Midnight Vows
Flor Nocturna

The Bride of Blackmoor Chapel

The chapel smelled of rain and rot.

Mara Ellison stood in the nave of Blackmoor Chapel with a clipboard pressed to her chest and dust in her hair, watching a wedge of afternoon light fall through the shattered rose window like a spear. Pigeons nested in the rafters. The floor was a mosaic of broken tiles and bird droppings, and the pews — what remained of them — leaned against the walls like drunks waiting for a funeral.

"It hasn't held a service in forty years," said the estate agent, a man named Fenwick who clearly wanted to be anywhere else. "The trust is selling it for a song, mind you. Historical interest."

"Historical interest," Mara repeated, and stepped over a fallen beam toward the altar. She was thirty-four, divorced eleven months, and the lead restorer on three churches already — she knew decay the way other people knew wine. She could read a building's grief in its cracks.

What she read here, at the altar, made her stop.

The stone was scorched in one long black seam, as though a ribbon of fire had once run straight down the middle of it — and over the char, someone had laid a single white flower. It was withered down to a husk, petals like tissue, but it had been placed with care. Recently.

"Who put that there?" she asked.

Fenwick didn't look up from his phone. "Kids, probably. Teenagers sneak in. You'll want better locks."

Mara crouched and lifted the flower. It crumbled at her touch, and something cold moved through the air of the chapel — a breath, a passing — though the doors were shut and no wind rattled the boards over the windows. She stood very quickly.

She bought the chapel the following week. Not for the trust's song of a price — for the flower, and the cold breath, and the thing she would not say aloud: that her own wedding had ended with a man saying *"I can't do this"* on the steps of a courthouse, and she had come to the countryside to learn how to be alone in rooms that used to hold love.

Restoration began in early October. Mara stripped pews, catalogued tiles, hired a glazier named Tom Prior who whistled hymns through his teeth and never asked why she flinched at the word *wedding*. They worked under grey skies, and the chapel began, slowly, to remember what it had been.

It was the second week when she started hearing the organ.

The organ was a wreck — pipes green with corrosion, bellows torn, keys yellowed and several missing. It could not have played. But at dusk, as the light died in the rose window, a single chord rolled through the nave, low and sweet, like the first note of a processional.

Mara found Tom in the churchyard, smoking, pale.

"You heard it too," she said.

"I heard nothing," he said, too fast. "Wind in the pipes. Corrosion does funny things."

On the third dusk, she waited for it. The chord came — D minor, held, resolving — and this time she followed the sound to the vestry door, which stood open though she had locked it that morning.

Inside, the air was colder by ten degrees, and a woman stood beside the vestry mirror.

She was not transparent. That was the worst of it, the most wrong of it — she was *solid*, or solid enough: a bride in a high-collared gown of ivory silk gone grey with a century of dust, a veil pinned with wax orange-blossom, her dark hair dressed in careful waves. She had no feet. Where her hem should have brushed the floor, there was only shadow and cold.

Mara's clipboard hit the flagstones. "Who — "

The bride turned. Her face was young — twenty, twenty-one — and streaked with tears that did not fall. They hung on her cheeks like glass.

"Have you seen him?" the bride whispered. "Has Thomas come?"

Mara's mouth worked. She had restored churches for eight years. She had never once, not once, been prepared for this. "I — no. I'm Mara. I'm restoring the chapel."

The bride looked past her, through her, toward the nave. "He said beneath the rose window. He said *wait for me beneath the rose window, Eleanor, and I will come.* The flowers are dead." A sound came out of her that might have been a laugh a hundred years ago. "I have waited in my dress. A bride should not wait in her dress."

"Eleanor," Mara said softly. "How long have you been waiting?"

"The leaves turned," Eleanor said. "The leaves turned, and turned, and turned."

Tom found Mara sitting on the vestry floor an hour later, crying into her hands. He did not ask. He went to the village pub that night and came back with a name: Eleanor Vane, engaged 1919 to Thomas Ash, a clerk from the valley. Wedding set for the chapel, October 1919. Thomas never came. Eleanor waited at the altar in her dress until the guests left, until her father carried her home. She died of influenza that winter — some said of grief wearing an influenza mask — and was buried in the churchyard in her wedding gown.

"There's a stone," Tom said. "East wall. *Eleanor Vane, 1898–1920. Beloved.*"

Mara went to the churchyard at dawn. The stone was there, lichen-eaten, and at its foot — fresh, white, carefully laid — a withered flower.

She understood, then, what she had to do. Not an exorcism. Not a cleansing. The chapel didn't need cleansing; it needed *finishing*.

She researched for a month. Parish registers, census records, the county archive's mildewed boxes. Thomas Ash had not abandoned Eleanor out of cruelty — the records told a smaller, sadder story. He had been called to his dying mother's bedside in the next county the morning of the wedding. He'd sent a boy with a message; the boy's pony threw him; the message never arrived. Thomas reached the chapel at midnight to find it dark and locked, and Eleanor gone home. He wrote letters — Mara found three, unsent, in a solicitor's file, the ink brown with age: *My dearest Eleanor, forgive me, I came as fast as — * He'd enlisted and died at sea in 1921, never knowing she was already gone.

Two people, destroyed by a missed message. A hundred years of waiting for a sentence that never arrived.

