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“Five more minutes, Mama,” Bridgit called out from her tiny, cluttered room, the scent of dust and aged fabric filling the air. Her mother’s sigh was a gentle reprimand, but the creak of the floorboards suggested she knew better than to argue. The wagon, their home for the last five years, was a cramped marvel of ingenuity and chaos. Every item had a purpose, a place, and a story, and Bridgit’s corner was no different. It was a nest of found objects and inherited trinkets, a magpie’s collection of forgotten beauty. The soft, buttery light from her last remaining candle cast dancing shadows across the walls, making the familiar space feel enchanted, as if the very air hummed with secrets.

Her finger hovered over a silver locket, its tarnished surface whispering of secrets and past lives. It was the latest addition to her collection, one she’d traded for two half-full bottles of rare tinctures. The old woman who’d sold it had warned her it was “hot to the touch” and “prone to wander,” but Bridgit had dismissed it as the usual superstitious nonsense of traveling merchants. Her mother had scoffed, but Bridgit had felt an undeniable pull to the intricately etched silver. It was a claim she couldn’t ignore.

“Bridgit,” her mother’s voice was sharper this time, a thread of steel woven into the familiar warmth. “We need to pack up. The sun will be up soon and you know we must be gone before the first rays touch the ground.”

Her hand trembled slightly as she finally grasped the locket and coaxed the delicate clasp open. Inside, nestled on either side of the hinged silver, were two faded portraits. On the left, a nobleman with a stern gaze and a jaw of granite stared out from the past. His eyes, a startling shade of blue even in the faded sepia, seemed to pierce through time, locking on to hers with an unnerving intensity. On the right, his lady’s smile remained enigmatic, her face a blur of soft lines, but her dark hair, coiled into an elaborate chignon, was perfectly preserved. Bridgit felt a strange pang of familiarity, as if she knew this woman, or perhaps, was meant to.

“What’s this?” she murmured to herself, tracing the intricate etchings along the edge with her thumb. It was a spiraling vine that twisted and turned, hiding small, almost invisible thorns among the delicate leaves. A sudden chill washed over her, a cold that seeped into her bones, and the room grew eerily quiet. The candle flame flickered violently as if disturbed by an invisible breath, and the locket grew warm against her skin, a searing, brand-like heat. The air thickened, heavy and charged, and the trinkets on her bed seemed to hold their breath, frozen in the dancing shadows. She felt a presence, not of the physical world, but something older, colder, and infinitely more powerful. It was the gaze of the nobleman, magnified tenfold.

“Bridgit?” Her mother’s voice was closer now, a hint of concern lacing her words. “Are you all right? I’m coming in.”

The spell was broken. Bridgit snapped the locket shut, the sound a sharp, final click in the oppressive silence, and tucked it deep into the pocket of her patched breeches. The warmth remained, pulsing gently like a second heartbeat against her thigh, a constant, undeniable reminder of her strange discovery.

“I’m coming,” she responded, her voice a little breathless, as her mother pushed the door open. Her mother’s keen eyes, so like her own, swept over the room, but found nothing amiss. Bridgit gave a quick, reassuring smile and began to gather her things, folding her threadbare cloak and packing her leather-bound journal. She was a daughter of the road, and the open road was their only sanctuary. They had to leave before dawn.

The sun was a mere rumor on the horizon as they broke camp, the dewy grass a sparkling carpet beneath their feet. As they hitched their wagon to the two weary horses, Bridgit couldn’t shake the feeling that she had just made a discovery of monumental importance. The locket was more than just a beautiful piece of jewelry; it was a gateway to a world she hadn't even known existed, and the pull was growing stronger by the minute. As the wagon wheels rolled over the wet earth, she felt a strange tug, a silent call from the locket that seemed to echo the rhythm of her own pulse. It was as if the locket had chosen her, and she had no choice but to follow.

The days that followed were a blur of movement and mounting tension. The warmth of the locket never ceased, and it grew stronger with each passing mile. It was no longer a gentle pulse, but a rhythmic thrum, a silent, demanding rhythm that Bridgit found increasingly difficult to ignore. She knew, then, that there was a spirit attached. What else could that pulsing be? Then, one day, she glimpsed him. She was sure that it was him. The nobleman from the picture in the locket, unmistakeable and pale against the treeline. As the days wore on, the spirit grew bolder, his presence a constant shadow in her periphery. She caught glimpses of him in the reflection of shop windows, his silhouette tall and commanding, his eyes always on hers. He was a silent, persistent phantom, a sentinel of the soul.

