thought. But as they reached the center of town, she felt it again—that internal click, sharper this time.




They had crossed something.




She raised her camera and took another photograph—of a narrow doorway half-hidden between two shops, its handle worn smooth by centuries of hands. In the photo, the doorway seemed to glow faintly, like an invitation.




In reality, it looked perfectly ordinary.




Céline lowered the camera, heart thudding with a mix of fear and excitement.




Riquewihr was not just a place.




It was a threshold.




And it knew they had arrived.




By early evening, Riquewihr had shifted.




Céline couldn’t have explained exactly how—only that the village felt subtly rearranged, like furniture moved while you were out of the room. The street they’d walked an hour earlier now seemed narrower, the houses leaning closer together as if to share secrets. Shadows collected in corners that hadn’t existed before, and the air carried a cooler undertone despite the lingering warmth of the June sun.




She paused near a shop window displaying hand-painted wine glasses, her reflection layered over the glass. For a moment, she thought she saw another reflection behind her—someone standing just out of frame.




She turned.




No one.




Brady had already wandered ahead, drawn toward the scent of food drifting from an open restaurant door. Laughter spilled out along with the smell of onions and bread.




“You coming?” he called.




“In a second,” Céline replied.




She took another photo. When she checked the screen, her reflection was there—but the street behind her looked longer than it should have been, stretching farther back than the curve allowed.




She frowned and lowered the camera.




Dinner at the gîte was simple and local—cheese, bread, a thick vegetable stew, and chilled grape juice poured from a glass carafe with no label. Carlos watched them as they drank, his expression unreadable.




“This is really good,” Brady said, refilling his glass. “What kind is it?”




Carlos hesitated. “Pinot Gris.”




Céline looked up. “Isn’t that a wine grape?”




Carlos smiled faintly. “It is also a juice grape. Here, it is… versatile.”




Céline sipped more slowly this time. The juice tasted brighter than she expected, crisp and layered, with an aftertaste that lingered strangely on her tongue—not sweet, exactly, but dimensional, as though it had depth.




She felt a brief sensation of lightness, like stepping down a stair she hadn’t seen.




“Don’t drink too much,” Carlos said quietly, too quietly for it to be casual.




Brady froze mid-sip. “Is there alcohol in it?”




“No,” Carlos said. “Just… history.”




That night, sleep came unevenly.




Céline dreamed of doors—hundreds of them, standing alone in open fields, embedded in stone walls, floating in water. Some were ajar, some sealed, some dissolving into mist as she reached for them. Each time she crossed a threshold, the air grew thinner, and the sound of bells echoed distantly.




She woke just before dawn, heart racing.




The room was dim, the sky outside barely beginning to pale. For a moment, she thought she wasn’t alone. She could have sworn she felt someone standing near the door, waiting patiently.




“Brady?” she whispered.




He snored softly from the other bed.




The feeling faded, but unease remained.




Later that morning, they set out to explore properly. Carlos handed them a folded map—old, its edges softened by use.




“Stay inside the walls,” he said. “At least for today.”




Brady grinned. “We’re not children.”




Carlos met his gaze steadily. “You are guests.”




Céline noticed the emphasis.




They walked toward the center of town, passing half-timbered houses stacked with centuries of paint and care. Tourists wandered here and there, but fewer than Céline had expected. The village felt curated not for crowds, but for observation.




As they passed a narrow alley, Céline stopped short.




“Do you see that?” she asked.




Brady squinted. “See what?”




“The alley—it wasn’t there yesterday.”




“Yes it was.”




“No,” she said, certain now. “I took a picture. That space was a wall.”




Brady shrugged. “Maybe you just didn’t notice.”




Céline stared down the alley. It curved gently, vanishing behind a house that looked slightly older than the rest. The stones were darker, more worn. The air beyond the entrance shimmered faintly, like heat over asphalt.




She felt a pull—not physical, but insistent.




“Let’s check it out,” Brady said, already stepping forward.




“No,” Céline said quickly. “I mean—maybe later.”




Brady laughed. “You’re the cautious one, remember?”




“I’m cautious for a reason.”




He rolled his eyes but backed off. “Fine. Later.”




They continued on, but Céline kept glancing back. Each time, the alley seemed a little less distinct, as though it resented being noticed.




They reached the Maison Romane by late morning. The building stood apart from its neighbors, squat and solemn, its stone walls thick and uneven. A small plaque announced it as the oldest house in Riquewihr.




Inside, the air was cool and heavy. Céline felt it immediately—a compression, like time stacked too tightly.




Brady shifted uncomfortably. “Why does it feel like my ears won’t pop?”




Céline didn’t answer. She was staring at the floor.




The stones beneath their feet bore faint grooves—not wear marks, but deliberate lines, etched in a pattern that radiated outward from the doorway. Threshold marks, she realized.




A guide led a small group through the house, her voice practiced.




“This building has stood since the late eleventh century,” she said. “It has survived wars, fires, occupations—”




Her voice stuttered, just slightly, as though skipping over something.




“And changes,” she finished.




Céline raised her hand. “What kind of changes?”




The guide smiled politely. “Oh, renovations. Ownership.”




“That’s not what I meant.”




The guide’s smile tightened. “We do not discuss superstition here.”




Brady leaned closer. “Okay, now that’s definitely weird.”




As they left the house, Céline felt relief wash over her, followed by a sharp pang of loss—like stepping out of a room she hadn’t realized she wanted to stay in.




The bells rang again at noon. This time, Céline counted the seconds between notes. They weren’t evenly spaced.




That afternoon, they wandered toward the Dolder Tower.




It rose above the village like a sentinel, its stone face weathered but vigilant. A museum by day, a gatekeeper by nature. Céline felt the same pressure she’d noticed upon arrival—stronger now.




“This place gives me the creeps,” Brady said, though his eyes shone with interest.




“That’s because it’s watching you,” Céline said before she could stop herself.




They stood beneath the archway, looking up.




The doorway was massive, framed by stone worn smooth by countless crossings. Céline felt an inexplicable urge to step forward—to stand exactly in the center of the threshold.




She did.




The world tilted.




For half a second, everything stretched—the sound of footsteps, the flutter of a pigeon’s wings, Brady’s voice mid-sentence.




Then it snapped back.




“You okay?” Brady asked, gripping her arm.




“Yes,” she said, breathless. “I think so.”




She glanced behind her.




For just an instant, she thought she saw another street beyond the gate—not the one they had come from, but something older, quieter, bathed in perpetual twilight.




Then a group of tourists passed through, and the vision vanished.




“Let’s go,” Brady said, unsettled now. “I’m officially weirded out.”




As they turned away, Céline noticed someone standing across the square—a boy about Brady’s age, dark-haired, dressed simply. He watched them with open curiosity, not hiding his interest.




Their eyes met.




He smiled—not warmly, not coldly, but knowingly.




Céline felt the unmistakable sensation of being seen.




“Brady,” she murmured. “Do you see him?”




Brady followed her gaze. “Yeah. Who is that?”




“I don’t know,” she said. “But I think he knows us.”




The boy inclined his head slightly, as if acknowledging a shared secret, then turned and walked away—disappearing down a street Céline could have sworn ended in a wall.




Her heart pounded.




Something had noticed them noticing.




And it was no longer content to remain unseen.


They did not speak about the boy right away.




It was Brady who broke first, halfway back to the gîte, when the silence between them grew too taut to ignore.