Mara told no one what she planned. She finished the restoration first — the rose window re-leaded, the organ rebuilt (Tom Prior wept when it sounded), the altar stone cleaned of its century-old scorch. And then, on a grey October afternoon exactly one hundred and seven years after the wedding that never was, she laid out Eleanor's gown — she'd had it cleaned by a textile conservator in the city, the ivory silk sighing back to something like white — on the vestry table, and she opened the chapel doors, and she waited.

At dusk the cold came, and Eleanor came with it, and stopped in the nave, staring at the restored chapel — at the window whole, the organ gleaming, the altar clean.

"What is this?" Eleanor whispered.

"A wedding," Mara said. Her voice shook. "Yours. It's late, Eleanor. It's very late. But it's yours."

She had written the words herself, with the vicar from the next village — a kind-eyed woman who asked no questions about why the bride would not be visible to her. Mara stood at the altar in her work boots and read Thomas Ash's unsent letters aloud, one by one, while Eleanor stood beneath the rose window with her hands pressed to her mouth and the tears at last, at last, falling.

*My dearest Eleanor, forgive me. I came as fast as the roads would carry me. I have loved you since you were sixteen and threw chestnuts at me over the churchyard wall. If you will still have me — *

"He came," Eleanor breathed. "He came back."

"He never stopped coming," Mara said. "He's waiting, Eleanor. He's been waiting too."

The vicar — bless her — raised her hands and spoke the old words into the empty-sounding air, and Mara answered for the groom who could not, and when she said *"I do,"* the chapel exhaled a century of held breath. The candles on the altar, which Mara had not lit, bloomed into flame all at once. The organ played a single chord — D minor, resolving — and Eleanor Vane, bride of Blackmoor Chapel, smiled like sunrise and stepped forward into the light beneath the rose window, and was gone.

The cold went with her. The nave was only a nave. Mara stood at the altar with Thomas Ash's letters in her hands and wept — not for Eleanor, who was finally, finally married, but for herself, for the woman on the courthouse steps eleven months ago who had decided that love was a room you left and locked behind you.

That evening Tom Prior found her polishing the altar rail. "You look different," he said.

"I finished something," she said.

He was quiet a moment. Then: "The trust wants the chapel consecrated again. Proper services. They asked if the restorer might — " He stopped, red to the ears. "They asked if you'd consider staying on. As keeper. There's a cottage."

Mara looked at the rose window, whole against the dusk, and at the man who whistled hymns and had never once asked about her divorce, and felt something in her chest — rusted shut for a year — turn, like a key in a lock that had only been waiting for the right hand.

"Yes," she said. "I think I'd like that."

On the altar, where the scorch had been, the stone was clean. And some mornings now, when the light comes through the rose window just so, Mara could swear she smells orange-blossom — and hears, very faint, a chord resolving into joy.

*The End*

Vows in the Salt Wind

Every year on the night of the October gale, Daniel Harlow drowned again.

Wren Kessler had watched it happen eleven times. She was twenty-six, the lighthouse keeper's daughter, keeper herself now since her father's knees gave out — and she knew the reef the way other people knew their own hands: every tooth of rock, every treacherous current, the exact minute the autumn storm peaked and the sea stood up like a wall. The lighthouse was her whole world — the spiral stair worn concave by four generations of Kessler feet, the lamp room smelling of oil and ozone, the great lens turning through the night, patient as a prayer.

She knew, too, the shape that walked out of the foam at the cliff's edge when the wind screamed its highest: a young man in a drowned wedding suit, seawater streaming from his cuffs, a ring box clutched in one white hand.

He never spoke. He only stood at the cliff's edge, facing the lighthouse, holding the box toward the light — toward her — and waited until the storm broke. Then the sea took him back.

The village called it the Widower's Walk, though he had never been a widower. His name was on the memorial in the churchyard with forty others lost to the reef: *Daniel Harlow, 24, lost with the ketch* Gullwing, *October 1913. Engaged to be married.*

Engaged to Wren's great-grandmother.

That was the part Wren's father never liked to say aloud. The Harlow boy had been engaged to young Ada Kessler. The wedding was set for the week after the *Gullwing* was due home — the dress was made, the chapel booked, the whole village invited. The storm took the ship three days from port, and Ada married someone else two years later — a good man, a living man — and bore the Kessler line that led, eventually, to Wren. But Daniel Harlow had gone down with his vows unspoken and his ring still in his pocket, and the sea, which keeps what it catches, had kept him coming back.

Wren had grown up on the story. As a child she'd been afraid of the anniversary — she'd hidden under her quilt when the gale rattled the lighthouse windows, certain the drowned groom would climb the tower stairs. As a teenager she'd been angry at it — at this drowned stranger who made her family's history feel haunted, who made her great-grandmother's happy marriage seem like a second choice. As a woman grown, keeping the light alone through the long nights, she had come to feel something else, something she admitted to no one: pity. And beneath the pity, a strange, salt-tanged tenderness. Someone had loved her great-grandmother enough to walk out of the sea for her, every year, for over a century.

Wren, who had loved exactly one man — a coastguard officer named Elias Vane, transferred to the southern stations two years ago, his letters thinning from weekly to monthly to nothing — knew what it was to wait for someone the tide had taken
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