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CHAPTER ONE

THE TOWN THAT LOVED HALLOWEEN
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By two in the afternoon, Harrowick had already become the version of itself people drove three hours to see.

Orange paper lanterns swung from the sycamores along Market Street. The bakery windows were fogged with cinnamon and heat. Somebody had stretched black crepe between the clock tower and the old bank, and every time the wind lifted it, a flock of paper bats seemed to rise over the square. Children moved through the sidewalks in pieces of costumes they could not wait until dark to wear. A pirate carried his plastic sword in one hand and his mother's fingers in the other. Two tiny witches shared a paper cup of cider. A boy in a cardboard robot chest had to turn sideways to get through the door of Baines Pharmacy.

Avery Rusk stood beside Ambulance Two and watched a woman take a photograph of her family beneath the HARROWICK HALLOWEEN banner.

The woman checked the image, smiled, then made everyone do it again.

That was Harrowick on October thirty-first. Nothing happened once if it could be preserved twice.

"You're staring," Callie Mendez said.

Avery looked at her partner. "I'm working."

"You're watching tourists take pictures of gourds."

"Situational awareness."

Callie zipped the red medical bag and shoved it into the side compartment. "Of gourds."

Avery shut the compartment hard enough to make the latch snap. "Somebody chokes on a caramel apple every year."

"One year."

"Every year since the one year."

Callie laughed and climbed into the passenger seat to check the radio.

Avery stayed outside another moment.

She had worked enough bad scenes to distrust any crowd that believed itself safe. Fairs, parades, football games, church dinners. People behaved differently when they thought someone else had already taken responsibility for keeping the world intact. They walked backward into traffic to photograph things. They let children disappear behind costume masks. They forgot medications, allergies, curbs, strangers, wet pavement, and how quickly a good day could split open.

Still, she loved this day.

That embarrassed her more than it should have.

Halloween had been Owen's holiday before it became hers. He had begun decorating the Rusk house on October first and treated every remaining day as evidence of poor planning. The year before he died, he had built a twelve-foot papier-mâché moon for the front yard. It survived exactly one rainstorm, collapsed over Avery's car, and left a cratered white paste across the windshield that looked, according to Tess, like the world's saddest bird had exploded.

They had laughed until Owen had to sit on the curb.

Four years later, Avery could remember his laugh more easily than his voice.

That frightened her in a quieter way than the things her work taught her to fear.

The ambulance radio crackled.

"Unit Two, copy a minor injury at Mercer and Pine."

Callie leaned out the open window. "Caramel apple?"

"If it is, I'm making you document it."

Avery climbed behind the wheel.

The injury turned out to be a six-year-old vampire who had fallen off a decorative hay bale and skinned both palms. His father looked more frightened than he did. Avery cleaned the grit from the boy's hands while he studied her with solemn concentration.

"Will it scar?" he asked.

"Probably not."

He considered this. "Can you make it scar?"

His father closed his eyes.

Avery smiled despite herself. "You're going to have to earn your own scars."

"I fell off a hay bale."

"Aim higher."

His father laughed. The boy did not.

When Avery stood, she noticed someone watching from across Mercer Street.

A child.

Nine or ten, maybe. Hard to tell because of the costume.

The child wore an owl mask made from overlapping gray and brown felt feathers. The round eye openings were edged in dull gold. A short cape hung over the shoulders. The costume was handmade, which was unusual among the plastic superheroes and movie villains moving through the square.

For half a second Avery thought it was Benji.

Then the child turned and walked behind a row of parked cars.

Benji's owl costume was at home.

Owen had made it.

Not for Benji originally. He had started it as part of a family set one October when Tess was eleven and Benji was five. Owen had been halfway through sewing feathers onto the hood when a call from work dragged him away. He never finished the wings. After he died, the unfinished costume spent years folded in a storage tub beside Christmas lights and a broken wreath.

Three weeks ago Benji had found it.

He had refused every offer to improve it.

"Dad stopped there," he had said. "So that's where it stops."

Avery had let him wear it unfinished.

She walked to the edge of the street and looked between the cars.

No owl.

A girl in a bee costume ran past carrying a bucket shaped like a pumpkin.

"Avery?" Callie called.

"Coming."

She returned to the ambulance.

By three-thirty they had treated two more scraped knees, a sprained wrist, and an older man who insisted the tightness in his chest was heartburn until the monitor disagreed. Avery sent him to Mercy Regional with another crew and listened to him complain the entire way to the stretcher that he was missing the costume parade.

"You can watch it next year," she told him.

"You don't know that."

"Then you'd better go make sure."

He stopped arguing.

At four-fifteen Avery's brother found her beside the emergency command tent.

Vaughn Rusk had been Harrowick's police chief for six years, which meant half the town called him Chief and the other half still remembered the time he drove their father's station wagon into Miller's Pond at seventeen. He wore his uniform beneath an orange reflective vest printed with EVENT COMMAND, and someone had stuck a foam pumpkin on the brim of his cap.

He had not noticed.

Avery did not tell him.

"You seen Mom?" he asked.

"Not since breakfast."

"She's supposed to be at the archive table."

"She'll be at the archive table."

"She's not at the archive table."

Avery looked toward the square. "Did you call her?"

"Phone's in her kitchen."

"Of course it is."

