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Foreword
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The most unsettling thing about a landscape is not what it hides, but what it remembers. Roads and fences collect habits; people fall into them. If you stand still long enough, a shoulder of asphalt or the blunt lip of a culvert can feel like it’s saying something—though what you’re hearing is choreography: geometry, infrastructure, and human behavior keeping time together.

This novel begins with that small, almost ignorable feeling and refuses to ignore it. A field seismologist named Evan Hale watches a mile of county road through a “waterfall window”—a live spectrogram fed by distributed acoustic sensing on buried fiber. What he sees is not a haunting. It is a pattern: human steps bending toward a shallow arc near an abandoned fence line, pausing in a way that suggests a comma. People are not puppets; still, many of us are willing to be choreographed by a place that looks like it expects us.

What follows is not exorcism but stewardship. The cast here—Rae Montano, who knows the county the way you know a family recipe; Deputy Lena Timmons, whose job is to keep ordinary days ordinary; Professor Kline, who loves tidy maps and learns to love messier ethics; Riley Voss, the utility manager whose incentives collide with responsibility—bring different grammars to the same mile of ground. They argue in nouns that generally don’t make their way into ghost stories: posture, compliance, signage, cross-correlation, audit, permit.

You’ll see a phrase recur: boring wins. It’s the opposite of sensational. It’s also the point. The book’s terror—if we call it that—does not arise from an apparition, but from the dawning suspicion that our technologies and our habits can teach the land a rhythm it should never have learned. And its consolation is equally unglamorous: daylight work, soft perimeters, taped-over switches that say SYNC: OFF, trash cans in the right places, and public language that tells the truth without inviting a crowd.

There is a grief folded into these pages. Evan once learned the hard way how quickly a place can be misread, how a slope and a culvert can collaborate to produce a sentence no one meant to write. The book does not sensationalize loss; it lets memory do its work in the background, the way wind keeps a line in the grass. When the county finally forgets a dangerous lyric, Evan must decide what he will let go of as well. Letting the land forget—and allowing yourself to—are different acts of care that happen to rhyme.

A few signposts before you start:

	



Mechanism, not mysticism. The novel treats the “call” as coupling: geometry plus infrastructure plus human behavior. Any “voice” is a metaphor the characters try not to use. Where the pattern looks like permission, the remedy is not ritual but re-tuning the environment—teaching the ground a better habit.

●  Soft control is not weak control. Deputy Timmons’s “boring” presence—windows down, slow passes, sandwich boards with plain language—does more good than sirens. The book takes seriously how signage, pace, and tone can shape outcomes without theater.

●  Language matters. Public documents avoid charged words (haunting, calling) and keep to operational nouns (corrective posture, behavioral contour, no night operations). Private speech sometimes falters toward poetry; the characters learn when to set it aside.

●  Data is a character, too. The “waterfall window” is not just a gizmo; it’s a way of seeing. Trucks are wide, slow bands. Wind is a gauze. Small animals are low, delicate traces with brief hesitations at culverts. Human steps look like a ladder. Once you learn to read the pane, you’ll start reading the county.


You’ll also notice a second rhythm beneath the technical one: a moral tempo that asks who gets protected first when incentives clash. Utility policy, academic prestige, county budgets, platform attention—none of these are villains in costume, but all of them can become careless if left to run in sync. The novel’s most consequential switch is not a literal toggle (though there is one of those) but a cultural choice to default to SYNC: OFF—to refuse neatness when neatness invites harm.

If this sounds procedural, good. It is. The book believes in procedures the way good trail crews believe in ditches: humble devices that keep catastrophe from becoming content. You will meet “detuning”—daylight work with off-beat rollers, calibrated shakers, and small, responsibly managed ground taps that smear a seductive contour back into honest weather. You will watch a county hearing translate rumor into rule and rule into routine. You will see a dashboard that is designed to be boring on purpose, because spectacle is another kind of hazard.

