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PROLOGUE: 1971
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The Saturday sky stretched above Lola Thomas's backyard like a blessing—blue and endless, the kind of Caribbean afternoon that made you believe in a benevolent God. The scent of jerk chicken drifted from the grill where her husband Jeff stood, tongs in hand, sweat glistening on his dark forehead. He caught her eye and winked, and for a moment everything was perfect: the new swimming pool glinting like a turquoise jewel, the children's laughter ringing off the hibiscus bushes, the weight of family gathered close.

Lola sat on the patio, a glass of lemonade sweating in her hand, watching her grandchildren tear across the lawn. JR and Lisa chased Jerry and Jacob around the pool's edge, their feet slapping wet concrete. Little Jacob, all of four years old, had his hands cupped around something squirming.

"Jewels, no!" Osman shouted from the grill, but it was already too late.

The family cat—a calico with an attitude that matched her name—dangled over the water, her legs pedalling air. Jerry giggled and tried to help his little brother hold her up, but Jewels twisted, claws extended, and caught Jacob's forearm. The boy yelped and let go. Jewels landed on the concrete with a yowl and shot under the patio table, fur bristled to twice her size, tail a bottle brush of indignation.

"Kids, behave!" Osman called, but he was smiling as he turned the chicken thighs. "Grandma doesn't like it when you play with Jewels."

Lola laughed, setting down her glass. "That cat's been surviving these children for years. She knows what she's doing."

From the kitchen, through the sliding glass door, Anica watched. She sat on a barstool at the kitchen island, her fingers wrapped around a coffee mug that had long gone cold. Her sons—Jerry and Jacob—were a blur of motion on the other side of the glass, their laughter muffled but unmistakable. Jerry was eleven now, all sharp elbows and sudden growth spurts. Jacob was still round-cheeked, still small enough to be scooped up and carried, still young enough that he sometimes reached for his father in the night, forgetting.

Anica pressed her palm flat against the glass. The vibration of their running feet travelled through the pane, a heartbeat she could almost feel.

"They're growing up so fast."

She hadn't heard Lola enter. Her mother-in-law stood beside her now, wiping her hands on her apron, her eyes fixed on the boys. They stood in silence for a moment, two women watching children who didn't know they were being watched.

"Do they ask about him?" Lola's voice was soft, the way people speak in churches.

Anica's hand went to her hair, tucking a strand behind her ear. It was a nervous habit she'd developed in the five years since James died—a small, repetitive motion that said I'm holding myself together, don't look too close. Her eyes, she knew, were red-rimmed. They had been red-rimmed for five years.

"Not as much as before," she said, and the words came out steady, which surprised her.

Lola sighed—not a sound of impatience, but the long exhale of someone who has carried grief long enough to know its weight. She left the sandwiches unfinished on the counter and walked over, wrapping her arms around Anica's shoulders.

"Dear, dear. It's going to be okay."

"I miss him so much." The words cracked. The coffee mug trembled in her grip. "I miss his voice. I miss the way he'd come up behind me and put his hands on my waist when I was cooking. I miss—"

She stopped. The kitchen was too quiet. The children's laughter outside seemed very far away.

Lola's own eyes had filled. She looked past Anica to the refrigerator, where a photograph held her son's face. James in his army uniform, so young, so certain that the world had good things waiting for him. His smile was the same one he'd worn at six years old, catching his first fish. The same one he'd worn at sixteen, driving his father's car for the first time. The same one he'd worn on his wedding day, looking at Anica like she was the answer to a question he hadn't known he was asking.

"From ever since he was little, I remember he always wanted to do something special with his life. Just like his father." Lola swallowed, her throat working. "I really do miss him. But we have to believe he's in a better place, looking over us." She paused, choosing her next words with care. "So be strong. Not just for you—for the kids."

Anica turned. She hugged her mother-in-law properly, the way she hadn't done since James's funeral—face pressed into Lola's shoulder, arms tight around her back, letting herself be held.