“Okay,” he said, hands shoved into his pockets. “So either that guy was a local who thought we looked lost, or—”




“—or he knew us,” Céline finished.




Brady shot her a look. “You’re not supposed to say the creepy option out loud.”




“He didn’t look curious,” she said. “He looked… expectant.”




They stopped near a small square where a stone fountain murmured softly. The water caught the light in strange ways, reflecting not just the sky but fragments of buildings that didn’t line up with reality.




Céline raised her camera again, instinctively.




The image that appeared on the screen made her breath catch.




The boy was there.




Standing beside them.




She spun around.




No one.




Her hands trembled as she zoomed in. The image was clear—him leaning casually against the fountain’s edge, watching them with mild amusement. His features were sharp but not harsh, his expression unreadable.




Brady leaned over her shoulder. “That’s not funny.”




“I didn’t put him there,” she whispered.




A shadow fell across the screen.




“Photos can be misleading.”




They both jumped.




The boy stood before them now, close enough that Céline could see the flecks of silver in his dark eyes. He smelled faintly of stone and grapes and something cooler—night air trapped underground.




“I’m Anshelm,” he said, inclining his head politely. “Anshelm de Riquewihr.”




Brady recovered first. “You follow people around a lot, or is today special?”




Anshelm’s mouth curved slightly. “You were already following something.”




Céline swallowed. “You disappeared.”




“I crossed a threshold,” Anshelm said simply.




“That street ends in a wall,” Brady said.




“In your Riquewihr,” Anshelm replied.




Silence pooled between them.




“You’re not from here,” Anshelm continued, studying Céline now. “But you noticed.”




“Noticed what?” Brady demanded.




“That the village listens.”




Céline felt her heart hammer. “You’re the one Carlos was talking about.”




Anshelm’s gaze sharpened. “Carlos talks too much.”




“You know him?” Brady asked.




“I have known his family for a long time.”




“How long?” Céline asked quietly.




Anshelm considered her. “Longer than you have words for.”




That should have been the moment they walked away. Should have laughed it off, reported him to Carlos, decided they were jet-lagged and over-imaginative.




Instead, Céline asked, “What do you want?”




Anshelm smiled—softly this time. “Nothing. Yet.”




He stepped back, giving them space.




“Be careful near the tower,” he added. “It opens more easily when it’s curious.”




“Curious about what?” Brady asked.




“You.”




Then he turned and walked away, his steps unhurried. As he passed beneath an archway, he seemed to blur—not vanish, not fade, just… misalign.




And then he was gone.




They stood frozen until Brady exhaled sharply. “Okay. So. That happened.”




“Yes,” Céline said faintly.




Back at the gîte, Carlos was waiting.




He sat at the small wooden table in the common room, hands folded, posture rigid. He looked up the moment they entered.




“You met him,” he said.




It wasn’t a question.




Brady scoffed. “You could say that.”




Carlos closed his eyes briefly, as if bracing himself. “What did he tell you?”




“That we were following something,” Céline said. “That the village listens.”




Carlos’s jaw tightened.




“And?” he prompted.




“That the tower opens more easily when it’s curious,” Brady added.




Carlos stood abruptly. “You went near the Dolder.”




“Yes,” Céline said. “And something happened there.”




Carlos paced once, then stopped in front of them. His voice lowered.




“You must understand—there are rules here.”




“Rules we weren’t told,” Brady snapped.




“Because knowing them invites breaking them,” Carlos replied. “Riquewihr survives because most people pass through without seeing.”




Céline hesitated. “Anshelm isn’t… human, is he?”




Carlos studied her for a long moment. “No.”




Brady’s laugh was short and disbelieving. “You’re saying vampire, right? Because if you’re saying vampire—”




“Not the kind you think,” Carlos interrupted. “No blood. No fangs. No coffins.”




“Then what?” Céline asked.




Carlos sighed and finally sat again, older somehow.




“Keepers of thresholds,” he said. “Caretakers of what lies between.”




Brady stared. “You’re kidding.”




“I wish I were.”




Carlos explained as much as he dared. Vampires who fed on grapes, not blood. A hidden reality layered over the visible one. A village that existed in two states at once, held together by balance and restraint.




“And Anshelm?” Céline asked.




“He is young,” Carlos said carefully. “For them. Old enough to be curious.”




“About us,” Brady said.




“Yes.”




That night, Céline couldn’t sleep.




She lay awake listening to the quiet sounds of the village—the distant clink of glass, the low murmur of voices, footsteps that echoed too slowly to belong to anyone passing outside.




At some point, she realized the footsteps weren’t moving.




They were waiting.




She sat up and saw it immediately.




The door.




It was open.




Just a crack.




She was certain she’d closed it.




“Brady,” she whispered.




He stirred. “What?”




“Do you see that?”




He squinted. “The door?”




“Yes.”




He swung his legs out of bed. “That’s not great.”




The gap widened slowly, soundlessly, revealing not the hallway—but darkness, deep and textured, like the inside of a wine cellar lit by memory rather than light.




A familiar voice drifted through.




“You’re awake.”




Anshelm stood on the other side, perfectly calm.




Brady lunged to shut the door.




It didn’t move.




“Relax,” Anshelm said. “This threshold is stable. For now.”




Céline’s pulse roared in her ears. “How did you get in here?”




“You left it open,” he replied, eyes on her. “Not physically. Mentally.”




Brady planted himself between them. “You can’t just—appear in people’s rooms.”




Anshelm regarded him mildly. “I can. I usually don’t.”




“Why now?” Céline asked.




“Because the tower is stirring,” Anshelm said. “And because you noticed me before I noticed you.”




He stepped aside, gesturing behind him.




Beyond the doorway, Céline glimpsed another Riquewihr—dimmer, quieter, suspended in twilight. The same streets, but veiled. The same houses, but listening.




“You followed me today,” Anshelm continued. “Tomorrow, you will follow me further.”




Brady shook his head. “No chance.”




Anshelm’s gaze flicked to Céline. “You already decided.”




Céline swallowed hard.




“How dangerous?” she asked.




Anshelm smiled thinly. “That depends on how well you understand doors.”




The bells rang then—soft, distant, out of sync with time.




“Meet me at the tower after dusk,” Anshelm said. “Or pretend none of this happened.”




He stepped back. The darkness folded in on itself.




The door closed.




Brady stared at it for a long moment. “So… that was definitely a vampire.”




“Yes,” Céline said.




“And we’re not pretending.”




“No.”




She reached for her camera, hands steady now.




Whatever Riquewihr was hiding, it had opened a door.




And Céline had every intention of stepping through.
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Chapter 2 – The Gîte on the Edge




The gîte did not sleep.




Céline became aware of that fact sometime after midnight, when the silence grew too intentional to be accidental. It wasn’t the peaceful quiet of a village at rest, nor the empty hush of countryside night. It was attentive—like a held breath.




She lay on her back, staring at the darkened ceiling beams, replaying Anshelm’s words over and over.




You left it open. Not physically. Mentally.




Beside her, Brady shifted, then whispered, “You awake?”




“Yes.”




“Good. Because if you’d been asleep, I was going to wake you anyway.”




She turned onto her side. “You felt it too.”




“The waiting?” he asked. “Yeah. That.”