Their mother, Ruth, had spent twenty-seven years teaching history at Harrowick High and another twelve making sure nobody in town escaped it afterward. She chaired the historical commission, wrote the captions beneath the framed photographs in municipal buildings, corrected newspaper reporters who misdated storefronts, and treated local memory as a public utility.

Halloween was her busiest day.

Harrowick's festival had grown from a two-block school parade into something featured on travel sites and regional television. Ruth had spent years documenting the evolution. She could tell you when the town first hung lanterns over Market Street, which bakery invented the black-walnut pumpkin loaf, and why Harrowick children ended trick-or-treating at exactly ten thirty-one.

The tourists loved that one.

At ten thirty-one, every participating house placed one final piece of candy on the top step, turned off its porch light, and closed the door. The candy was called the Last Knock.

At eleven, the clock tower rang once and the streets belonged to adults again.

Nobody agreed on when the custom had started. Ruth's official version placed it in the early seventies, after several older residents supposedly began leaving treats for children whose parents worked late shifts at the glass plant. Over time, everyone copied them.

Hospitality became tradition. Tradition became commerce. Commerce acquired T-shirts.

Harrowick sold thousands of them.

ONE MORE FOR THE LAST KNOCK.

Avery owned three.

"She's probably changing one of her displays because somebody used the wrong year," Avery said.

Vaughn stared toward the clock tower.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"That's your lying face."

"I don't have a lying face."

"You have had the same lying face since you were eight."

He pulled a folded paper from his vest pocket.

"This got left at the station desk this morning. No envelope. No name."

Avery took it.

It was a photocopy, gray at the edges, the paper thick with toner. At the top, typed in faded capitals, were the words HARROWICK CIVIL DEFENSE AUXILIARY, OCTOBER 31, 1966.

Beneath that was a list of names.

Most had checkmarks.

Avery's eyes stopped on one.

THOMAS RUSK, AGE 10.

Their father.

A checkmark sat beside his name.

"What is this?"

"I was hoping Mom could tell me."

A handwritten number appeared at the bottom.

63 PRESENT.

Underneath, in another hand, darker and more hurried:

6 UNACCOUNTED.

Then a line so heavy it had nearly cut through the original paper.

The words beneath the line were still readable.

FAIRGROUND CHILDREN NOT ON SCHOOL ROSTER.

Avery looked up.

"Where did this come from?"

"I just told you."

"No. I mean where did the original come from?"

"No idea."

Avery studied the page again.

Her father had died eight years ago. In all the stories he told about growing up in Harrowick, she could not remember him mentioning a civil defense shelter on Halloween.

"Was there an emergency in sixty-six?"

"Industrial fire," Vaughn said. "Old Danner Chemical warehouse. Mom's history book gives it about three paragraphs. Four workers hospitalized. No fatalities in town. Wind pushed smoke east. They evacuated a few blocks."

"Then why were sixty-three children in a shelter?"

"Good question."

A gust came through the square. Paper decorations rattled above them.

Avery folded the photocopy and gave it back.

"Find Mom."

"Working on it."

Vaughn started away, then stopped.

"You still letting Benji go with the Carsons tonight?"

Avery gave him a look.

"What?"

"You mean am I still allowing my nine-year-old to trick-or-treat on Halloween."

"I'm asking because we've got about twelve thousand people downtown already."

"He'll have a tracker on his phone."

"He's nine."

"He'll have Tess."

"She's seventeen."

"Exactly. Old enough to keep him alive, young enough to resent me for making her do it. Perfect balance."

Vaughn smiled. "You want me to swing by?"

"No."

He waited.

Avery hated that he knew her well enough to wait.

"Maybe," she said.

"I'll swing by."

He walked away.

Avery watched him cross the square until a cluster of tourists swallowed him.

At four forty-eight her phone buzzed.

BENJI.

She answered at once.

"What's wrong?"

Silence.

Then her son's voice, small and annoyed.

"Why do you always say that?"

Avery closed her eyes.

"Because you call me approximately once every six weeks."

"I called you Tuesday."

"You butt-dialed me from math class."

"Still counts."

Avery smiled. "What do you need?"

"Did you move Dad's costume?"

Her smile went away.

"What costume?"

"The owl."

"You're wearing the owl."

"I know."

"Then what are you asking me?"

There was a pause.

In the background, she heard the television, then Tess shouting something from upstairs.

Benji lowered his voice.

"There was another one in the backyard."

Avery did not answer immediately.

"Another what?"

"Owl."

"A real owl?"

"Mom."

"I'm asking."

"The costume. Somebody was wearing Dad's costume."

Avery looked across the square.

The crowd moved under orange lanterns. Children spun in circles. Parents checked watches and maps. Somewhere a brass band was warming up badly.

"Where are you now?"

"Kitchen."

"Is Tess there?"

"Upstairs."

"Lock the back door."

"It is locked."

"Good. Don't go outside until Tess is with you."

"I wasn't scared."

"I didn't say you were."

"You sound scared."

Avery looked toward the row of sycamores.

Something gray moved between two parked vans.

Felt feathers.

A round gold-rimmed eye.

Then a woman carrying a toddler stepped in front of it.

When she passed, nobody was there.

"Mom?"

Avery tightened her grip on the phone.

"I'm coming home."

Avery ended the call and stood for several seconds with the phone still pressed to her ear.