And yet, even among permits and patrols, the novel leaves room for wonder without superstition. In the final stretch, a child stands before the waterfall and recognizes not a siren’s invitation, but the fox—its low signature pausing at the culvert, then slipping on. That single moment re-frames the book’s question: not “What is the land saying to us?” but “What are we choosing to hear?” The land keeps what it can. People choose.

As you read, keep an ear for the quiet refrain of keeping—how fences keep, how signs keep, how communities keep each other, how grief keeps without colonizing the living. Notice, too, how often the characters choose daylight. It’s harder to be theatrical in daylight. That’s the idea.

This foreword is not a spoiler but a promise. The pages ahead will not reward you with jump scares or melodrama. They will offer something stranger and, I think, truer: the slow conversion of a “ghost story” into minutes and policy; a mile of road that learns to stop being a rumor; a group of people who take responsibility for the music they were accidentally teaching a place. If, by the end, you find yourself rooting for trash cans, chalk, and a sign that says Go Home Alive, you are reading it right.

Walk the shoulder. Read the blue. When the county is quiet, let it be.
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Chapter 1 — The First Curve
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The footsteps arrive just after midnight, the way a small truth arrives—patient, regular, impossible to ignore once you see it.

On the waterfall window, trucks on County 18 are wide humps crawling left to right. Wind is a soft hiss draped over the whole mile. Coyotes flicker like sewing needles. The buried fiber gives me this view, a long blue river where strain becomes color, and the oldest part of my brain translates the picture back into motion. I listen with my eyes until my body starts to believe.

At 12:07 a.m., a set of narrow, evenly spaced bursts comes alive at 1,200 meters west. Step. Pause. Step. Not a deer. Not a stray cow. The cadence is human: about seventy centimeters between beats, a rhythm with intention. The trace moves east, right along the slight bow the line makes around the old Beaudry & Sons mine. No one is supposed to be out there. The company that owns the land lives on a letterhead and an answering machine.

At 12:09, the footsteps end. They don’t thin, they don’t taper into indecision. They stop on a dime as though a door opened in dirt and the walker stepped through.

I mark a bounding box, tag the anomaly, and save. The junction box outside the trailer clicks once, an insect of a sound. The windbreak whispering in the dark smells faintly of creosote and last year’s rain baked into juniper. I try to listen through the trailer walls with my actual ears like a child, and all I get is crickets and the long exhale of the highway.

The line is honest; it keeps score. It says what stepped and how hard. It doesn’t say why.

I pull on a jacket, take a flashlight, and leave the computer humming. The moon hasn’t climbed; the stars feel too many to be real. Our little turnout sits like a notch in the shoulder of County 18—juniper to the north, road to the south, and the cable running shallow under a tangle of broom and cactus like an artery. The junction box blinks a lonely green. I kneel and push my hand into the topsoil. It’s cool the way absence is cool.

Back inside, the waterfall drifts to wind and faint machinery a mile away. I log what I have: human-scale cadence, west-to-east transit, termination at 1,200m bow. The plan for the graveyard shift is always the same—keep the line alive, catch the rare thing nobody else has the patience to catch, leave the grand theory for a day with more coffee. I’m supposed to chase the rare with caution. But the rare is also the reason I signed a grant that traded offices for a trailer and colleagues for the company of a blinking light.

At 12:52, a freight train mutters along the southern edge of the mile, a low murmuration the color of old nickel. The rhythm in my calf muscles calms. I eat a peach over the sink, let the sugar cut the taste of dust on my tongue, and watch the river of blue behave itself.

By dawn, the anomaly is only a rectangle on a screen, a file with a time stamp. The desert opens its eye—one of those hard, expressionless looks the country gives you until you prove you know how to stand under it. I take the Ford Ranger and a pair of flags and drive to the 1,200-meter mark. The terrain rises gently, then leans you toward a dry wash braided with soft edges. Shale breaks under my boots into thin plates that want to be water. Prickly pear crouch like slow green hands. Blackbrush makes every step an opinion.