"I don't know where we'd be without you," she whispered.

Lola's hand came up, stroking her hair with the same gentle rhythm she'd used on her own children. Then she drew back, cupping Anica's face, thumbs brushing away the tears that had finally fallen.

"Come. I have something to show you."

She led Anica into the living room, where the afternoon light slanted through the curtains in golden bars. The wooden cabinet in the corner was old—it had been Lola's mother's, brought from Trinidad when she married. The drawer still had faint scratch marks from the time James, at age six, had tried to carve his name into it with a nail.

Lola pulled the drawer open. Inside lay a picture frame and a white envelope, the paper yellowed now, the edges soft with age. She lifted them out with hands that trembled only slightly.

"This was his last letter," she said, and opened it.

Mama,

I'm writing this in the dark because Johnson won't stop snoring and I can't sleep. You'd like Johnson—he's from Trinidad, talks about his grandmother's stories like she's still sitting in the room with him. Says back home they have spirits called soucouyants, old women who shed their skin at night and fly through the air as balls of fire, looking for victims. Made me think of how you used to tell me and Osman stories at bedtime, your voice all low and spooky.

Don't worry about me. I'll be home before you know it, and you can fuss over me all you want. Tell Anica I love her. Tell the kids their daddy's thinking about them.

Your son always,
James
Lola's tears fell on the paper, smudging the ink. "My son. I miss you so much."

Anica took the photograph, and the grief hit her fresh. The weight of his arm around her waist. The warmth of his chest against her back on cold mornings. The way he'd whisper "I got you" when she had nightmares, pulling her closer, anchoring her to the world. Tears dripped onto the glass, pooling around his face.

Click.

They both froze.

The front door knob was turning.

Click. Click. Rattle.

Someone was trying to get in. The door was locked—Lola always kept it locked, even during parties, because that was the kind of woman she was—but whoever was outside didn't seem to understand. The knob turned again, harder this time, the metal grinding against the strike plate.

Then silence.

Anica's hand closed around Lola's wrist. She could feel the older woman's pulse, quick and frightened, matching her own.

The doorbell rang.

It wasn't the pleasant chime they'd installed last year. It was the old buzzer, the one James used to press repeatedly as a teenager just to annoy her, the one that sounded like a wounded bee.

Lola wiped her face. "I'd better get that. It could be a neighbor about the noise."

Buzz. The sound was insistent, demanding.

"I'm coming!"

She crossed the living room, her sandals clicking on the tile. Her hand closed around the knob. She turned it. She pulled the door open.

The afternoon sun blazed, and for a moment Lola saw only silhouette—a tall man, broad-shouldered, standing on her porch. The light haloed him, made him nothing but shadow.

Then her eyes adjusted.

He was covered in dirt. Not just dust or road grime, but dirt—the dark, rich soil of a grave, clinging to his uniform in clumps, matted in his hair, packed under his fingernails. Grass and dead leaves were tangled in the folds of his jacket. Something pale moved in his hair, and Lola realized with distant horror that it was an earthworm, squirming through the strands.

His face.

His face.

The skin had pulled back from his cheekbones, mottled gray-brown like old meat left too long in the sun. His lips were gone in places, revealing teeth the color of aged bone. One eye socket was empty, a hollow darkness that seemed to go on far too deep. The other held an eye that should not have been there, should not have been looking at her, should not have been wet and glistening and alive.

"Mom." His voice came out wet, burbling, like water moving through mud. "Why's the door locked?"

Lola's vision tunnelled. She heard herself make a sound—a small, animal noise, the kind a rabbit makes when it knows the hawk has seen it. The picture frame slipped from her fingers. The tile rushed up to meet her.



Anica heard the thud. She was already moving, her legs carrying her through the living room before her mind had fully processed what was happening. "Lola? Lola!"