The festival square had not changed. That was what bothered her.

A marching-band father carried three folding chairs under one arm and a toddler under the other. The bakery door opened and released another wave of cinnamon. A volunteer in a scarecrow costume argued with a delivery driver about where to unload bottled water. Nothing in the scene acknowledged that a child wearing Owen's unfinished costume had appeared twice in two different places.

Callie came around the ambulance.

"Home problem?"

"Maybe."

"That is not your normal answer."

Avery showed her the photograph of the photocopied 1966 roster she had taken before returning it to Vaughn.

Callie read the bottom note.

"Fairground children. What's this got to do with Benji?"

"Probably nothing."

"There is the normal answer."

Avery slipped the phone into her pocket.

"Somebody was in my backyard wearing a copy of his costume."

"Kids prank each other."

"The costume is handmade. Owen made it."

Callie's expression softened in the way Avery hated because she knew it was kindness.

"Could someone have seen pictures?"

"Sure."

"Could Tess's friends have made one?"

"Sure."

"Could Benji have mistaken something from the window?"

"Sure."

Callie waited.

Avery looked at the crowd again.

"I saw it too."

Callie did not tell her she was imagining things. One reason they worked well together was that Callie treated perception as a report first and an explanation second.

"Same costume?"

"I thought so. I only saw it for a second."

"Then we have one actual fact."

"Which is?"

"You saw something gray with gold around the eyes. Everything else is interpretation."

That was useful.

She repeated it to herself while they transferred medical command to another crew for twenty minutes.

Gray. Gold around the eyes. Child-sized.

Not Owen's costume until proven.

Not a threat until behavior made it one.

Not supernatural because fear enjoyed skipping steps.

They drove toward the Rusk house through streets that had become denser since afternoon. Harrowick's residential neighborhoods were where Halloween became intimate. Downtown belonged to tourism. The side streets belonged to memory.

Avery knew which houses gave full-size candy bars and which had been doing it long enough that grandparents brought children back from other towns. She knew the porch on Green Street where an eighty-six-year-old widower sat dressed as a vampire every year despite having no teeth of his own. She knew Mrs. Tressler on Church Road baked molasses cookies but would wrap store-bought candy for children with allergy bracelets. She knew the uphill block where families used pulleys to send candy down to children because the stone steps were too steep for toddlers.

Owen had loved that these things were unnecessary.

"A town should have at least one day when adults put serious effort into something that children will forget by Thanksgiving," he once said.

Avery had answered that children did not forget as much as adults assumed.

She had been right.

Benji had remembered an unfinished costume for four years.

At an intersection, they passed the old municipal annex. Orange fencing surrounded it. Workers had removed part of the west basement wall during renovation. Avery had driven past the project for weeks without thinking about what the building once contained.

Civil defense shelter.

Her father, ten years old.

Checkmark beside his name.

The thought created a small wrongness inside something familiar.

Callie noticed Avery looking.

"Is that the building?"

"What building?"

"The list. Civil defense."

"Maybe. Harrowick had more than one shelter."

"You grew up here and you don't know?"

"We learned the locations of bakeries before bunkers."

"Priorities."

They turned onto Birch.

Children were already testing costumes on front lawns. A tiny knight tried to fight a decorative spider. Two adults argued about whether a fog machine was blowing toward a neighbor's asthma-sensitive child.

Avery slowed near the Rook house.

Silas's truck was absent.

On impulse, she called Ruth again.

Voicemail.

"Mom, call me. Vaughn is looking for you too."

She almost mentioned the roster.

Did not.

She wanted to ask in person, where pauses could not hide as easily.

At the Rusk house, Tess stood on the back patio with Benji.

The workbench tarp was pulled aside.

Avery felt irritation before fear because she had explicitly told Benji to stay inside.

"What part of lock the door translated into investigate the yard?"

Tess held up both hands.

"I was with him."

"That sentence describes many historical disasters."

Benji pointed to the workbench.

The caramel and note waited there.

Avery put on gloves from the ambulance before touching either.

"Mom," Tess said, "it's candy."

"People contaminate less interesting things."

She photographed the note first.

NOT THE LAST.

The letters were blocky enough that handwriting comparison would be weak.

Benji said, "Turn it over."

Avery did.

Nothing.

"What?"

"I thought there might be more."

Avery bagged the caramel and paper separately.

Tess watched her.

"Are you seriously making evidence bags?"

"Until we know who entered the yard."

"Nobody entered. Gate was locked."

"Fence?"

"No damage."

"Camera?"

The small backyard security camera had been installed after Owen died. Avery hated how that sentence sounded even in her own head.

They went inside and opened the app.

The recording from the relevant ten-minute window showed the backyard clearly.

Workbench.

Fence.

Empty grass.

At 4:51, the video glitched for less than a second.

At 4:52, the caramel and note were on the workbench.

No one approached.

Tess replayed it.

"That's impossible."

Avery enlarged the frame.

"Camera compression. Missing frames. Wi-Fi dropout."

Benji said, "You just named three ways for impossible to happen."

Avery raised an eyebrow.

"That is how adults remain employed."

They checked the camera log.

Signal loss: 0.8 seconds.

No motion alert.

No device disconnect.

Avery saved the clip locally before cloud overwrite could remove it.

"What did you see exactly?" she asked Benji.