They fell quiet again. Céline listened carefully, cataloging the sounds: a faint drip of water somewhere below, the soft creak of ancient wood adjusting to temperature, footsteps that moved along the wall outside—not pacing, not passing, but testing.




She sat up.




“Don’t,” Brady murmured.




“I need to check something.”




She crossed the room quietly and opened the door. The hallway beyond looked normal—narrow, dim, with the same old runner rug and framed prints of vineyards. But the air was cooler than the room behind her, and she felt that familiar pressure behind her eyes.




She stepped forward.




The hallway stretched.




Not visibly—not in a way she could point to—but in sensation. Each step felt slightly longer than the last, as though the space itself were thickening.




“Céline,” Brady said sharply.




She stopped. The pressure eased immediately.




She exhaled. “It reacts.”




“To what?”




“To attention.”




She closed the door and leaned against it, heart racing. “The gîte isn’t just on the edge of the wall. It’s on the edge of something else.”




Brady rubbed his face. “We are way too calm about this.”




“Are we?” she asked faintly.




Eventually, exhaustion won. When Céline slept again, she dreamed not of doors but of rooms without walls—spaces defined only by where you chose to stand.




Morning came quietly.




Sunlight filtered through the small window, pale and precise. Céline woke with a strange sense of clarity, as though her thoughts had been gently rearranged overnight. She sat up and realized something else immediately.




She could tell where the exits were.




Not visually—nothing had changed—but she knew the shortest path out of the room, the hallway, the building. The knowledge sat comfortably in her chest, like a compass settling.




Brady noticed her staring.




“What?”




“I think the juice did something,” she said.




He frowned. “I knew it. I should’ve stuck to water.”




“No,” she said. “Not like that. I can just… feel the layout.”




Brady swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Okay, that’s officially my limit. If you start seeing through walls, I’m out.”




She smiled faintly. “I don’t see through them. I see around them.”




Downstairs, Carlos was already awake, standing near the window with a cup of coffee untouched in his hands. He looked tired—more so than the night before.




“You shouldn’t have let him in,” he said without turning.




“We didn’t,” Brady replied. “He let himself.”




Carlos nodded once. “That sounds like Anshelm.”




Céline hesitated. “You knew he’d come.”




“Yes.”




“And you didn’t warn us?”




Carlos turned then, his gaze sharp. “Would you have listened?”




She opened her mouth, then closed it again.




“No,” she admitted.




Carlos sighed. “Exactly.”




He gestured for them to sit. “You’re staying in the gîte today.”




Brady scoffed. “We have plans.”




“You have limits,” Carlos said. “And you don’t know them yet.”




Céline leaned forward. “Then teach us.”




Carlos studied her for a long moment. “You’re changing already.”




“That’s not an answer.”




He set his coffee down. “This building—this gîte—was placed here deliberately. It sits where the wall meets the oldest part of the village. Long ago, before the Dolder Tower was built, this was one of the few stable crossings.”




“Crossings between what?” Brady asked.




Carlos met his gaze. “Between versions.”




Céline felt a chill. “So people passed through here.”




“Some did,” Carlos said. “Most never realized they had.”




He led them through the gîte, pointing out things Céline had dismissed as architectural quirks: doorways that weren’t quite aligned, windows that opened inward on one floor and outward on another, staircases that curved just enough to disorient.




“These are not flaws,” Carlos said. “They are anchors.”




Brady frowned. “Anchors to what?”




“To here,” Carlos replied. “And to there.”




They stopped at a narrow door at the back of the building, one Céline hadn’t noticed before.




“This remains closed,” Carlos said firmly. “Always.”




“What’s behind it?” Brady asked.




Carlos didn’t answer.




Later, after Carlos left them alone, Céline wandered the gîte with her camera. She photographed corners, hinges, thresholds—anything that felt charged. When she reviewed the images, patterns emerged: doorways brighter than surrounding walls, shadows that leaned toward openings, reflections that showed depth where there should have been flatness.




Brady watched over her shoulder. “You’re mapping it.”




“I think I am,” she said slowly. “Without meaning to.”




By afternoon, the village outside hummed with life. Tourists drifted past, laughing, tasting wine, unaware. From the gîte window, Céline could see the wall curve protectively, its stones warm in the sun.




“It looks harmless,” Brady said.




“That’s the point,” Céline replied.




A knock sounded at the door.




They both froze.




Carlos wasn’t due back yet.




Céline felt the pressure again—light, curious.




She opened the door.




Anshelm stood there, as if he’d always been part of the building.




“You’re early,” Brady said tightly.




“Time behaves differently near edges,” Anshelm replied. His gaze flicked to Céline. “You feel it now.”




“Yes,” she said.




He nodded, satisfied. “Good.”




“You said meet after dusk,” Brady said.




“I said or pretend none of this happened,” Anshelm corrected. “I wanted to see which you’d choose.”




“And?” Céline asked.




“You didn’t close the door.”




He stepped inside without waiting for permission. The air shifted subtly around him, like fabric settling.




“This place remembers,” he said, running his fingers along the wall. “It remembers crossings long before you.”




Brady crossed his arms. “You planning to explain any of this, or do you just enjoy being mysterious?”




Anshelm smiled faintly. “Mystery is what keeps thresholds intact.”




He turned to Céline. “Tonight, you will follow me to the tower. But first, you need to understand what you’re risking.”




“And that is?” she asked.




He met her gaze steadily. “If you step through the wrong door, Riquewihr will not give you back.”




Silence fell.




Brady swallowed. “And you’re just okay with that?”




“No,” Anshelm said. “But I am familiar with it.”




He moved toward the back of the gîte, stopping just short of the narrow door Carlos had forbidden.




“This,” Anshelm said quietly, “is one of the places where the village almost lost itself.”




Céline felt her pulse spike. “Almost?”




“It learned,” Anshelm replied. “Villages, like people, survive by closing some doors forever.”




He turned back to them.




“You are standing on the edge now,” he said. “Whether you cross or not—that is your choice.”




With that, he stepped backward, passing through the front door without opening it.




The latch never moved.




The door closed behind him.




Brady exhaled shakily. “Okay. So. Dusk.”




Céline nodded, heart racing—not with fear, but with certainty.




Riquewihr had opened its first door.




And it was waiting to see what they would do with it.


Céline noticed it first when she checked the clock above the kitchen door for the third time and found that only seven minutes had passed. Not jumped—passed. The second hand moved steadily, dutifully, but the sensation in her body suggested far more time had slipped by. Her thoughts felt fuller, layered, as if she’d lived entire conversations in the spaces between ticks.




Brady noticed something else.




“I’m hungry again,” he said, staring at his phone. “I ate like an hour ago.”




Céline glanced at the clock. “Twenty-two minutes.”




“That’s not possible.”




She shrugged. “Neither is a vampire using our door like a suggestion.”




They sat at the small table by the window, watching the street outside. Tourists drifted past in loose clusters, their movements smooth and unhurried. A woman laughed too long at something Céline couldn’t hear. A man paused in the middle of the street, turned slowly in a circle, then continued on as if he’d remembered where he was going.




“Do they know?” Brady asked quietly.




“No,” Céline said. “I think they’re being… guided.”




“By who?”




“By the village.”




The idea should have sounded ridiculous. Instead, it settled comfortably into place.




Carlos returned just after noon, carrying a basket of bread and fruit. He stopped short when he saw their faces.




“He came,” he said.




“Yes,” Céline replied.