A man knelt over her mother-in-law's body, his broad back turned to Anica. He was speaking in a low voice, words she couldn't quite catch.

"Hey! What are you doing?"

He looked up.

Anica's feet turned to water. The picture frame she was still holding—she didn't remember picking it up—shattered on the tile, glass spraying across the floor in a thousand glittering pieces. She grabbed the doorframe to keep from falling, her knuckles white against the wood.

The man rose slowly. Soil trickled from his uniform, pattering onto the floor like rain. He was tall—James had been tall—and his shoulders had the same broad set, the same way of filling a doorway like he belonged there.

"Anica."

His voice. His voice.

She had dreamed that voice for five years. Had played it over and over in her head, trying to remember the exact cadence, the way he said her name like it was something precious. She had convinced herself she was forgetting it, that grief was stealing even that.

She hadn't forgotten.

He smiled, and part of his cheek tore away. "I'm home."

Anica opened her mouth to scream, but the sound that came out was something else entirely—a raw, ragged thing that seemed to tear its way out of her chest. She backed away, her heels slipping on the shattered glass, and the last thing she saw before her vision blurred was her husband's face, rotting and smiling, as he stepped across the threshold into her mother-in-law's house.



Two blocks away, a white cat sat on a porch railing, its fur matted, its eyes clouded with something that might have been cataracts or might have been something else entirely. Flies buzzed around its ears, and it lifted one paw to swipe at them, the motion slow and mechanical.

The house behind it was beautiful—white clapboard with green shutters, a porch swing hanging motionless, a garden that had once been carefully tended but had now gone to seed. On the porch, a small wooden sign read THE JACKSONS in cheerful letters.

Inside, Peter Jackson sat in his favorite chair, a leather recliner his wife Miranda had given him for his thirty-fifth birthday. She'd saved for six months to buy it, hiding it at her sister's house, wrapping it in a massive bow. He could still remember the way she'd looked that day—triumphant, proud, her smile so bright it could have powered the whole town.

He shifted, and the chair creaked. On the TV, his team was losing. Fingo had just missed an easy shot, and the crowd was groaning. Peter barely noticed.

He was thinking about Miranda. About the way her hair smelled after she washed it. About the way she said his name when she was annoyed, drawing it out like Peeee-ter. About the last time he'd seen her, standing at the airport gate, her suitcase in one hand, blowing him a kiss.

"I'll be back Friday," she'd called. "Don't let Melissa talk you into ice cream for dinner."

That was three weeks ago. The plane had never landed.

"Come on, Fingo—"

The house shook.

Peter lunged for his drink, too late; it toppled from the side table and shattered on the floor, whiskey soaking into the carpet. For a wild moment he thought earthquake—they'd had tremors before, small ones that rattled the dishes and made the chandelier sway—but this was different. This was focused, intentional. The windows rattled in their frames, and somewhere upstairs, something crashed to the floor.

Then came the sound. A roar, low and deep, that seemed to vibrate in his chest. Jet engines, impossibly close, shaking the walls, shaking the pictures, shaking the very air.

He ran to the window, yanked the curtain aside.

The sky was empty. Just blue, just clouds, just the same afternoon he'd been looking at five seconds ago. No plane. No smoke. No anything.

"What the hell—"

He turned back to the room, stopped to right the photograph of Miranda on the bookshelf. It was their wedding photo, the one with the green dress—emerald silk that had cost him three months' salary and had been worth every penny. She was laughing in the picture, her head tilted back, her hair falling over one shoulder. He could still remember the way the fabric moved when she walked, like water catching light.

Something creaked upstairs.

Peter's hand froze on the frame. He listened.

His daughter's room. A floorboard, shifting underweight. Then her voice, clear as church bells on Sunday morning:

"Mammy... I've missed you."

His blood went cold. Mammy. That was what Melissa called Miranda. No one else. Not her grandmother, not her aunts, not the babysitter. Just Miranda.

