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Content Warning

This novel contains themes that may be difficult for some readers, including:

	Loss and grief

	Trauma and emotional abuse

	References to childhood harm

	Dark magic and supernatural elements

	Depictions of death

	Intense emotional relationships


This is a story about love, survival, and the things that shape us—sometimes painfully—before we are ready to name them.

Reader discretion is advised.
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Chapter One
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Salt, Circles, and Other Bad Ideas

The dead don’t knock.

They scrape. They rattle. They wait until you’re distracted and remind you that locks are a suggestion, not a rule.

So, when someone knocked on my door—three precise, patient taps—I didn’t answer.

I finished the circle first.

Salt. Crushed bone. Iron filings. Clockwise, always clockwise. I checked the line twice because mistakes have a sense of humour and love returning as consequences. Only when the circle closed perfectly did I straighten and look at the door.

The knock came again.

Not louder. Not softer. Exactly the same.

“I’m busy,” I said. “If you’re here to die, take a number.”

Silence followed. Not offended silence. Considerate silence.

That was new.

I wiped my hands on my coat and crossed the room, careful not to smudge the wards etched into the floorboards. The apartment was small—cheap stone, low ceiling, one window that refused to stay shut—but it held. Most days.

Tonight, the air felt tight. Like the world was holding its breath.

I opened the door an inch.

The man on the other side wasn’t bleeding, burning, cursed, or screaming.

Strike one.

He stood calmly in the hallway, hands visible, posture relaxed in a way that suggested confidence, not carelessness. Dark hair. A coat too light for the cold. Eyes that didn’t flick to the sigils nailed above my doorframe.

Strike two.

“I was told you could help me,” he said.

His voice was steady. Warm. Human.

Strike three.

“I don’t do charity,” I replied. “And if this is a prank, I charge double.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. Not a smile. An acknowledgment.

“I can pay.”

Of course he could.

They always could—until the price stopped being money.

I studied him more closely. Magic leaves residue. Power hums. This man stood there like a blank space where noise should have been.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Information,” he said. “About a binding that failed twenty years ago.”

My fingers tightened on the door.

“That’s vague,” I said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “I was hoping you’d still understand.”

I laughed once, sharp and humourless. “That’s adorable. Try again.”

He didn’t rise to it. Didn’t flinch. Just met my gaze.

“Temple ward,” he said quietly. “Stone floor. Old prayers. A child left alive.”

The hallway tilted.

I stepped back without thinking. “You should leave.”

“I can’t.”

“Everyone can,” I said. “Most just don’t want to.”

“I don’t have that luxury.”

I closed the door.

Not slammed it. Slamming is emotional. I shut it firmly, slid the bolt, pressed my palm against the wood until the tremor passed. My heartbeat was too loud. Too fast.

Names had power.
So did memories.
Another knock—closer somehow.

“You’re very good at pretending nothing touches you,” he said through the door. “But you left the upper ward open.”

I swore softly.

He was right.

“Congratulations,” I called back. “You spotted a flaw. Get in line.”

“You didn’t fix it,” he said. “Because part of you wanted to know if I’d notice.”

I pressed my forehead to the door.

I hated him.

I hated that he was calm. I hated that he spoke like someone with all the time in the world. Most of all, I hated the instinct curling in my chest—the one I trusted more than sense.

Danger.

Not the loud kind. The patient kind.

I unbolted the door and opened it.

“If you’re lying,” I said, “I will end you slowly, creatively, and without regret.”

His gaze softened. Just a fraction.

“I would expect nothing less.”

I stepped aside and let him in.

The circle flared as he crossed the threshold—not violently. Not defensively.

Recognizing.

Like an old lock turning for a familiar key.

My stomach dropped.

“That’s not possible,” I said.

“Most things aren’t,” he replied. “Until they are.”

I moved between him and the inner wards without thinking. “You weren’t there. You didn’t set that binding.”

“I was,” he said.

The candles leaned toward him, traitorous things.

“No,” I said too quickly. “I would remember you.”

“You remember what you needed to survive.”

That landed hard.

I forced a smile, thin as a blade. “Careful. That sounded like you think you know me.”

“I do.”

“Then you’re already in trouble.”

Something like regret crossed his face.

“I need your help,” he said. “And I need you to choose it.”

I snorted. “Optimistic.”

“You always preferred honesty to hope,” he said. “Even as a child.”

The word cut deep.

“Get out,” I said quietly.

He didn’t move.

“If you stay,” I continued, “this ends badly.”

“Yes,” he said. “But not for the reason you think.”

Silence stretched between us, thick and dangerous.

I broke it. I always did.

“Sit,” I said. “And start talking. Slowly.”

He obeyed.

That scared me more than anything else.

Because monsters fight.
Gods demand.
Men beg.
But this man—

This man waited.

And somewhere deep in my bones, something old and broken recognized him.

I told myself that meant nothing.

I was very good at lying to myself.

I always had been.
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Chapter Two
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What Was Taken

I made tea I didn’t intend to drink.

It was a habit—something ordinary to anchor me when the past started pressing in. The kettle hissed softly as steam fogged the single window. Edrin sat at my small table like he belonged there, hands folded, posture careful. Still. Watching.

“You’re going to explain,” I said, setting a chipped mug in front of him, “and you’re going to do it plainly. No riddles. No half-truths. I don’t have the patience.”

“I know,” he said.

That answer irritated me more than resistance would have.

I sat across from him, keeping the table between us. Wood mattered. Boundaries mattered. I nudged the iron ring on my finger, feeling its familiar bite.

“Start with your name,” I said.

He hesitated. Just once.

“That’s not the safest place to begin.”

“Then this conversation ends,” I replied. “And you leave.”

A breath passed. Then—

“Edrin.”

The name slid through me without catching. No memory. No echo. Relief and disappointment twisted together unpleasantly.

“All right, Edrin,” I said. “Now tell me why you believe you were present at a binding that nearly killed me twenty years ago.”

He didn’t argue.

“I was one of the anchors,” he said. “There were five of us. Four priests. And me.”

My fingers tightened around the mug. “That ritual used children,” I said flatly. “Anchors don’t survive it.”

“Most don’t,” he agreed. “I wasn’t meant to.”

I stood and crossed the room before I realized I’d moved. The darker patch on the wall—the outline of a mirror long gone—seemed to watch me.

“Explain,” I said.

“The binding was designed to seal something ancient,” he continued. “Something that couldn’t be destroyed. When the wards failed, the priests needed a living conduit—someone to hold the breach long enough for the seal to reset.”

My throat tightened.

“They chose you,” he said.

“They didn’t choose me,” I snapped. “I was there. That’s not the same thing.”

“You stepped into the circle,” he replied gently.

I laughed once, sharp and bitter. “I was a child.”

“You were brave.”

“No,” I said. “I was convenient.”

He nodded. Accepted it.

“And you?” I asked. “Where do you fit into this story?”

“I was bound to you,” he said. “Not by blood. By function. I was meant to absorb what you couldn’t.”

The room tilted.

“You’re telling me,” I said slowly, “that the reason magic never settles in me—the reason every seal strains, every ward feels too tight—is because that binding never finished.”

“It stabilized,” he said. “On you. And on me.”

I pressed my palm to the stone wall, grounding myself.

“That still doesn’t explain why I don’t remember you.”

Edrin’s calm fractured. Just a little.

“That was your choice.”

I turned.

“You begged them,” he said. “After the seal held. After the screaming stopped. You asked them to remove me.”
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