He described the owl beside the workbench. Hand on tarp. Crooked gold eye. Finger to mouth.

"How tall?"

Benji held his palm at about his own forehead.

"Maybe me. Maybe taller."

"Shoes?"

"Didn't see."

"Voice?"

"Didn't talk."

"Skin?"

"No."

Avery accepted that.

"Good."

"Why good?"

"Because you're telling me what you saw, not filling in what you didn't."

Benji frowned as if this were an insultingly low standard.

Avery checked the fence herself.

No footprints in the damp leaves except Tess's and Benji's. No pulled boards. No fabric.

At the alley, a neighbor named Mr. Keene was setting plastic tombstones in his yard.

"You see anyone come through here in an owl costume?" Avery asked.

He thought.

"Your boy?"

"Someone else."

"Gray thing?"

Avery's pulse changed.

"Maybe."

"Saw a kid at the alley mouth ten minutes ago. Thought it was Benji."

"Which direction?"

Mr. Keene pointed toward Maple Street.

"Walking downtown."

Avery looked that way.

The old annex stood four blocks beyond the houses.

She did not connect them yet.

She only noticed.

When she went back inside, Tess had spread old family photographs across the dining table.

"What are you doing?"

"Checking Dad's handwriting."

Benji stood beside her holding the note.

Avery took it away.

"Bagged means don't handle."

Tess pointed to a photograph of Owen's workbench. On the back, he had written dimensions for a shelf in pencil.

The letter T in HEIGHT looked similar to the note.

The N in INCHES did too.

Not enough for a conclusion.

Enough to hurt.

Avery put the photograph down.

"Lots of people print letters that way."

"I know," Tess said.

Benji asked, "Do dead people have handwriting?"

Avery considered that.

"Dead people had handwriting. That doesn't mean they still write."

"Okay."

He accepted the sentence more easily than she did.

Avery's phone buzzed.

Vaughn.

She answered.

"Found Mom?"

"No. Found something else. Silas Rook went into the old annex. Nadia just called saying she heard knocking from behind the shelter door."

Avery looked toward the backyard window.

"Knocking?"

"And she says Silas has the original roster."

Avery lowered her voice.

"I'm coming back downtown."

"Bring the note."

"Already bagged."

"Of course it is."

Avery ended the call.

Tess read her face.

"What happened?"

Avery looked at both children.

The safe answer would be nothing.

The protective answer would be stay home and do not ask.

She thought of the checkmark beside her father's name.

"Something happened in 1966," she said. "I don't know what yet. And Silas thinks it matters tonight."

Benji looked toward the owl hood hanging on the back of a chair.

"Then maybe Dad's costume matters too."

Avery wanted to tell him no.

Instead she said, "Maybe."
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CHAPTER TWO

THE OWL
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Benji Rusk did not believe in ghosts because ghosts were too organized.

Every ghost story depended on dead people remembering where they had died, what they wanted, and exactly which hallway to stand in at two in the morning. Benji forgot why he walked into rooms while he was still alive. He did not see why death would improve anybody's scheduling.

He believed in other things.

People lying.

People seeing what they expected to see.

Adults pretending not to be scared because children were looking at them.

Dogs knowing things before people did.

Houses making noises for reasons that took too long to find.

And the fact that if somebody stood in your backyard wearing a costume your dead father had made, you were allowed to call your mother even if you were not technically afraid.

He stood at the kitchen sink and looked through the window above it.

The yard was empty.

A strip of late sun lay across the grass. Leaves had collected against the fence in wet brown clusters. Owen's old workbench sat under the covered patio with a tarp over it. Tess kept telling their mother they should get rid of it because nobody had used it in years.

Benji had threatened to report her to the police.

Tess said Uncle Vaughn was the police.

Benji said he would report her to better police.

Upstairs, floorboards thumped.

"Tess!"

No answer.

"TESS!"

"WHAT?"

"Mom said you have to come down!"

"Mom says lots of things!"

Benji considered this legally accurate.

He turned from the window.

His costume hood rested against his shoulders. The felt smelled faintly like the plastic tub where it had spent years packed away. Up close, the feathers were crooked. Some were gray, some brown, some cut from fabric that had once been part of an old coat. His father had glued narrow gold rings around the eye openings. One ring was slightly lower than the other.

That was how Benji knew the other costume was the same one.

Not similar.

Same.

The owl in the yard had tilted its head and Benji had seen the left ring sag.

He had been standing at the kitchen table sorting candy into categories of acceptable trade value when he noticed movement outside. He expected Mrs. Daugherty's cat.

Instead a child stood beside the workbench.

Same hood.

Same feathers.

Same unfinished cape.

The child had one hand resting on the tarp.

Benji stared.

The owl stared back.

Then it raised one finger to the mouth opening in the mask.

Not a threat.

More like a secret.

Benji had gone to the back door before remembering it was locked. When he reached the window again, the yard was empty.

Now Tess came down the stairs wearing one boot and carrying the other.

"What emergency requires shoes?"

"Mom says we can't go outside."

"Mom said that?"

"Until you're with me."

"That is not the same sentence."

Tess dropped into a chair and pulled on the second boot.

Her costume was supposed to be a magician from an old black-and-white movie Benji had never seen. She wore black trousers, a white shirt, and a red vest their grandmother had altered. Her hair was pinned up on one side. A narrow black half-mask sat on the table beside a deck of cards.

