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For those who were never meant to remain the same, but chose to remember anyway.
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The forest smelled like rain and smoke.

Rowan Hayes moved through the trees with a flashlight in one hand and Laysi’s silver necklace clenched tightly in the other. Mud soaked through his boots as branches scraped against his jacket, but he barely noticed anymore.

His entire body had locked itself into one singular instinct.

Find her.

Fog drifted low between the pines, swallowing pieces of the trail ahead while distant thunder rolled across the mountains surrounding Echo Falls.

Three hours.

Laysi had been missing for three hours.

And every second without her felt like the beginning of something irreversible.

Behind him, headlights cut weakly through the trees as Ethan shouted orders at volunteers scattered along the edge of the forest road.

Nobody in town had slept after the blackout.

Not after rumors spread that the Carter girl had vanished.

Echo Falls fed on fear faster than wildfire.

Rowan kept walking.

The necklace rested cold against his palm.

The star-shaped pendant glimmered faintly beneath the flashlight beam, rainwater sliding across the silver surface.

He remembered the first time he saw it.

Laysi had been sixteen. Standing beside the lake during a thunderstorm. Furious at the entire world.

And somehow still looking breakable.

Back then, Rowan thought protecting her would be simple.

He’d been stupid enough to believe Echo Falls only destroyed weak people.

Now he understood the truth.

This town destroyed anyone who tried to leave it.

A voice crackled through the radio attached to his jacket.

“Rowan, you copy?”

Ethan.

Rowan pressed the button immediately. “Yeah.”

“We found tracks near the eastern trail.”

“How fresh?”

A pause.

“Fresh enough.”

Rowan was already moving before Ethan finished speaking.

Branches snapped beneath his boots as he pushed deeper through the trees. Rain fell harder now, cold against his face, while wind rattled through the forest like whispers moving between the branches.

His chest felt too tight.

Because something about tonight felt wrong in a way he couldn’t explain.

Not panic.

Recognition.

Like the town had been waiting for this.

Echo Falls always knew when someone was about to lose everything.

Lightning flashed overhead.

For half a second, Rowan saw movement between the trees ahead.

A woman.

White coat.

Dark hair.

Watching him.

His pulse jerked violently.

He raised the flashlight.

Nothing.

Only fog drifting through the woods.

Rowan swallowed hard.

Lack of sleep was finally starting to get to him.

That was all.

But then the radio crackled again.

This time, Ivy’s voice burst through in panic.

“Rowan, wait.”

His stomach tightened instantly. “What happened?”

“She’s gone.”

Cold spread through his chest.

“What are you talking about?”

“Eleanor.”

Rowan stopped walking.

Rain hammered against the trees around him.

“She disappeared maybe ten minutes ago,” Ivy continued quickly. “The motel room was empty when I came back. The window was open.”

Of course it was.

Eleanor never stayed anywhere long enough to feel safe.

Rowan closed his eyes briefly.

Everything was collapsing too fast now.

Arthur returning.

Laysi missing.

Eleanor running again.

And beneath all of it sat the one truth Rowan couldn’t escape anymore.

Arthur had been right.

About his father.

About the lies.

About everything buried beneath Echo Falls.

The radio hissed softly before Ethan’s voice cut back in.

“Rowan.”

He opened his eyes immediately. “Yeah.”

“You need to see this.”

Something in Ethan’s tone made Rowan start moving again instantly.

Not anger.

Not fear.

Shock.

Five minutes later, Rowan emerged near the eastern trail where police trucks and volunteer vehicles crowded the muddy clearing.

Rain poured through harsh floodlights while several officers stood near the edge of the woods speaking in low voices.

Ethan waited beside them.

Tense.

Pale.

The second Rowan approached, Ethan handed him a flashlight silently and pointed toward the ground.

Rowan stepped closer.

Then froze.

Footprints covered the mud leading into the forest.

Bare feet.

Small.

Definitely Laysi’s.

But those weren’t the only tracks.

Another set surrounded them.

Large boot prints.

At least three different people.

His pulse slowed dangerously.

“What the hell is this?”

Nobody answered immediately.

Then Ethan spoke quietly.

“They weren’t chasing her.”

Rowan looked up sharply.

Ethan’s expression looked sick beneath the rain.

“She walked into the forest with them willingly.”

The words hit harder than Rowan expected.

“No.”

“She didn’t fight,” Ethan said. “No drag marks. No signs of force.”

“That doesn’t mean she went willingly.”

