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            The house is not a home; it's a blueprint for a nightmare.
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(Introduction)
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They say that when you clear a forest, the roots stay behind, waiting for a chance to break the surface again. Royals Creek was no different.

After the night Ray bled for us—the night we watched the timeline of Humble County flicker like a dying film reel—I thought we had finally paid the debt of our ancestors. We had the deeds, we had the history, and we had the scars to prove we belonged to this land. For six years, life felt almost... normal. The horses were settled, the house was finally the architectural dream I had envisioned, and the screams from the woods had been replaced by the rhythmic chirping of North Carolina crickets and the sound of children’s laughter.

But peace is a fragile thing in a place where the soil is soaked in a hundred years of secrets. I still look at my husband, Kyle, and see the faint blue tint that lingered in his face for weeks after that thing almost choked the life out of him. I see the way Scott flinches when the attic door creaks, and how Asya spends more time talking to her "cat kids" than to any of us, as if they’re the only ones who can still see the shadows lingering in the corners of the barn.

And then there are the children. It was as if the house itself knew we were trying to outrun the past, because Raina, Asya, and I all gave birth within weeks of each other six years ago. Now, the halls of Royals Creek are filled with the chaos of three six-year-olds: mine and Kyle’s daughter, Shaelyn; Raina and Scott’s little girl, Scarlet; and Asya and Kal’s son, Lucian. Ray’s son, Rayland, is almost seven now—the oldest and the self-appointed leader of their little pack.

We are the rightful heirs of Royals Creek. But as the summer heat begins to break and the first harvest approaches, I’m starting to realize that being an heir doesn't just mean owning the land. It means owning the echoes that come with it. And lately, those echoes have started to sound a lot like a heartbeat.
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Chapter 1:

The Architecture of Peace
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The morning sun over the Tucker mountains was deceptive. It cast a golden, honeyed light across the breakfast nook, making the world look like the postcards people buy when they want to believe in the Southern dream. For six years, I had let myself believe in it. I had traded the sound of screaming for the rhythmic thumping of a children’s footsteps and the melodic chirping of North Carolina crickets.

“More juice, Mommy!” Shaelyn demanded, holding up her plastic cup.

She was sitting at the mahogany table, her feet swinging back and forth, hitting the wood with a dull thud-thud-that used to make me flinch. Beside her, Scarlet and Lucian were engaged in a serious debate over which cereal box had the better prize, their voices a chaotic, beautiful noise that I had learned to use as a shield.

Kyle walked in, smelling of sawdust and fresh air, and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. He looked so whole, so vastly different from the man with the faint blue tint in his skin who had almost lost his life to the shadows six years ago.

“Rayland’s already out by the creek,” he said, nodding toward the window. “He says the fish are biting, but I think he just wants to be the first one to find a ‘treasure’ for the party this afternoon”.

“Just make sure he stays away from the deep water,” I replied, my voice steady, though a phantom chill brushed against my neck.

For a few hours, the day was perfect in its mundanity. We moved through the house—our architectural dream—doing the chores that defined our new life. Kyle and Scott were out on the porch, their voices a low drone as they discussed the logistics of the bouncy castle Ray was hauling in. In the kitchen, Lavinia and the grandmothers were already fussing over finger sandwiches, the air smelling of sweet tea and vanilla frosting.

I found myself standing in the hand-carved archway of the living room, watching the dust motes dance in the light. Everything was exactly where it should be. The deeds were signed, the history was documented, and the scars on our bodies had faded into silver lines. We were the rightful heirs of Royals Creek.

But as I reached out to straighten a picture frame on the wall, I felt it—a vibration so faint it might have been my own pulse. Or it might have been the house, settling its heavy bones into the saturated soil.

“Lily? You okay?” Raina asked, walking in with a stack of party hats. She looked fierce and glowing, a far cry from the woman who once jumped at every creak in the floor.

“Just thinking about how much can change in six years,” I lied, forcing a smile.

“We won, Lil,” Asya said, her hand resting briefly on my arm. “We have exercised the demons, this house is clear.” She joked

I nodded, letting out a chuckle at her Ace Venture impression, I wanted to believe her. I wanted to believe that the echoes I heard at night were just the wind in the 425 acres of woods. But as the heat of the afternoon began to build, I saw a single charcoal smudge on the white doorframe of the library—a line that looked far too much like the beginning of a blueprint.

I wiped it away with my thumb and went to help with the cake. The party was starting soon, and we were masters of pretending that the guest of honor wasn't already waiting beneath our feet.

The hours leading up to the birthday celebration were a whirlwind of Southern hospitality and hidden anxiety. My mom and Ann were in their element, three-way calling relatives while they arranged deviled eggs and pitchers of sweet tea. They were so proud of how we had fixed this place up, calling us "immensely proud mommas" for turning a 'Sold as Is' wreck into a home.

I stood on the wrap-around porch for a moment, looking out at the 425 acres. The woods were beautiful, but I still didn't like to look at them for too long. I remembered the clumpy combs of wet moss and the lethal moonseed we found when we followed the trail of bloody handprints to the stump. Even now, with the sun high in the sky, the tree line looked like a row of guards keeping secrets we weren't meant to know.

Asya came out to join me, Marlinah, her twin and fur-ever shadow was trailing behind her like a small army of one.. She had a worried look on her face that she tried to hide with a smile. "The horses are acting up again, Lil," she said softly, nodding toward the barn. "Just like they did before everything went south last time". I looked toward the stables and thought of the shadow man in the straw hat—the one who had nodded to us in the barn.

I shivered, despite the heavy North Carolina humidity clinging to my skin. I reached out and touched the porch railing, the freshly painted wood feeling solid under my hand, but for a split second, I could have sworn I felt the grain ripple like water. "We aren't those same scared people, Asya," I said, trying to convince myself as much as her. "We have the deeds. We have the light on our side." She nodded, but her eyes remained fixed on the dark line of the woods. Just then, the sound of a truck horn echoed down the three-mile gravel road, announcing Ray’s arrival with the bouncy castle. I took a deep breath, smoothing down my shirt and putting on my best "southern charm" mask. It was time to head inside, light the candles, and pray that the only things being celebrated today were the children, and not the shadows waiting for an invitation.

The cake sat in the center of the mahogany table, six candles flickering like tiny beacons. It was a massive, three-tiered masterpiece that Lavinia had spent all morning decorating, despite the summer heat threatening to melt the frosting. It had been exactly six years since the night at the stump—the night we almost lost everything to the darkness. But today, the grand living room of Royals Creek wasn't filled with shadows; it was filled with the chaotic, beautiful noise of a family that had survived.

“Make a wish, Shaelyn,” Kyle whispered, his hand resting firmly on our daughter’s shoulder.

Shaelyn stood between her cousins, Scarlet and Lucian. At six years old, the three of them were a force of nature. Shaelyn had my eyes and Kyle’s stubborn jaw; Scarlet was the spitting image of Raina, possessing those same soft features and dark, soulful eyes that always seemed to see just a bit too much; and Lucian had Kal’s quiet, observant nature mixed with Asya’s wild spirit.

The room was packed. My mom was all over the place, from still fussing over the buffet of finger sandwiches and southern sweet tea and taking pictures of the birthday girl as she showed off “before and after” pictures of the renovated master bathroom to a neighbor, And Kyle’s mom kept sneaking extra cookies to the kids. Even some of the locals from Humble County had made the trek down the three-mile gravel road—people who once looked at us with suspicion now sat on our porch, sharing stories of
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