"You look like a waiter," Benji said.

"Thank you. You look like roadkill."

"Dad made this."

Tess stopped tying her boot.

The joke left her face.

"I know."

Benji hated when people did that. Everybody in the family had a special voice for Dad. Softer, like normal volume could damage something.

"Somebody was in the backyard wearing it."

Tess looked toward the window.

"Wearing what?"

"This."

"Another owl costume?"

"Dad's owl costume."

Tess's expression shifted from concern to older-sister patience.

"Benj."

"The eye was crooked."

"Lots of owl costumes have eyes."

"The gold ring was crooked the same way."

She stood and walked to the sink.

Benji watched her look outside.

"Nobody's there."

"I know that."

"Could've been one of the Carson kids messing with you."

"They don't have this costume."

"They have craft stores."

Benji crossed his arms.

Tess sighed.

"Okay. Fine. Somebody has a costume that looks exactly like yours. Weird. On Halloween, weird is legal."

"That's not a law."

"It should be."

The doorbell rang.

Both of them jumped.

Tess laughed first.

"Excellent," she said. "We're doing great."

She went to the front hall.

Benji followed but stayed behind her.

Through the frosted glass beside the door he could see a person-shaped blur.

Tess opened it.

Silas Rook stood on the porch.

He wore the same brown canvas jacket every season of the year, even in August, and carried a dented metal lunchbox under one arm. His white hair came out from beneath a knit cap in stiff pieces. Benji thought he looked like somebody who had been old since kindergarten.

Silas looked at Tess, then at Benji.

His eyes stayed on the owl costume.

"Where'd you get that?"

"Dad made it."

Silas did not move.

"Owen made that?"

"Mostly."

Tess leaned against the doorframe. "Hi to you too, Mr. Rook."

Silas blinked. "Sorry. Your grandmother here?"

"No."

"Your mother?"

"Working downtown."

He shifted the lunchbox from one arm to the other.

"If Ruth comes by, tell her I need to see her before ten."

"Why?"

Silas looked back at Benji.

"Before ten," he repeated.

Tess glanced at the lunchbox. "What's in there?"

"Lunch."

"At five in the afternoon?"

"I'm slow."

Benji smiled.

Silas's eyes moved toward the street.

"You kids going out?"

"That's the general Halloween plan," Tess said.

"Stay on lit streets."

"We know."

"And when Last Knock comes, go inside."

Tess groaned. "Everyone in Harrowick knows that."

Silas tipped his head.

"Knowing a thing because everybody says it is not the same as knowing why."

Tess's face changed slightly.

Benji knew that look. It meant an adult had accidentally said something interesting.

"Why do we do Last Knock?" Benji asked.

"For late trick-or-treaters," Tess said before Silas could answer.

"That's what Ruth tells tourists," Silas said.

"Grandma wrote the town history."

"Yes."

He said it in a way Benji did not understand.

Tess straightened. "What does that mean?"

Silas rubbed his thumb along the metal edge of the lunchbox.

"It means history is usually the story that managed to keep its job."

Tess stared at him.

"That doesn't answer anything."

"Most true things don't the first time you hear them."

He stepped off the porch.

Benji followed him to the edge.

"Mr. Rook?"

Silas turned.

"Was there another owl costume in town today?"

For the first time, Silas looked frightened.

Not surprised. Not confused.

Frightened.

He walked back to the porch.

"Where?"

"Backyard."

"When?"

"Like ten minutes ago."

Silas looked past him into the house.

"Did it knock?"

Benji shook his head.

"Did it come to the door?"

"No."

"Did you let it inside?"

Tess stepped between them. "Okay. That's enough."

Silas ignored her.

"Benji. Did you open anything for it? Gate, door, window?"

"No."

Silas breathed out.

Tess folded her arms. "Would somebody like to tell me why we're interrogating a nine-year-old about an owl?"

A car slowed in front of the house. Music thumped from inside. Someone shouted happy Halloween through an open window.

Silas waited until it passed.

"Because your family has spent sixty years pretending a locked door was a tradition."

Tess went still.

Benji heard the kitchen clock click from one minute to the next.

"What are you talking about?" Tess asked.

Silas looked suddenly tired.

"Tell Ruth I'll be at the annex."

"What annex?"

"Old municipal building."

"That's closed."

"Not enough."

He walked away before Tess could stop him.

They watched him turn toward Maple Street.

"He's weird," Benji said.

"Yes."

"But you believe him."

"No."

"You have your believing face."

Tess looked down at him.

"I don't have a believing face."

"You and Uncle Vaughn should start a club."

Her phone buzzed.

She checked it.

"Mom's ten minutes out."

Benji returned to the kitchen.

He picked up his plastic pumpkin bucket and began sorting the candy again. Chocolate into one section, sour candy into another, things containing coconut into a pile designated for enemies.

Tess stood at the sink.

"Benji."

"What?"

"Come here."

Something in her voice made him move.

She pointed through the window.

On the old workbench, the tarp had been pulled back.

A small object rested on the bare wood.

Benji could not tell what it was from inside.

Tess unlocked the back door.

"Mom said not to go out," he reminded her.

"Mom also entrusted me with your survival."

"Those seem connected."

Tess opened the door.

Cold air came in smelling of leaves and somebody's chimney.

She stepped onto the patio.