He crept up the stairs, placing each foot carefully on the edges where the wood didn't creak. He'd learned that trick as a teenager, sneaking back into his parents' house after midnight. It came back to him now like muscle memory, like instinct.

At the top of the stairs, he heard it: a woman's voice, low and sweet, humming a lullaby he recognized. Miranda's lullaby, the one she sang to Melissa when she couldn't sleep, the one that went:

Hush, little one, the night is long,
But morning comes with a sparrow's song...
Peter moved down the hallway. His daughter's door was slightly ajar, a slice of light spilling through. He could see her bed, the edge of her dresser, the stuffed rabbit she'd had since she was a baby.

He pushed the door open.

Melissa sat on her bed, her back to him, her hair falling in tangled curls. She was swaying slightly, the way children do when they're listening to music, when they're somewhere else entirely. Behind her, a woman stood, combing her hair in long, gentle strokes.

The woman wore a blue business suit—the same suit Miranda had been wearing the day she left for the airport. But the suit was ruined now, covered in black ash, the fabric scorched and crumbling. Her hands were the worst: the skin was gone from her fingers, leaving only raw, red muscle, but she held the comb with infinite care, working through each tangle as if it mattered more than anything in the world.

"Melissa!" Peter lunged forward, grabbing his daughter's desk chair, raising it like a shield, like a weapon. "Get away from her!"

The woman looked up.

Miranda's face smiled at him. It was her face, unmistakably her face—the same cheekbones, the same mouth, the same eyes—but it sat in a landscape of ruin. Her skin was blistered and blackened, cracked open in places to show the glisten of raw flesh beneath. Her hair was singed, the ends curled and brittle. Her lips were split, her nose was misshapen, her ears were—

"What's wrong, honey?" Her voice was exactly as he remembered it. Warm. Familiar. The voice that had said his name a thousand times, a million times, in kitchens and bedrooms and airports and—

"You look like you've seen a ghost."

Peter couldn't move. The chair was raised, his arms were tensed, every muscle was screaming at him to swing, to protect, to do something. But his feet were rooted to the floor, and his eyes were locked on her face, and somewhere in the back of his mind, a small, quiet voice was saying: That's her. That's your wife. That's Miranda.

Downstairs, the TV flickered. The basketball game was gone, replaced by a news anchor with a grave face, his voice tinny and distant.

"—two days ago, with no survivors. Authorities have released the names of the passengers, all confirmed dead—"

A photograph appeared on the screen. A woman in a blue business suit, smiling at the camera, her hair perfect, her skin unmarked.

Miranda Jackson.
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Chapter One: A New Curse

[image: ]


Joan Louis stood in front of Dylan's Secondary School, her microphone held at the perfect angle, her smile calibrated to convey both authority and warmth. She'd practiced this smile for years, in front of bathroom mirrors and store windows and the dark glass of her phone screen when no one was looking. It was the smile that said I know something you don't know, and right now, it was her most valuable asset.

"Joan, we're rolling," Tom said from behind the camera.

She nodded once, a quick, sharp motion, and began.

"It all happened at Dylan's Secondary School, which has finally been reopened after being shut down two weeks ago. Students had reported seeing ghosts in the hallways, hearing voices from empty classrooms, feeling cold spots where no cold should be. The school board called it mass hysteria. The principal called it pranks." She paused, letting the words hang. "But then two students went missing."

––––––––
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Behind her, the school rose against the morning sky—white walls, blue roofs, the Caribbean sun making everything look clean and ordinary. Joan knew better. She'd spent the last two weeks digging through police reports and student interviews, talking to parents who wouldn't look her in the eye, listening to whispers that stopped the moment she entered a room.

"Seventeen-year-old Jerry Edward, known to his friends as Link, was last seen near the school library. Eighteen-year-old Clara James, this year's Valley Victorian, disappeared the same night. Police found only Link's glasses on the library floor
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