Carlos exhaled. “Of course he did.”




Brady leaned forward. “You can’t keep half-telling us things.”




Carlos set the basket down more forcefully than necessary. “You should not be involved at all.”




“And yet we are,” Céline said gently.




Carlos studied her with new wariness. “What did you feel this morning?”




She hesitated, then decided honesty was safer than caution. “Orientation. Like I know where exits are.”




Carlos closed his eyes briefly. “That’s Pinot Gris.”




Brady stiffened. “You said it was just juice.”




“It is,” Carlos said. “But it is also a key.”




“A key to what?”




“To thresholds,” Carlos replied. “And you drank enough to notice them.”




He poured himself a glass of water and drank deeply. “Listen carefully. Riquewihr’s vampires—Anshelm’s kind—do not hunt. They do not conquer. They maintain. Their power is not strength but balance.”




“And if the balance tips?” Céline asked.




Carlos met her gaze. “Then places collapse. Streets vanish. People disappear—not dead, but misplaced.”




Brady’s jaw tightened. “And you just let tourists wander around?”




“The vampires don’t touch them,” Carlos said. “Not directly. But attention is dangerous. That’s why noticing matters.”




Céline swallowed. “Anshelm said the tower is stirring.”




Carlos nodded grimly. “It hasn’t done that in decades.”




“What does that mean?”




“It means the threshold is asking a question,” Carlos said. “And thresholds are never curious without reason.”




The afternoon dragged. Céline tried to distract herself by reviewing her photos, but the images refused to stay still in her mind. She began sketching instead—rough floor plans of the gîte, the street outside, the route to the Dolder Tower. As she drew, corrections came instinctively. She knew when a doorway was misaligned, when a corner curved more than it appeared.




Brady watched, unsettled. “You didn’t measure any of that.”




“I didn’t need to.”




He stood abruptly. “I’m going for a walk.”




“Don’t go far,” Céline said automatically.




“I won’t.” He paused at the door. “If I don’t come back—”




She shot him a look. “Don’t.”




He gave a crooked smile. “Kidding. Mostly.”




He stepped outside.




The door closed.




Céline felt it—a soft pull, like a thread tightening.




She followed.




Outside, the light had changed. The sun hovered lower than it should have, casting elongated shadows that stretched toward doorways and windows as if seeking entry. The air smelled faintly of grapes, stronger than before.




Brady stood in the middle of the street, turning slowly.




“Something’s off,” he said.




“Yes,” Céline replied. “Time.”




“No,” he said. “Distance.”




He pointed. “The tower looks closer.”




She followed his gaze. The Dolder Tower did seem nearer—not larger, but more present, as though the village had subtly rearranged itself to shorten the path.




They walked without speaking. Each step felt deliberate, guided.




At the tower’s base, they stopped.




The museum was closed. The heavy wooden doors were shut, iron fittings dark with age. A small sign announced visiting hours that had long passed.




“Ready?” Brady asked.




“No,” Céline said honestly. “But I don’t think that matters.”




They waited.




Dusk arrived not gradually, but decisively. One moment the light lingered; the next, it withdrew, leaving the stones cool and blue-shadowed. The bells rang—not from the church, but from somewhere deeper, more resonant.




Anshelm emerged from the shadow beneath the archway.




“You’re late,” he said mildly.




Brady checked his phone. “We’re exactly on time.”




Anshelm smiled. “From your side.”




He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Once we pass the first threshold, you must not run.”




“Why?” Céline asked.




“Because panic tears fabric,” Anshelm replied. “And Riquewihr has very little to spare.”




He placed his hand on the tower door.




The stone around it shimmered faintly.




“This tower did not create the crossing,” Anshelm said. “It stabilized it. Before it was built, we could not enter your Riquewihr at all. The boundary was too thin.”




“And now?” Brady asked.




“Now it is trained,” Anshelm said. “Like a vine.”




He pushed.




The door did not open.




It gave way.




Darkness folded outward, revealing not the interior of the tower but a descending street that did not exist—stone buildings softened by twilight, windows glowing faintly with amber light. The air beyond was cooler, heavier, charged.




Céline felt the pull intensely now—not fear, but recognition.




“This is the other Riquewihr,” she whispered.




“Yes,” Anshelm said. “The one that remembers.”




Brady hesitated. “If we step through… how long are we gone?”




Anshelm considered. “That depends on how well you respect thresholds.”




Céline stepped forward.




The moment her foot crossed the threshold, the world shifted.




Sound stretched. Colors deepened. She felt her body thin slightly, like passing through a membrane. For an instant, she existed in two places at once—then the sensation resolved.




They stood on the other side.




The door closed behind them with a sound like a breath released.




The other Riquewihr was quieter—not empty, but restrained. The streets glowed softly, illuminated by light that seemed to emanate from the stones themselves. Shadows behaved differently here, pooling gently rather than clinging.




Céline turned slowly, overwhelmed.




“This is beautiful,” she said.




“Yes,” Anshelm replied. “And fragile.”




Figures moved at the edges of her vision—vampires, she realized. Not monstrous, not hidden, but subtle. They stepped through doorways that shimmered briefly before sealing again. Some paused to watch the newcomers, curiosity flickering across ancient faces.




Brady leaned close. “They look… normal.”




“They are,” Anshelm said. “Except where they are not.”




He gestured down the street. “Come. The elders are waiting.”




As they walked, Céline noticed how thresholds behaved here. Doors breathed. Windows shimmered faintly. Entire rooms seemed to exist half a step out of alignment, accessible only if you approached them correctly.




“What happens if you don’t?” she asked.




Anshelm’s voice softened. “Then you pass by forever.”




They reached a small square dominated by a gnarled grapevine growing improbably from between cobblestones. Its leaves glowed faintly silver-green, heavy with pale fruit.




“This is one of the anchors,” Anshelm said. “Planted when the first boundary stabilized.”




Figures emerged from surrounding streets—five vampires, each distinct, their presence pressing gently against Céline’s senses. One stepped forward, her hair white as frost, eyes sharp.




“You brought humans,” she said.




“They noticed,” Anshelm replied simply.




Her gaze settled on Céline. “She drinks Pinot Gris.”




“Yes,” Anshelm said. “Diluted.”




The elder studied Céline closely. “She stands between easily.”




Céline felt exposed. “I didn’t mean to.”




“No one ever does,” the elder replied. “That is why it is dangerous.”




Brady bristled. “You invited us.”




“We allowed you,” the elder corrected. “There is a difference.”




She turned away. “The tower stirs because the balance weakens. And now humans cross without breaking.”




Her eyes returned to Céline.




“This changes things.”




Céline’s heart pounded—not with fear, but with the weight of attention.




Riquewihr had not merely opened a door.




It had begun a conversation.




The elders did not offer seats.




They stood in a loose semicircle around the ancient grapevine, its leaves whispering softly though there was no wind. Céline felt the sound more than heard it, like a vibration passing through the soles of her feet. The other Riquewihr pressed in around them—watchful, restrained, balanced on a knife-edge of stillness.




The white-haired elder stepped closer. She did not loom, yet Céline had the unmistakable sensation of being measured from the inside out.




“You crossed cleanly,” the elder said. “No tearing. No echo.”




“I didn’t know how,” Céline replied honestly.




“That is why it matters,” the elder said. “Knowledge can be taught. Instinct cannot.”