Benji followed because being ordered not to follow had not yet happened.

The yard was quiet.

Tess approached the workbench.

The object was a wrapped piece of candy.

A caramel.

Old-fashioned, square, twisted in clear plastic.

Tess did not touch it.

Benji leaned closer.

Beneath the caramel was a narrow strip of yellowed paper.

Three words had been written on it in pencil.

NOT THE LAST.

Tess read them twice.

"That's not funny," she said.

Benji looked toward the fence.

A shape moved behind the slats.

Gray feathers.

He grabbed Tess's arm.

"There."

The shape stopped.

Tess saw it too.

For one long second, the owl mask appeared in the gap between two boards.

One gold ring sat lower than the other.

Tess whispered, "Benji."

"I know."

"You're wearing that costume."

"I know."

The eye behind the crooked ring blinked.

Then the other owl ran.

Tess reached the gate first.

She yanked it open and looked into the alley.

Nobody.

Not running away.

Not hiding behind trash bins.

Nobody.

Only a line of wet leaves trembling where the alley met Maple Street.

Benji stayed beside the workbench.

He looked down at the caramel.

The wrapper had been twisted neatly at both ends.

Exactly the way his father used to wrap homemade candy for Halloween.

Benji knew that because there were photographs.

He also knew something Tess did not.

The handwriting on the paper looked familiar.

He had seen it on labels in the garage, on measurements penciled inside a cabinet, and on the back of an unfinished wooden birdhouse that still sat on the top shelf.

It looked like his father's.

Tess carried the caramel into the house using a pair of barbecue tongs because Avery had not yet returned and Benji insisted touching it was "bad evidence behavior."

"You are becoming Mom," Tess told him.

"Mom has gloves."

"That's worse. You're becoming budget Mom."

They set the candy on a plate without unwrapping it.

Benji brought down the old wooden birdhouse from the garage shelf. Owen had written measurements on the back in pencil.

The handwriting comparison became less convincing the longer they looked.

"The N is different," Tess said.

"Maybe Dad changed his N."

"People don't evolve individual letters after death."

Benji gave her a look.

"You don't know."

"I know enough."

She regretted the certainty immediately.

Benji rubbed his thumb over a pencil mark on the birdhouse.

"Do you remember his hands?"

The question came from nowhere.

Tess sat across from him.

"Dad's?"

"Yeah."

"Of course."

"Like exactly?"

Tess opened her mouth.

She remembered broad fingers with little scars around the knuckles. Grease under nails after he worked on the mower. A silver wedding ring he removed before using power tools and then misplaced around the house.

Could she draw them?

No.

Could she tell one hand from another in a photograph without his face?

Probably not.

"Not exactly," she said.

Benji nodded.

"I don't remember his smell anymore."

Tess looked at him.

He stared at the birdhouse.

"I remember what his workshop smelled like. Sawdust and that orange soap. But I don't remember him."

The sentence made grief feel newly rude.

People talked about losing someone as if the loss happened once.

It did not.

It kept taking small things after the funeral.

A voice.

A smell.

The exact shape of a hand.

The difference between memory and reconstruction.

Tess moved beside him.

"I remember he snored when he fell asleep in the recliner."

"Everybody snores."

"Dad did a weird stop at the end, like he forgot the next one."

Benji smiled.

"I remember that."

"He hated grape-flavored anything."

"He called it purple lies."

"Exactly."

They built him out of details for several minutes.

Not proof.

Not resurrection.

Enough to keep something from disappearing that afternoon.

Silas's earlier visit had already changed the conversation.

Tess locked the front door and checked the backyard twice.

"He was trying to scare us," she said.

Benji sat on the stairs.

"No."

"You don't know."

"His face did not look like when adults are making scary fun."

"You have a taxonomy?"

"People look at you when they want to see if you're scared. He kept looking at the street."

Tess considered that.

Benji was right.

Silas had not watched their reaction. He had watched for something else.

"What do you know about him?" Benji asked.

"Mr. Rook?"

"Yeah."

"He fixes old houses. Complains about everything. Uncle Vaughn thinks he's difficult. Grandma thinks he's irresponsible."

"Those sound like opinions."

Tess stared at him.

"You are becoming intolerable."

"Factually?"

"Extremely."

She searched Harrowick's local archive site on her phone.

Silas Rook appeared in old council minutes, property disputes, letters to the editor, and historical commission arguments. One headline from 2002 read LOCAL MAN CHALLENGES DANNER FIRE MEMORIAL WORDING.

Tess opened it.

The article was short. Silas had objected to a plaque describing the 1966 event as "the night Harrowick came together."

His quote remained in the scanned newspaper:

"Some of us were on the other side of the door."

Tess felt cold.

Benji read over her shoulder.

"That's what he meant."

Another article from 1996 described a Halloween historical walk where Silas interrupted Ruth's presentation and shouted that the Last Knock story was false.

Ruth had declined comment.

"Grandma knew," Benji said.

"Maybe she thought he was wrong."

"Then why not say that?"

Tess searched the Danner fire itself.

The public accounts were thin.

October 31, 1966. Fire at Danner Chemical storage facility near industrial district. Smoke plume caused precautionary evacuation of downtown. Four employees hospitalized. No reported fatalities caused directly by the fire. Several unrelated injuries.

One newspaper mentioned "children temporarily sheltered in municipal facilities."