Her waking hours were consumed by his spectral presence, but her dreams were where he truly held court. They were vivid, intoxicating images of grand ballrooms filled with the ghosts of a bygone era. She was always the woman in the portrait, dressed in silk and velvet, and the nobleman was always there, his hands on her waist, his lips on her neck. The passionate embraces were so real, so visceral, that she would wake up breathless and confused, her body aching with a phantom longing. His touch, though unseen, was all she could feel, a haunting memory of a love she had never known. The dreams blurred the line between reality and fantasy until Bridgit was no longer sure who she was—the wandering tinker's daughter, or the nobleman's lady.

One stormy night, as the rain pounded against the canvas of their wagon, the spirit appeared to her in a way she couldn't ignore. The wagon rattled and groaned under the assault of the wind, and a bolt of lightning illuminated the darkness, revealing the spirit standing at the foot of her bed. His form was hazy, like a living memory made of mist, and his eyes burned with a fiery intensity, a twin flame to the lightning outside. She could make out the faint, ghostly outline of a brocade coat and a ruffled shirt, a costume of a time long past. “You are hers,” he said, his voice a low rumble that seemed to come from within her own chest, vibrating through her bones. “I have searched for centuries, and now I have found you.”

Bridgit’s heart raced as she stared into the spirit’s eyes, the heat from the locket against her thigh now a burning inferno. She could not breathe, could not speak. His words held a truth she couldn't deny, a claim that resonated deep within her soul. The dreams, the constant warmth, the phantom embraces—it all made a terrible, beautiful kind of sense. She felt a strange kinship with the woman in the portrait, an overwhelming love that seemed to defy logic and reason. A love that was not her own, but was hers to feel all the same. Yet, she was torn. She had a life, a family, a destiny that didn’t include being haunted by a ghostly nobleman. She was Bridgit, not some forgotten lady.

“What do you want from me?” she whispered, her voice trembling, finally finding a voice to match the thrumming locket.

The spirit leaned closer, his cold breath brushing against her cheek, a shocking contrast to the burning heat from the locket. “Your heart,” he said, his voice a possessive murmur, a sound that caressed her skin and ignited a fire deep within her. “It belongs to me now. I will not rest until it is mine once more.”

The candle flickered and went out, plunging the wagon into darkness. Bridgit felt the weight of the locket against her chest, the warmth now unbearable, the pulsing an insistent, demanding beat. The air around her grew colder, and she felt the ghost's presence solidify, the hazy mist tightening around her like a lover's embrace. She could almost feel the phantom hands on her skin, the ghostly lips on hers, the promises of a love that transcended time. It was terrifying and exhilarating, a forbidden desire that she knew she should fight, but found herself wanting to surrender to.

She knew she had to find a way to free herself from this curse, but the pull of the spirit's love was too strong. She was caught between two worlds, the mundane and the magical, and the choice she had to make was one that would define the rest of her days. She closed her eyes, and let the phantom kiss claim her, a silent, desperate prayer on her lips. She was no longer just Bridgit, the wanderer. She was his.
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Bridgit woke with a gasp, the phantom kiss still a burning ember on her lips. Her body ached, a deep, bone-weary exhaustion that had nothing to do with a restless night. It was as if she had run a marathon through her own dreams. The air in the wagon, usually stuffy and thick with the scent of old canvas and woodsmoke, now held a faint, sharp scent of ozone and cold stone. It was the ghost’s scent, a perfume of death and ancient power that clung to her like a second skin. She instinctively reached for the locket in her pocket, her fingers closing around the now-cool silver. It felt innocuous, a simple piece of jewelry with no hint of the spectral force it had unleashed. But she knew better. The absence of heat was more unsettling than its presence. It meant he was not dormant; he was simply closer.

Her mother’s soft voice cut through the lingering fog of her dream-filled night. “Bridgit, darling, are you well? You were tossing and turning all night.”

Bridgit sat up, the canvas roof of the wagon barely clearing her head. “Just a bad dream, Mama. Nothing to worry about.”

Her mother’s eyes, as perceptive and sharp as a falcon’s, found hers. She didn’t look convinced. “You’ve been different since you found that locket. The light in your eyes... it’s gone.”

Bridgit averted her gaze, tracing the intricate stitching of her quilt. She couldn’t tell
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