Brady shifted beside her. “So… what now?”




Several elders exchanged glances. Anshelm remained still, his expression carefully neutral.




“What now,” the elder repeated, “is whether you become a problem.”




Brady opened his mouth, then closed it again. Céline felt his tension like static in the air.




“We don’t want to cause trouble,” Céline said. “We just—noticed.”




“Yes,” the elder replied. “That is how it always begins.”




She gestured toward the vine. “Riquewihr governs thresholds. Not because we desire power, but because someone must ensure doors remain doors—and not wounds.”




“Other villages don’t like that,” Brady said.




The elder’s eyes flicked to him sharply. “You already understand more than you should.”




Anshelm spoke then. “They deserve context.”




The elder studied him. “You vouch for them?”




“I guided them,” Anshelm said. “That is not the same.”




“But you brought them,” another elder said, his voice like gravel smoothed by water. “You risk thinning.”




Anshelm inclined his head. “I am aware.”




Céline glanced at him. “What does that mean?”




Anshelm did not answer immediately. The white-haired elder did instead.




“Every time one of us manipulates a boundary,” she said, “we give up a fraction of our solidity. Overuse causes fading. First the voice. Then the reflection. Eventually, the self.”




Brady swallowed. “You disappear.”




“Yes,” the elder said. “Into the between. Not dead. Not present.”




Céline felt a cold knot form in her chest. “And the ritual?”




The elders stiffened.




Anshelm’s gaze snapped to her. “Who told you that?”




“No one,” Céline said. “I just… felt it. A way to close something permanently.”




Silence fell heavy.




The elder’s voice, when she spoke again, was quiet and edged with steel. “There is a forbidden use of Pinot Gris. One that does not merely shift thresholds—but erases them.”




Brady frowned. “Erases how?”




“Imagine a doorway,” the elder said. “Now imagine it never existed. Not sealed. Not hidden. Removed from possibility.”




“And anyone on the wrong side?” Céline asked.




“Trapped,” the elder said. “Forever.”




Brady muttered, “That’s not maintenance. That’s murder.”




“No,” the elder said. “It is worse. Murder ends.”




Céline felt sick. “Why would anyone do that?”




“Fear,” Anshelm said quietly. “Or control.”




The elder nodded. “Other villages resent us because we regulate passage. They believe we decide who may travel between realities.”




“Do you?” Brady asked.




“We decide when travel is safe,” the elder replied. “That distinction matters.”




A distant vibration rippled through the square. Céline felt it like a tug at the base of her spine.




The vine rustled, leaves trembling.




“The tower,” Anshelm said. “It’s reacting.”




The elder’s gaze sharpened. “Something has been tested.”




Before Céline could ask what that meant, the air folded nearby.




A scream echoed—thin, distorted, wrong.




Céline turned toward the sound and saw it: a figure half-formed near a doorway that flickered erratically. A human man—middle-aged, terrified—his body stretched unnaturally, one arm solid, the other dissolving into shimmer.




“He crossed incorrectly,” an elder said grimly.




“He’s phasing,” Anshelm said. “If the threshold collapses—”




The man screamed again, his voice elongating as though dragged through water.




Céline didn’t think.




She ran.




“Céline!” Brady shouted.




She skidded to a halt near the doorway, the pressure around her skull intensifying. The threshold pulsed, unstable, edges blurring. The man’s eyes locked onto hers, desperate.




“Help me,” he gasped.




“I can see the exit,” she said, though she didn’t know how she knew. “It’s… it’s sideways.”




Anshelm was suddenly beside her. “You cannot pull him directly.”




“I’m not,” Céline said. “I’m moving the door.”




She focused—not on the man, but on the space around him. On the idea of an edge. The Pinot Gris juice burned faintly in her veins, warm and sharp.




The doorway shifted.




Not much. Just enough.




The man collapsed forward, solidifying with a heavy thud onto the cobblestones. The threshold snapped shut behind him like a breath held too long and finally released.




For a heartbeat, no one moved.




Then the elders surged forward, stabilizing the area with practiced ease. The man lay sobbing, whole, terrified but alive.




Céline staggered backward, suddenly dizzy.




Anshelm caught her before she fell.




“You should not have been able to do that,” the white-haired elder said slowly.




Céline looked at her hands, which trembled faintly. “I didn’t erase anything. I just… nudged.”




The elder’s gaze was piercing. “That is exactly the danger.”




Brady reached her side. “She saved him.”




“Yes,” the elder said. “And in doing so, she demonstrated a capacity that will attract attention.”




From other villages, Céline thought.




The rescued man was escorted away, still shaking. The square settled, but something fundamental had shifted.




The elder turned to Céline again. “You cannot stay long in this reality.”




“I know,” Céline said, though a part of her resisted the idea fiercely.




“And yet,” the elder continued, “you cannot unknow what you now know.”




Anshelm released her slowly. She noticed his hand lingered on her arm a fraction too long, his grip weaker than before.




“You’re thinning,” she said quietly.




He smiled faintly. “Occupational hazard.”




The elder gestured. “You will return to your Riquewihr now.”




Brady frowned. “Just like that?”




“For tonight,” the elder said. “The boundary must rest.”




They walked back toward the tower in silence. The other Riquewihr seemed dimmer now, as though it had spent energy revealing itself. Céline felt the pull of the threshold grow stronger with each step, tugging her toward home.




At the tower doorway, Anshelm paused.




“You crossed well,” he said. “Both of you.”




Brady met his gaze. “You could’ve warned us about the screaming guy.”




Anshelm’s mouth twitched. “Then you would have hesitated.”




Céline hesitated now. “Will we see you again?”




Anshelm’s eyes softened. “That depends on which doors you choose.”




The crossing back was gentler—but no less strange. Céline felt herself compress, like a thought folding into a word. Sound sharpened. Color thinned.




They stumbled out into modern Riquewihr, the tower solid and silent behind them.




Only seconds had passed.




Tourists laughed nearby. A couple posed for a photo beneath the archway. The village looked unchanged.




But Céline knew better.




Her legs trembled as the adrenaline drained away. Brady leaned against the stone wall, laughing shakily.




“Okay,” he said. “So that’s our life now.”




They returned to the gîte slowly. Carlos was waiting in the common room, his face pale.




“You crossed,” he said.




“Yes,” Céline replied.




“And you came back,” he added, relief and fear tangled together.




“Yes.”




Carlos looked at them for a long moment. “Then Riquewihr has marked you.”




That night, Céline lay awake again—but this time, the waiting felt different. Not predatory. Anticipatory.




She raised her camera and checked the latest photo she hadn’t remembered taking.




It showed a map—faint outlines of villages connected by thin, glowing lines. Riquewihr at the center.




And four others calling softly from beyond.
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Chapter 3 – Pinot Gris Everywhere







Morning arrived in Riquewihr like a careful decision.




Céline noticed it first—the way the light did not rush into the room but seemed to test the edges of things. The shutters glowed softly before Carlos opened them, as if the sun were negotiating with the stone. Shadows retreated reluctantly, clinging to corners and beams, leaving behind the faint sense that they might return if called.




She lay still in bed, listening.




Below, the village woke in layers: a delivery truck humming to a stop outside the walls, footsteps on cobblestones, a laugh that echoed once too many times. Somewhere, a church bell rang—one clear note, then silence, as though the bell itself were waiting for permission to continue.