No deaths.

No knocking.

No fairground children.

Tess searched Annie Rook.

An obituary appeared.

ANN ROOK, 10, died October 31, 1966.

Cause listed as accidental smoke inhalation during the Danner incident.

Tess opened the scan.

The photograph showed a girl with dark hair and a serious expression.

Benji looked.

"Silas's sister?"

"Looks like."

"Where did she die?"

The obituary did not say.

Tess searched Peter Tressler.

Same date.

Robbie Cress.

Same date.

The public record had not erased the deaths.

It had detached them from the door.

That was more sophisticated and somehow worse.

"Maybe this is what Grandma means by history," Tess said.

"What?"

"You don't have to delete something if you move it far enough away from what caused it."

Benji thought about that.

"Like hiding vegetables under mashed potatoes."

Tess laughed despite herself.

"Yes. Morally catastrophic mashed potatoes."

They kept searching until the backyard object appeared and Tess opened the door.

After the owl vanished at the fence, she closed and locked the gate.

Benji remained by the workbench studying the caramel.

"We should leave it," Tess said.

"Why?"

"Because Mom will want to see it where it was."

"She can see the picture."

"She is medically attached to evidence."

Benji nodded.

Then he pointed toward the patio post.

"Was that there before?"

A tiny carved line marked the wood.

Tess leaned closer.

One vertical scratch.

Fresh.

She looked around the yard.

"Could be anything."

Benji found another on the workbench leg.

Two.

Then a third beneath the tarp.

Not grouped.

Distributed around the yard.

"Someone was counting," he said.

Tess felt her skin tighten.

"Or damaging wood."

"Three places?"

"Yes. Humans are talented."

They found four more before Avery arrived.

Seven marks around the backyard.

None visible from the kitchen unless you knew where to look.

When Tess told Avery, their mother's expression changed from concern to focus.

She photographed each mark, measured height, and checked the camera again.

No person appeared.

"Could be old," Avery said.

Tess showed her fresh wood beneath the scratches.

Avery did not argue.

Benji stood in the kitchen wearing the owl hood again.

"Should I change costumes?"

The answer caught in Avery's throat.

Tess expected immediate yes.

Instead Avery asked, "Do you want to?"

"No."

"Then don't."

"What if it wants this one?"

Avery said, "We don't know that anything wants anything."

Benji looked toward the backyard.

"Something left candy."

"A person may have."

"People want things."

Avery almost smiled.

"Annoyingly logical."

She checked the time.

"I'm going downtown. Tess, if you still want to take him with the Carsons, you stay in crowded lit areas and you call me if anything changes."

Tess stared.

"You're still letting us go?"

"Do you want me not to?"

Tess realized she did not know.

Avery looked at both children.

"I am not teaching you that fear automatically gets to cancel your life. I am also not pretending nothing happened. Those are different."

Benji said, "So Halloween with supervision."

"Aggressive supervision."

Tess groaned.

Avery kissed the top of Benji's owl hood.

"And if anyone in a matching costume approaches you, you do not follow them."

"What if it's me?"

"Especially then."
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CHAPTER THREE

WHAT THE TOWN REMEMBERS
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Silas Rook had kept the original list for twenty-three years without deciding whether possession made him a coward or a witness.

The paper lived inside the dented lunchbox beneath three layers of things no thief would want: a rusted hinge, a church bulletin from 1989, two photographs with water damage, and a bundle of receipts held together by an elastic band so old it had hardened into a brown loop.

He had photocopied the list that morning and left the copy at the police station.

Silas had learned, over the years, that paper aged more honestly than people did.

Paper yellowed. Ink bled. Staples rusted into orange halos. Fold lines weakened until a document wanted to separate exactly where someone had bent it most often. Damage announced itself. Memory was different. Memory could polish an edge until a decision looked inevitable. It could move a person three feet to the left, change who spoke first, replace a smell with a sound, and then defend the revision with the certainty of eyewitness truth.

The roster in the lunchbox had both kinds of damage.

One corner was brown from water. The center fold had almost split through Thomas Rusk's name. A thumbprint, probably Amos Pike's, darkened the margin beside the number sixty-three. Silas had spent years telling himself that the paper mattered because paper could not be frightened into changing its story.

Then Ruth found a second copy.

That had been the first crack in his faith.

He was thirty-seven when she called him into the archive basement and placed two carbon sheets on a steel table. Same heading. Same date. Same list of children. Different total.

The public copy said sixty-three present.

The other said sixty-two.

Silas remembered laughing because the difference was one, and grief had trained him to distrust any number that tried to look small.

Ruth did not laugh.

"You understand what this means," she said.

"It means somebody couldn't add."

"It means there were versions."

That was Ruth. Even then, she preferred nouns that did not accuse anyone.

Versions.

Not lies.

Not corrections.

Not the particular kind of terror that made an adult decide a door had to close while somebody was still beating on the other side.

Silas had hated her for that language before he understood she was using it to survive her own father.

The lunchbox lid creaked beneath his hand.

Across the annex corridor, water ticked somewhere inside the wall.

Nadia had gone to find a flashlight brighter than the one on her phone, leaving Silas alone with the green shelter door and the old municipal smell of concrete, paper dust, mouse droppings, and something metallic beneath all of it.

He had not been inside this hallway since 1966.

