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Chapter 1: Dust & Tail Pipes




The heat in Oakhaven didn’t just sit; it pushed. It was a physical weight, a thick, invisible hand pressing against the windshield of Clara’s SUV, carrying the scent of baked pine and the metallic, acrid tang of a radiator on its final, ragged breath.

Nine years.

The town looked like a photograph left in the sun too long—faded, curled at the edges, but hauntingly, painfully recognisable. As she passed the “Welcome to Oakhaven” sign, a ghost sat in her passenger seat. It was the eighteen-year-old version of herself, the one who had screamed at the rearview mirror that she was never coming back, her knuckles white against the steering wheel as she fled the only home she’d ever known.

Clara glanced at the empty seat, her hand instinctively reaching for a ghost that wasn’t there. She remembered the exact way Elias had gripped the doorframe that final July morning, the rust-eaten metal of his old Ford biting into his palms. He hadn’t begged. He hadn’t shouted. He had just watched her leave, a silent, broken monument to everything she was shattering. Now, her father’s death was the only thing cold enough to pull her back into this furnace.

Suddenly, the engine coughed—a wet, mechanical rattle that sent a violent shudder through the steering wheel. Smoke, thin and grey like a bad omen, began to curl from the hood, stinging her eyes with the smell of burnt rubber and failure.

“Not now,” she hissed, her voice a dry rasp. She coasted the dying vehicle into the only place in thirty miles that could save it: Miller’s Garage.
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Chapter 2: The Silent Drive




The passenger door of Elias’s truck didn’t open; it groaned, a screech of protesting metal that echoed too loudly in the quiet of the afternoon. Clara climbed in, her movements stiff, and pulled the door shut. The seal of the cabin cut off the Oakhaven heat, but the air inside was worse. It was thick, stagnant, and carried the heavy DNA of the man sitting six inches away from her.




Cedarwood. Sharp gasoline. And the salt-tang of skin that had been working under the sun.




Elias didn’t start the engine right away. He gripped the steering wheel at ten and two, his scarred, oil-stained knuckles looking like mountain ridges. Clara stared straight ahead, her heart drumming a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The silence between them wasn’t just quiet—it was a sheet of glass, vibrating with the frequency of everything they weren’t saying. One wrong word, one heavy breath, and it would shatter into a thousand jagged pieces.




[The Sting] She looked down at the console and saw a small, circular burn mark on the dashboard. Her breath hitched. She had made that mark with a cigarette lighter on a dare when they were seventeen, laughing as the plastic bubbled, while Elias told her she was “trouble.” Back then, the truck was a sanctuary. Now, sitting here felt like trespassing in a life she no longer had a right to witness. The burn was still there, a permanent scar, but the girl who made it was dead.




“Your dad’s place is still at the end of Blackwood Creek?” he asked.




His voice was a low vibration that seemed to travel through the bench seat and settle in her bones.




“Yeah,” she managed, her throat dry. “If the weeds haven’t swallowed it whole yet.”




He shifted into gear. As he moved the floor shifter, his forearm—thick, hair-dusted, and glistening with a light sheen of sweat—brushed against her knee.




[The Spark] The contact lasted less than a second, but it felt like a live wire hitting a pool of water. A jolt of pure, unadulterated heat flared in her gut, a physical memory of the way those hands used to feel on her skin. She pulled her leg away instinctively, pressing herself against the door, but the phantom heat remained. She risked a glance at him. He was staring at the road, his jaw set so tight a muscle was ticking in his cheek. He felt it too. The air in the truck was suddenly too thin to breathe.




They drove through the center of town. Every storefront was a reminder of a version of herself she had tried to outrun. The diner where they had their first date; the park where he’d told her he loved her.




Elias didn’t look at her. He drove with a grim sort of focus, his hands steady on the wheel even as the tension in the cab reached a breaking point. When the gravel of her father’s driveway finally crunched under the tires, the sound was a relief.