Brady, sprawled across the other bed, snored softly.




Céline sat up and rubbed her eyes. For a moment, she wondered if the previous night had been a dream—the alternate square, the screaming man, the grapevine that breathed. But when she swung her legs over the side of the bed, the dizziness returned faintly, like a memory stored in her bones.




She stood, walked to the window, and pushed it open.




Riquewihr lay below, pristine and postcard-perfect. Timbered houses leaned toward one another as if sharing secrets. Window boxes overflowed with geraniums. A couple strolled past with coffees, laughing, utterly unaware of thresholds and rituals and people who could vanish into the in-between.




Céline lifted her camera and snapped a photo.




The image looked normal—until she zoomed in.




The space beneath one archway shimmered faintly, a blur like heat rising from stone. Céline frowned and snapped another photo. This one showed nothing unusual.




“It only shows when it wants to,” she murmured.




“What only shows?” Brady’s voice came thick with sleep.




She turned. He was sitting up now, hair sticking up in three directions, eyes squinting against the light.




“The spaces,” she said. “The almost-doors.”




He groaned. “Please tell me we’re not doing thresholds before breakfast.”




Céline smiled faintly. “We’re already doing them.”




Downstairs, Carlos had laid out breakfast: bread still warm, butter, jam, slices of cheese, and a carafe of pale golden grape juice.




Céline froze when she saw it.




Carlos followed her gaze. “Relax. This one’s normal.”




Brady raised an eyebrow. “You say that like there’s a different kind.”




Carlos hesitated, then shrugged. “Pinot Gris is… flexible. Most of what people drink never does anything more than taste good.”




Céline studied the liquid. In the early light, it looked thicker than water, catching reflections oddly. She felt a faint pull toward it—not hunger, exactly, but curiosity sharpened to a point.




She poured a small glass.




Carlos watched closely but didn’t stop her.




The taste was crisp, mineral, faintly sweet. Nothing dramatic happened—no rush of vision, no stretching of time. But as Céline swallowed, she felt the world settle around her, like a picture clicking into better focus.




Brady drank his too, then waited. “Okay. I don’t feel magical. I feel… hydrated.”




“That’s because you don’t notice,” Céline said.




Carlos smiled thinly. “She notices.”




They ate in relative silence until Brady broke it.




“So,” he said, buttering bread with enthusiasm, “are we officially in danger?”




Carlos sighed. “That depends on how much you intend to wander.”




Céline exchanged a glance with Brady. They both knew the answer.




“Other villages are aware now,” Carlos continued. “Not of you specifically—but of movement.”




“Movement like someone testing a threshold,” Céline said.




“Yes,” Carlos replied. “Or someone erasing one.”




Brady paused mid-bite. “That ritual again.”




Carlos nodded. “It hasn’t been used in centuries. But rumors have a way of waking old hungers.”




Céline felt a chill. “If someone erased a doorway between villages…”




“They could isolate a faction,” Carlos said. “Or trap travelers. Or start a war without spilling blood.”




Brady swallowed hard. “And Riquewihr would get blamed.”




Carlos met his gaze. “Riquewihr always does.”




After breakfast, Carlos insisted they take the morning slow. “Appear normal,” he said. “Walk the village. Blend.”




So they did.




They wandered through the narrow streets, Céline snapping photos, Brady poking his head into shops. But the village felt different now—layered. Céline could sense where reality thinned, where a step taken at the wrong angle might lead somewhere else entirely.




At one corner, she stopped abruptly.




“What?” Brady asked.




“There,” she said, pointing at a bakery doorway. “It’s… louder.”




“Doorways are loud now?”




“To me,” she said. “That one’s a hinge. Not a passage. A choice.”




Brady blinked. “You’re saying that like it makes sense.”




“It does,” she replied. “Just not to you.”




They passed the Maison Romane, its ancient stones warm in the sun. Céline felt a deep hum there, old and patient. She pressed her palm against the wall and closed her eyes.




For a split second, she saw it—not as it was, but as it had been. The house breathing through centuries, watching thresholds shift as people came and went, carrying secrets across its doorstep.




She pulled her hand back, heart racing.




Brady steadied her. “You okay?”




“Yes,” she said. “But I think the village is… talking.”




“To you?”




“To anyone who listens,” she said. “But most people don’t.”




They turned a corner—and nearly collided with Anshelm.




He looked exactly the same as the night before: composed, pale, dressed too elegantly for a casual morning. But Céline noticed the difference immediately.




His edges were softer.




“Morning,” Brady said, trying for casual. “You ever sleep?”




“Rarely,” Anshelm replied. His gaze lingered on Céline. “You feel it now.”




She nodded. “It’s everywhere.”




“Yes,” he said. “Pinot Gris does that. Once it recognizes you, it refuses to be unseen.”




Brady frowned. “You look… tired.”




Anshelm smiled faintly. “Astute.”




“You’re thinning,” Céline said softly.




“Not dangerously,” he replied. “Yet.”




She didn’t like the way he said yet.




They walked together toward the edge of the village. Anshelm avoided the tower deliberately.




“Other villages will test Riquewihr soon,” he said. “Kayserberg is restless. Obernai is curious. Colmar is… patient.”




“And Eguisheim?” Céline asked.




Anshelm hesitated. “Ambitious.”




Brady grimaced. “That’s not comforting.”




“No,” Anshelm agreed.




They stopped near a vineyard path that led out through the walls. The air smelled of earth and leaves, of grapes not yet ripe.




“You must decide,” Anshelm said, turning to them. “Whether you are observers—or participants.”




Brady didn’t hesitate. “Participants.”




Céline hesitated—then nodded. “But carefully.”




Anshelm smiled, something like approval flickering across his face. “Then you should understand this.”




He reached into his coat and withdrew a small vial. Inside was grape juice darker than what Carlos had served.




“Undiluted,” he said. “One drop only.”




Céline stared. “What happens if we drink it?”




“You see doors that do not wish to be seen,” Anshelm said. “But you risk stepping where you cannot return.”




Brady looked at Céline. “We’re not doing this now, right?”




She shook her head. “Not yet.”




Anshelm corked the vial. “Wise.”




A bell rang from somewhere beyond the walls—a sound Céline felt rather than heard.




Anshelm stiffened. “That’s not for you,” he said. “But it means this morning will not remain quiet.”




He stepped back, already fading slightly at the edges.




“Be careful where you stand today,” he said. “Some thresholds are listening.”




Then he was gone—not vanished, but simply… elsewhere.




Céline exhaled slowly.




Brady laughed nervously. “Okay. So Pinot Gris is everywhere, doors have opinions, and we might accidentally start a vampire war.”




She nodded. “And it’s only day two.”




As they walked back toward the village center, Céline’s camera vibrated softly in her hands.




She looked down.




The map had changed.




A thin line pulsed outward from Riquewihr—toward Eguisheim.


The line on the map did not disappear.




Céline stared at the camera screen as they walked, her steps slowing until Brady had to tug her gently out of the path of a delivery cyclist.




“You’re doing the thing,” he said.




“What thing?”




“The frozen stare, like your brain just found a trapdoor.”




She showed him the screen. The faint glowing line stretched eastward, delicate as a vein beneath skin, pulsing softly with a rhythm that felt disturbingly familiar.




“That wasn’t there last night,” she said.




Brady frowned. “Is it… moving?”




“It’s breathing,” Céline replied.