That was what he told people.

It was almost true.

In 1989 he had come as far as the stairwell with a pry bar in the trunk of his car. Annie would have been thirty-three. His mother had been dead six months. His father had stopped saying Annie's name years before that, as if silence were a household repair that needed maintaining.

Silas stood at the top of the stairs until sunrise and never opened the door.

Coward or witness.

He had been asking the wrong question. Some nights a person could be both.

He crouched beside the lunchbox and removed the photograph beneath the roster.

Six children stood beside a wooden barrier at the fairgrounds. Annie was second from the left. Ten years old. Dark coat. Hair clipped back on one side because his mother had lost the matching barrette. Peter Tressler beside her was grinning around a missing front tooth. Robbie Cress held a paper sack with a hand-drawn pumpkin on it. Marta Ruiz looked irritated at the photographer. Leon Byrd had turned away at the instant the shutter opened.

The sixth child wore a bird costume.

That was the problem.

Silas remembered five.

He remembered Annie, Peter, Robbie, Marta, Leon.

He remembered holding Annie's hand while they ran from the fairground smoke.

He remembered losing her hand when adults pushed them toward the annex.

He remembered the concrete steps.

He remembered Amos Rusk shouting from inside.

He remembered somebody behind Silas saying there were still children coming.

He remembered the door closing.

The bird child existed in the photograph but not in his memory.

For decades he had treated that absence as proof that trauma had taken something from him.

Later, Ruth treated it as proof that the official count could never be trusted.

Neither explanation satisfied him anymore.

He turned the photograph over.

The back held Ruth's handwriting from sometime in the nineties.

FAIRGROUND GROUP. FIVE IDENTIFIED. ONE UNKNOWN.

Underneath, in older pencil that Silas believed was his mother's:

DON'T MAKE IT SEVEN.

He had never shown that line to Ruth.

He did not know why.

Maybe because some secrets were not protected by locks. They were protected by the shame of admitting how long you had kept them.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs.

Silas slipped the photograph back beneath the roster.

Nadia appeared with a work light in one hand and a pry bar in the other.

"You look guilty," she said.

"At my age that's baseline."

She set the light on the floor.

The green door brightened under it.

Layers of paint revealed brush strokes from different decades. Civil defense yellow beneath municipal green. Gray primer beneath that. The bottom edge had swelled from water and shrunk again, leaving a dark crescent where concrete met steel.

Nadia ran one finger along the frame.

"This wasn't sealed once," she said.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean somebody has opened and closed it repeatedly since whatever official closure your town claims."

Silas looked at the hinges.

"How recently?"

"Could be years. Could be months. Metal doesn't give dates because people ask nicely."

She angled the light.

Fresh scrape marks flashed beside the latch.

Silas thought of Ruth leaving the archive with a box.

"Today?"

"Maybe."

He touched the lunchbox.

He had told himself that counted as beginning.

It did not feel like beginning.

Beginning would have been walking into the station, asking for Vaughn Rusk, setting the original on his desk, and saying, Your father was in the room when they let six children die outside it.

Beginning would have been easier thirty years ago, when more of the people responsible were alive and still capable of being ashamed in public.

Instead Silas had waited until the truth had become historical enough to decorate.

He crossed Maple Street toward the old municipal annex with the lunchbox under his arm.

The annex stood three blocks from the festival square, a rectangular limestone building that Harrowick had stopped using after a roof leak turned the second-floor records room into a gray indoor rainstorm. The town planned to renovate it into a Halloween museum and visitor center next year. Orange fencing surrounded the west entrance. A banner showed an architect's rendering of clean glass doors, polished stone, and smiling families beneath the words OUR HISTORY, OPEN TO EVERYONE.

Silas had laughed the first time he saw it.

He did not laugh now.

He walked around the fencing to a service entrance on the alley side.

Someone had cut the padlock.

That bothered him because he had planned to cut it himself.

The chain hung loose through the handles.

Silas stood still.

Market Street music reached him from three blocks away, thin and cheerful. Somebody was testing a microphone. A woman announced that the children's costume parade would begin at six fifteen and that families should line up beside the courthouse lawn.

Silas pushed the service door open.

The air inside was colder than outside.

Dust had softened the edges of the hallway. Old municipal signs remained on the walls because no one had considered them worth stealing. TAX OFFICE. PUBLIC WORKS. RECORDS. A framed emergency evacuation diagram hung crooked beside a dead vending machine.

Silas took a flashlight from his jacket pocket.

He knew the route without needing it.

Down the hall.

Past the boiler room.

Through a steel fire door with peeling green paint.

Then the stairs.

The original shelter entrance had been sealed behind concrete block in 1981 when the annex basement was remodeled. The town history described it as an obsolete civil defense room used briefly during severe weather.

That was true.

Truth could be a very effective way to lie.

At the bottom of the stairs, Silas stopped.

The block wall was gone.

Not damaged.

Removed.

Fresh mortar dust covered the floor in a pale fan. A temporary work light hung from a nail, unplugged. Beyond the opening was a corridor Silas had not seen since he was seven years old.

His hand began to shake.

He put the lunchbox down.

The corridor was narrow, poured concrete on both sides, with pipes running along the ceiling. At the far end sat the steel shelter door.

It was smaller than he remembered.

Everything from childhood was either larger or gone.

He picked up the
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