But even Rowan heard the uncertainty in his own voice.

Because deep down, another possibility had already started forming.

Echo.

Laysi standing in the Blackwood bunker.

Looking at the names carved into the walls.

Looking almost like she remembered the place.

Pain twisted sharply through Rowan’s chest.

He shoved the thought away immediately.

“No.”

Ethan stared at the tracks disappearing into the darkness ahead.

“She’s remembering things.”

Rainwater dripped from Rowan’s hair into his eyes.

“She’s not safe with Arthur.”

“I know.”

“No,” Rowan snapped. “You don’t.”

Several officers nearby glanced toward them.

Neither cared.

Rowan lowered his voice anyway.

“If Arthur gets inside her head now, she won’t know what’s real anymore.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened.

“You think I don’t know that?”

The storm intensified around them.

Thunder rolled across the mountains again while the forest beyond the clearing swayed violently in the wind.

Then one of the officers suddenly shouted from farther down the trail.

“We found something.”

Everyone turned instantly.

Rowan reached the scene first.

The flashlight beam cut across wet leaves and mud before landing on a small object hanging from one of the branches ahead.

A black cassette tape.

Waterproof plastic wrapped tightly around it.

Rowan’s stomach dropped.

There was handwriting across the front.

One sentence.

FOR LAYSI ONLY

Then beneath it, written in smaller letters:

She’s finally ready to remember.
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Laysi woke to piano music.

Soft.

Slow.

Familiar enough to make her chest ache before she even opened her eyes.

For one disoriented second, she thought she was a child again.

Rain against windows. Warm blankets. Her mother humming somewhere down the hallway.

Then reality returned all at once.

The smell of old wood.

The cold air.

The weight of panic tightening instantly around her ribs.

Her eyes opened sharply.

Dark ceiling.

Tall windows covered by heavy curtains.

A bedroom she didn’t recognize.

Laysi sat upright too fast, pain flashing through the side of her head hard enough to blur her vision.

The Echo hit immediately.

A woman screaming. A locked door. Someone whispering: “Keep her calm.”

The vision vanished.

Laysi pressed trembling fingers against her temple and forced herself to breathe slowly.

Not now.

She looked around carefully.

The room felt old in na expensive, preserved kind of way. Dark wooden furniture lined the walls beneath faded portraits and antique lamps. A fire crackled quietly inside the stone fireplace across from the bed, filling the room with soft heat.

Someone had changed her clothes.

Cold spread through her stomach instantly.

She looked down.

Dark sweater. Black sweatpants. Bare feet.

Not hers.

Panic rose fast now.

“Hello?”

Her voice sounded smaller than she wanted.

No answer.

Only the distant piano continuing somewhere deeper inside the house.

Laysi pushed herself off the bed carefully.

Her legs felt weak beneath her weight.

Drugged.

The realization landed hard.

The last thing she remembered clearly was the forest.

The rain.

Arthur’s voice.

Then darkness.

The bedroom door stood slightly open.

Laysi moved toward it slowly, every nerve in her body screaming at her to stay alert.

The hallway beyond looked endless.

Dark wood floors. Tall windows. Dim chandeliers glowing softly overhead.

The mansion.

Blackwood.

A cold sensation slid slowly down her spine.

Echo.

A little girl running barefoot through these same hallways.

Laughter echoing somewhere downstairs.

Then Arthur kneeling in front of her.

“Again, Laysi. Tell me what she’s feeling.”

Pain stabbed behind her eyes.

The memory fractured apart instantly.

Laysi grabbed the wall hard enough to steady herself.

Her breathing turned uneven.

This wasn’t intuition anymore.

These were memories.

Real ones.

Footsteps approached somewhere downstairs.

Laysi froze immediately.

The piano stopped.

Silence swallowed the house.

Then a calm voice drifted upward through the hallway.

“You’re awake.”

Arthur.

Every muscle in her body locked instantly.

Part of her wanted to run.

Another part remembered him before she could stop herself.

That terrified her more.

Slow footsteps climbed the staircase below while Laysi stood motionless near the hallway railing.

Arthur Blackwood appeared seconds later dressed in a dark gray sweater with his sleeves rolled neatly to his forearms.

No weapon.

No visible threat.

Just that same calm presence that somehow felt more dangerous than violence.

His eyes met hers immediately.

Not surprised.

Almost relieved.

“You slept longer than I expected.”

Laysi’s pulse hammered violently beneath her ribs.

“You drugged
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