They stopped near the fountain in the village square. Tourists gathered around it, tossing coins, smiling for photos. Céline could see the threshold clearly now—not a doorway, not a portal, but a choice-point. A place where attention mattered.




She lifted her camera and took another photo.




This time, the fountain water froze mid-splash in the image, droplets suspended unnaturally. The line to Eguisheim brightened.




Brady leaned closer. “That can’t be normal.”




“No,” Céline said. “It’s an invitation.”




“To who?”




“To us,” she said softly. “Or to anyone who can see it.”




They returned to the gîte faster than they’d intended. Carlos was speaking in low tones on the phone when they entered, his back stiff, his free hand tracing the edge of the table as though grounding himself.




He hung up when he saw them.




“You felt it,” he said.




“Yes,” Céline replied. “Eguisheim.”




Carlos closed his eyes briefly. “Then they’ve begun.”




“Who?” Brady asked.




“Observers,” Carlos said. “Messengers. Sometimes scouts.”




“For what?” Brady pressed.




Carlos met his gaze. “For weakness.”




Céline swallowed. “Anshelm said other villages would test Riquewihr.”




“They always do,” Carlos said. “But rarely so openly.”




He gestured for them to sit. “You need to understand something about the villages. Riquewihr controls thresholds, yes—but the others control forces.”




Brady leaned forward. “Define forces.”




“Eguisheim bends influence,” Carlos said. “Social gravity. Loyalty. Conviction. Kayserberg governs momentum—speed, impact, escalation. Colmar… Colmar remembers. And Obernai—”




“Let me guess,” Brady said. “Something ominous.”




Carlos gave a thin smile. “Obernai reshapes identity.”




Céline felt a chill. “That sounds dangerous.”




“It can be,” Carlos said. “Especially if misused.”




He rose and retrieved an old map from a drawer—parchment, yellowed and cracked at the edges. He spread it on the table. Faint symbols marked each village, lines connecting them like a nervous system.




“The Original Vine,” Céline whispered.




Carlos nodded. “Or what remains of it. The artifact is not a single object. It is a network. Each village holds a piece—a living anchor.”




“And if one piece is damaged,” Brady said slowly, “the whole thing destabilizes.”




“Yes,” Carlos said. “Thresholds collapse. Powers bleed. Reality thins.”




Céline thought of the screaming man. “Someone tested a doorway last night.”




“And now Eguisheim is responding,” Carlos said. “Which means they suspect either negligence—or sabotage.”




Brady exhaled. “So what do we do?”




Carlos looked at Céline. “You observe. You document. And you do not cross village boundaries yet.”




She nodded, though unease tugged at her. The map on her camera pulsed again, insistently.




They spent the afternoon pretending to be normal tourists. Brady bought a carved wooden grape cluster he insisted was “for historical research.” Céline photographed doorways, windows, arches—anything that felt slightly off.




By late afternoon, she noticed a pattern.




The thresholds weren’t random.




They formed a path.




“Brady,” she said, stopping near the western gate. “This isn’t Eguisheim calling to us.”




He followed her gaze. “Then what is it?”




“It’s Riquewihr,” she said. “Showing us how to leave without leaving.”




The gate shimmered faintly—not enough for anyone else to notice, but unmistakable to her eyes.




“We’re not supposed to,” Brady said automatically.




“I know,” she replied. “But something’s already moving.”




Before he could argue, the air shifted.




A woman stood just beyond the gate, dressed like a tourist—sunhat, scarf, camera slung casually over one shoulder. She smiled pleasantly, eyes sharp.




“You must be Céline,” the woman said in lightly accented French.




Brady stiffened. “Do we know you?”




“No,” the woman said. “But Eguisheim knows of you.”




Céline felt the pull immediately—subtle, persuasive, like gravity adjusting by a fraction.




“My name is Marguerite,” the woman continued. “I’m merely here to observe.”




“That’s what we’re doing,” Brady said.




Marguerite’s smile widened. “Of course.”




She stepped closer—and Céline felt the world tilt. Not physically, but emotionally. Confidence surged unexpectedly. Doubt softened.




Influence, Céline realized.




She focused, grounding herself in edges, in boundaries. The feeling receded slightly.




“You shouldn’t be here,” Céline said calmly. “This is Riquewihr.”




Marguerite inclined her head. “And yet, here I am.”




Brady stepped forward. “You’re pushing.”




Marguerite’s gaze flicked to him. “Gently.”




Céline raised her camera and snapped a photo.




The image showed Marguerite twice—one smiling warmly, the other standing just behind her, expression cold, eyes calculating.




Marguerite’s smile faltered.




“You see more than you should,” she said.




“So I’ve been told,” Céline replied.




Marguerite stepped back, the pull easing. “Tell your elders this: Eguisheim is watching the gates.”




“And tell yours,” Céline said, surprising herself, “that Riquewihr isn’t asleep.”




For a moment, something like respect flickered in Marguerite’s eyes.




“Careful, little hinge,” she said softly. “Influence cuts both ways.”




Then she turned and walked away, blending seamlessly into the stream of tourists until Céline could no longer distinguish her from anyone else.




Brady let out a breath he’d been holding. “Okay. That was worse than screaming-man worse.”




Céline nodded. “She didn’t need a portal. She just… leaned.”




They hurried back to the gîte. Carlos listened grimly as they recounted the encounter.




“Eguisheim sends influencers before enforcers,” he said. “They test allegiance.”




“She tried to pull me,” Céline said. “But it didn’t work. Not fully.”




Carlos studied her. “Pinot Gris resists persuasion. Boundaries anchor identity.”




“That sounds useful,” Brady said.




“And dangerous,” Carlos replied. “Because others will want that advantage.”




Night fell slowly, the village settling into quiet. Céline stood at the window again, watching shadows lengthen.




Her camera buzzed softly.




The map updated once more.




Now, a second line pulsed—toward Kayserberg.




And a third flickered faintly, undecided.




Obernai.




Céline closed her eyes.




The thresholds were no longer waiting.




They were choosing.




Night in Riquewihr did not fall so much as arrive.




Céline felt it as a shift in pressure, a subtle tightening along the edges of things. Lamps bloomed one by one along the street, their light warm and reassuring, yet somehow thinner than it had been the night before. Shadows pooled in corners, patient and attentive, like cats waiting for a door to open.




She sat on the edge of her bed, camera resting in her lap. The map glowed faintly on the screen—three lines now, each pulsing with a distinct rhythm. Eguisheim’s was smooth and persuasive. Kayserberg’s throbbed quick and sharp. Obernai’s flickered, uncertain but insistent.




Brady lay on his back staring at the ceiling. “So if the map gets any busier, do we get a legend? Or is it just… vibes?”




Céline smiled despite herself. “If it’s vibes, Kayserberg is definitely yelling.”




“Figures,” Brady said. “I always knew I’d get in trouble with momentum.”




A soft knock sounded at the door.




They both froze.




Another knock—gentler this time.




Carlos’s voice followed. “I need to speak with you. Now.”




They met him downstairs in the common room. The lights were dimmer than usual, curtains drawn tight. Carlos stood by the table, hands braced against the wood as if steadying himself.




“An emissary crossed the outer edge,” he said without preamble. “Not fully into Riquewihr—but close enough to be felt.”




“Kayserberg?” Brady asked.




Carlos nodded. “They don’t lean. They push.”