There are no prints. The dust is pocked by beetles and wind. At the place my box told me the footsteps ended, the air feels colder like a thought I don’t want to have, so I don’t honor it with any name. I put a flag in anyway—orange, for fiber, a small way of telling myself the line is real.

Back at the trailer, the day stretches. Wind climbs. A truck downshifts and climbs again. I watch the scroll until noon, and the only human signature belongs to me: the pattern of my own earlier walk when I set the flag. The system is good enough to recognize my habits. I file the insult under things I have to accept about being watched by the ground.

Just before dusk, a flatbed swings into the turnout and drops gravel dust in a neat curtain. The driver climbs down, a woman in a faded ball cap that says MONTANO LINE LOCATORS. Her boots are the practical kind—square toes, caliche chalking the leather like a second thought. A pale strip of skin where a ring would be glints when she waves.

“You the fiber?” she calls, walking toward the junction box without waiting for an invitation.

“Seismologist,” I say. “The fiber does the listening. I do the worrying.”

She crouches by the box, giving it the respectful look of a person who can tell a machine’s mood by the way it hums. Then she stands and looks north to the low brown backs of hills and the square of darker brown that is the mine mouth, too far to see but present anyway, like a memory you share with people you don’t like.

“I’m Rae,” she says. “Montano. Blue for water, orange for your gut strings.” She rattles a can of paint and draws a careful line on the dirt leading away from the box. “You hearing anything you don’t like?”

“I heard footsteps,” I say, surprising myself by saying it out loud instead of hoarding it for a paper that will impress exactly five people. “Midnight. West to east. Stopped like the world ran out.”

She doesn’t smile exactly; she sets her mouth the way desert people do when the thing you’ve said rings one of their bells. “People walk out here,” she says. “Kids. Hunters. Folks who need to tell the earth something and don’t know how to write it down.”

“At midnight? Along a buried cable?”

“People are funny at midnight.”

“You’ve seen that funny.”

“Seen folks head to that shoulder over the wash,” she says, nodding toward the rise where the flag blinks the color of warning. “Couple of times, if you weren’t counting heads, you’d look up and one fewer face would be working on the cooler lid.” She taps the paint can against her palm. “Deputies made me draw maps. I made them nice.”

“How many maps?” I ask.

“Four. Over too many years to be a pattern anyone would believe in court. One of them was my brother’s friend—average boy, average shoes. Average is a good way to fool yourself into thinking the world won’t love you enough to notice if you go.”

We walk the orange line together, her pointing out the places a backhoe tried to save a buck and the cable almost paid for it. The windbreak makes a noise like old paper. The county road hums its indifferent song. When we get to the flag, she looks down at nothing at all, an empty place where any story could start if you need it to.

“You want to hear them?” I ask her because there are some people you can say certain things to without making them brittle.

“Sure,” she says. “I like being told what dirt says.”

Inside, the trailer smells like coffee and canned air. I replay the window. The pattern is more something you feel in your ankles than something you hear. Step. Pause. Step. She leans in the way you lean toward a friend talking quietly. I watch her mouth go white at the edges like the blood remembered a different rhythm and wants it back.

“Huh,” she says when the last step squares off. “I had a grandmother who said the ground keeps what it can. That sounded like a superstition when I was twelve. Doesn’t sound like one now.”

“What does it keep?” I ask.

“Seeds. Water. The weight of our mistakes.” She looks again at the junction box light blinking its small green stoicism. “And lessons. We taught it straight lines. We taught it call and response. Swing the sledge, tamp the ballast, lay the track, listen for the wheel. You do that enough summers and the country learns the chorus even if you never meant to leave it a songbook.”

“Your grandmother was a poet.”

“She sold pies behind the laundromat,” she says. “And she had a good ear.”

The wind nosing under the trailer door brings the copper smell it gets before a storm, even if the sky is a bruise with no water in it. My tongue tastes like pennies. I sit back down and raise the geofence around the mine’s arc. If anything
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