He pulled up to the porch of the decaying Victorian house. The paint was peeling like sunburnt skin, and the porch swing hung by a single, rusted chain.




“I’ll have your SUV ready by Friday,” he said, still looking at the house, not her. “Unless you’re planning on disappearing again before then.”




The glass didn’t shatter. It just cracked, long and deep.
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Chapter 3: Box of Ghosts


The front door of the house didn’t just open; it groaned, a dry, rhythmic protest of wood on wood that sounded like a long-forgotten name. Clara stepped inside, the air hitting her like a physical weight. It was a stagnant soup of trapped summer heat, mothballs, and the sweet, cloying scent of decaying wallpaper. A fine layer of dust sat over everything, a grey shroud that made the furniture look like a collection of museum exhibits she wasn’t supposed to touch.

She walked into the living room, her boots leaving sharp, dark prints on the faded floral rug. The silence here was different from the silence in Elias’s truck. That had been pressurized, a storm waiting to break. This was hollow, the sound of a life that had simply stopped moving.

Her father’s armchair sat in the corner, the velvet worn down to the threads where his elbows had rested for thirty years. Clara reached out, her fingers hovering an inch above the fabric. Her cynicism, the hard-earned armor she’d built in the city, whispered that this was just a chair. Old wood, cheap stuffing, a relic of a man who had stayed while she ran. But her hand trembled. The air in her lungs felt thin, as if the dust were competing for space.

She needed to move. She needed to pack, to categorize, to turn this mausoleum into a set of boxes for the estate sale.

She found it in the back of the hallway closet, tucked behind a stack of yellowed National Geographics. A small wooden crate, the corners reinforced with rusted tin. She dragged it out, the sound of it scraping across the floorboards like a serrated blade.

She knelt, the grit of the floor biting into her knees. The lid was stuck, sealed by a decade of humidity and neglect. She pried it open, the wood splintering under her fingernails. Inside, the ghosts were waiting.

Bundles of letters, tied with twine that snapped the moment she touched it. The paper was brittle, the edges curled and browned like dried leaves. She picked one up, the weight of it negligible, yet it felt like a lead brick in her palm. The handwriting on the envelope was a slanted, frantic scrawl she hadn’t seen in nine years. Her own.

Clara + Elias.

The ink was faded, but the words were a physical blow to her chest. She remembered writing this one. It was the week before the final July morning, the week she had convinced herself that leaving was the only way to save them both.

She opened the envelope, the paper crinkling with a sound like a dying breath. Inside was a Polaroid. It was overexposed, the edges blurred by a cheap camera lens. It showed them at the old swimming hole—Elias with his arm draped over her shoulders, his easy, lanky smile lighting up the frame. He looked so young, so unburdened by the gravity he carried now. And she… she looked like a girl who believed the world was something she could conquer without losing herself in the process.

A sudden, sharp heat flared in the center of her chest, a phantom echo of the way his skin had felt against hers. She could almost smell the river water and the cheap sunscreen, could almost hear the way he used to say her name before it became a weapon.

“Stupid,” she muttered, her voice a harsh rasp in the empty room.

She tried to summon the cynicism, the version of herself that lived in a glass office and didn’t believe in ghosts. She tried to tell herself that the boy in the photo didn’t exist anymore, replaced by the man with the oil-slicked denim and the storm-cloud eyes. But the nostalgia was a rising tide, thick and unstoppable.

She reached deeper into the box and found a smaller envelope, unopened. It was addressed to her, in Elias’s handwriting. The postmark was dated two months after she’d left.

The air in the closet suddenly felt non-existent. She’d told everyone she never got a letter. She’d told him she never got a letter.

Her fingers fumbled with the seal, the copper taste of old fear flooding her mouth. Just as the paper began to tear, a heavy thud echoed from the front porch.

Clara froze, the letter clutched to her chest. Through the thin wood of the door, she heard





