Céline’s stomach tightened. “Where?”




“The vineyards,” Carlos said. “Just beyond the western slope. They’re testing acceleration points—paths that amplify intent.”




“Are they allowed to do that?” Brady asked.




Carlos let out a short laugh. “Allowed is a matter of interpretation.”




He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small bottle—clear glass, cork sealed with wax stamped with a grape motif.




“This,” he said, placing it on the table, “is diluted Pinot Gris. More than what you’ve already had. Less than what Anshelm carries.”




Brady eyed it warily. “And the side effects?”




“You will perceive thresholds more clearly,” Carlos said. “You will also be more noticeable.”




Céline looked at the bottle, then at the map on her camera. The lines pulsed faster now, as if responding to proximity.




“If Kayserberg is pushing,” she said slowly, “they could destabilize Riquewihr’s thresholds without touching them directly.”




Carlos’s eyes sharpened. “Exactly.”




Brady straightened. “So we don’t drink the juice and sit tight, right?”




Carlos hesitated.




Céline’s heart sank. “Right?”




Carlos sighed. “Riquewihr’s elders are occupied stabilizing the tower. Anshelm is… compromised.”




“Thinning,” Céline said.




“Yes,” Carlos replied. “Which means observers are all we have.”




Brady stared at him. “You’re not seriously suggesting—”




“I am not suggesting,” Carlos interrupted gently. “I am informing.”




Silence stretched between them.




Céline picked up the bottle. The glass felt cool, solid—real. She could feel the boundary between her skin and the surface, crisp and reassuring.




“If we do this,” she said, “we don’t cross. We watch.”




Brady rubbed his face. “I hate that this makes sense.”




Carlos nodded. “One sip. Then you stay together. Always.”




They each took a small mouthful. The taste was sharper than before, electric on the tongue. Céline felt a rush—not of power, but of clarity. The room seemed to gain depth, corners stretching subtly farther away, as if revealing more space than geometry should allow.




The map on her camera flared bright.




“Whoa,” Brady muttered. “Okay, I definitely feel something.”




They stepped outside into the night.




The vineyards lay quiet under the moon, rows of vines marching down the slope like disciplined shadows. As they approached, Céline felt the ground respond—paths sharpening, inclines exaggerating themselves.




“This place wants movement,” she whispered.




“That’s not comforting,” Brady replied.




Halfway down the slope, Céline spotted him.




He stood at the edge of a row, tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in dark clothing that seemed to blur slightly when he moved. His presence felt heavy, like gravity turned up a notch.




Kayserberg, she thought.




The man turned, sensing them. His eyes gleamed with interest rather than surprise.




“Well,” he said in accented French, voice carrying easily. “You’re early.”




“We’re not here for you,” Brady said, stepping forward instinctively.




The man smiled. “Of course you are.”




Céline focused on the space between them—the invisible line that marked where conversation ended and influence began. She felt it strain as the man leaned forward slightly, the air seeming to rush toward him.




“You’re accelerating the vineyard,” she said. “That’s dangerous.”




The man laughed softly. “Danger is simply speed without context.”




“Who are you?” Brady demanded.




“Matthias,” the man said. “A runner, you might say.”




Céline raised her camera and took a photo.




The image blurred, streaks radiating outward from Matthias as if the world itself were rushing past him.




“You’re creating momentum wells,” she said. “If someone steps wrong—”




“They move faster than they can choose,” Matthias finished. “Yes. That is the point.”




Brady clenched his fists. “Why?”




Matthias’s gaze flicked to Céline. “Because Riquewihr hesitates. And hesitation invites stagnation.”




Céline felt a tug at her chest—a subtle pressure urging her forward, encouraging action without thought.




Boundaries, she reminded herself. Edges.




She stepped sideways instead of forward.




The pressure eased.




Matthias raised an eyebrow. “Interesting.”




“You’re not allowed to test this close,” Céline said. “You’re destabilizing thresholds you don’t govern.”




“Governance is a polite word for control,” Matthias replied. “Kayserberg believes in proof.”




He took a step toward them—and the ground seemed to tilt, urging Céline to stumble forward. Brady grabbed her arm, anchoring her.




Céline steadied herself and did something reckless.




She shifted the boundary.




Not the vineyard. Not Matthias.




The moment.




The pressure snapped, momentum bleeding away like air from a punctured tire. Matthias froze mid-step, surprise flickering across his face.




“That,” he said slowly, “should not be possible.”




Céline’s head throbbed. She could feel the cost—like stretching a muscle too far, too fast.




“This is Riquewihr,” she said, forcing her voice steady. “We decide where movement ends.”




Matthias studied her, something like respect replacing amusement.




“Careful,” he said. “You’re already thin at the edges.”




Before either of them could respond, the air vibrated sharply—a warning pulse that rippled through the vineyard.




Matthias sighed. “They’re calling me back.”




He stepped away, the ground subtly urging him onward now, momentum reclaiming him.




“Tell your elders,” he called over his shoulder, “that Kayserberg has noticed the hinges waking up.”




Then he was gone, the space he’d occupied collapsing back into stillness.




Céline sagged against Brady, breathing hard.




“You okay?” he asked.




“I think so,” she said. “But I definitely felt that.”




They hurried back to the gîte, adrenaline buzzing in their veins. Carlos met them at the door, eyes sharp.




“You disrupted him,” he said.




“He disrupted us first,” Brady replied.




Carlos studied Céline. “You shifted a moment.”




She nodded. “I didn’t erase anything. I just… slowed it.”




Carlos exhaled slowly. “That’s worse. And better.”




Upstairs, Céline lay awake again, the map glowing softly beside her. The lines pulsed in uneasy harmony now, like instruments tuning before a concert.




Her camera chimed quietly.




A new image appeared unbidden.




A doorway—not in Riquewihr, but elsewhere. Circular. Wreathed in vines that glowed faintly with different hues.




Five grapes.




Five villages.




And one space in the center—empty.




Céline closed her eyes.




Some thresholds, she realized, weren’t meant to be crossed yet.




They were waiting to be completed.








  
  
  The Oldest House

  
  




Chapter 4 – The Oldest House


Céline and Brady left the gîte just as the morning mist began to lift, curling lazily around the timbered houses of Riquewihr. The streets were quiet—too quiet for the middle of June, Céline thought. Most tourists still slept, the early sunlight painting the cobblestones in soft, golden streaks. The scent of warm bread drifted from the bakery near the square, mingling with the faint tang of dew from the vineyards that encircled the village.


“Where are we going first?” Brady asked, hands stuffed into the pockets of his jacket. He squinted at the street ahead, as if expecting it to rearrange itself while they walked. “Another tower chase? Portal scouting?”


“No,” Céline replied, adjusting her camera strap. “Carlos mentioned the Maison Romane. It’s the oldest house in town. He said… something about how time is compressed there.”


“Compressed time?” Brady wrinkled his nose. “Sounds like an alarm clock you can’t snooze.”


“Not like that,” Céline said. “It’s more subtle. Like moments are packed tightly together, layered. You feel it if you notice.”


Brady shrugged. “So we notice… or get stuck?”


Céline didn’t answer immediately. She was already scanning the windows and doors along their path, alert to small details—the carved grape clusters on shutters, the way light reflected off certain stones, the faint shimmer where thresholds might be thinner than usual. Even without the portal, she could feel a pull, a gentle tug at
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