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EPILOGUE

For those who hear what others miss.

— J.X. Myles, to Sunshine

THE ECHO KEEPER

Some truths echo louder than others.

After a devastating accident shatters her family, Dr. Sera Locke retreats to the shadows of Ashvale — a quiet town where whispers travel faster than facts. But when a boy under her care goes missing, and a cryptic figure named Abigail begins haunting every corner of her unraveling life, Sera finds herself at the heart of a mystery more chilling than grief alone.

A washed-up detective with secrets.

A jealous colleague with motives.

A sister-in-law with unfinished business.

And a town with a long memory.

As the walls close in and trust erodes, Sera must confront not only the suspicions of others — but the fragments of her own forgotten past. Because in Ashvale, nothing stays buried forever.

And the echoes always return.
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"Letter from Ashvale"

Hi.

My name is Dr. Sera Locke.

I know how that sounds — clinical, bloodless, the kind of sentence you recite under fluorescent lights while filling in boxes about allergies and next of kin. But sometimes saying your name is the only thing that still feels true. The only anchor left when everything else has gone under.

We moved here for the quiet. That's what we told ourselves — me, David, and our daughter. Fewer sirens. More cicadas. A town with soft sidewalks and borrowed sugar and baseball fields lit up gold on summer nights, the kind of town that still believes in things. We needed to remember how to be a family again. Or at the very least, how to perform the memory of one.

Ashvale.

It was called Asheville once — until Skeeter Ashvale, the town's only major league baseball player, made it all the way out and all the way up, only to die of cancer before he turned fifty. The town renamed itself in his honor. As if keeping part of his name alive might keep part of him alive too. That's the logic that lives here — sentimental and stubborn, the logic of people who have learned that the world takes things and all you can do is carve the names into something that won't burn.

In 1978, the Ashvale Lady Warriors won the national girls' softball championship. You can still read every name on the back wall of Derry's Diner — painted in careful brushstrokes, faded now to the color of old roses, but legible. Their jerseys hang behind glass. Their legend is the only religion in town that requires no confession, no penance, no crisis of faith. You simply believe. You have no other choice.

The day everything fell apart, the new Lady Warriors were playing again — chasing those old ghosts across the same red dirt infield. The bleachers were full. The air smelled of cut grass and popcorn and the particular hopefulness of people who have decided to believe in something.

The score was 15–1.

The girls cried. Parents consoled. The town mourned a game the way small towns always do — loudly, communally, with casseroles and the quiet solidarity of neighbors who know which silences to fill and which ones to leave alone.

A few streets over, no one was mourning anything yet.

A picket fence split like cracked porcelain, the broken ends bright and raw. A white minivan, nose-down in the deep end of a backyard pool — rear wheels still above the waterline, at an angle that seemed almost apologetic, as if it hadn't quite made up its mind. Chlorine rising off the surface in thin ribbons. A woodpecker somewhere in the tree line, tapping out its small percussion against the bark. A bird in the hedgerow repeating the same three broken notes over and over, like it had forgotten the rest of the song and couldn't stop trying to remember.

No screams. No sirens. Just silence and water and the kind of grief that hasn't reached the mouth yet.

I stood just beyond the yellow tape.

DO NOT CROSS.

Detective Vega moved through the scene with controlled precision, her officers fanning out around the pool's edge, every motion purposeful, a beehive with a clear and terrible task. I watched from the other side of the tape. I did not move. I did not speak.

The tape wasn't what held me back.

I already knew they were still in there.

Not one tear fell. Not then.

And that's when it started — the whispering. That low, persistent undertow of neighborhood suspicion that starts as a murmur and builds, over weeks and months, into something with real weight and real teeth. The woman with the professional degrees and the practiced composure. Trained to hold other people's minds together while her own came apart in private. They had expected something from me. A collapse. A scream. The performance of grief they recognized from movies and funerals and bleachers on bad game days. They had expected me to give them something to console.

I gave them nothing.

And nothing, in a town like this, reads as everything.

That was my inning. My final score.

While Ashvale mourned a softball game, I lost everything.

No one noticed — until I didn't cry.

That's when the echoes started.

— Dr. Sera Locke, Ashvale
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CHAPTER ONE
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The woman in the red coat confessed to murder, and by morning, she was dead.

Dr. Sera Locke hadn't blinked. Therapists are trained not to — not when patients lie, not when they sob, not when they admit something monstrous in the careful, quiet voice people reserve for things they have never said aloud before. But when Elise Whitmore, barely forty, mother of three, leaned forward during their third session and whispered, I held his head under until the bubbles stopped, something moved inside Sera. Deep and slow, the way a memory moves when it wants to surface but doesn't quite trust the light. It stirred. It reached. Then it sank back down.

She documented it, as required. She asked clinical questions in a clinical voice. She kept her face neutral, her pen moving, her breathing even. This was not, strictly speaking, outside the ordinary. People said things like this in rooms like this — confessed to acts they'd committed, acts they'd fantasized about, acts they couldn't always distinguish between. If Sera had a dollar for every patient who'd leaned across that low oak table and described, in careful detail, what they would do to someone who had hurt them, she would never need to work again. She made the necessary notes. She flagged the session for follow-up. She decided, on balance, that what Elise Whitmore had described was grief wearing the costume of guilt — a woman drowning in something that had no clean name.

Elise left the brownstone clinic at 5:56 PM. The security footage showed her smiling as she pushed through the front door, her red coat catching the last of the evening light.

She was humming something.

By 7:12 the following morning, she was dead.

Found in her bathtub by a neighbor with a spare key. Wrists uncut. No bruising at the throat, no skin beneath her fingernails, no signs of a struggle. Her three children had spent the night at a friend's house. The front door was locked from the inside. Nothing taken — her jewelry still on the bathroom counter, her wallet fat on the kitchen table. The bath water was still running when they found her, as if she'd only just stepped away and planned to return.

The police called it accidental. A slip, perhaps. Or pills. Or the slow accumulated weight of a life that had finally exceeded what one person could carry. The autopsy would clarify things in time, they said. These things always clarified in time.

But Sera had seen the tape.

Elise had left the office humming.

People don't hum on the way to their own deaths. In Sera's experience — fifteen years of sitting across from people at their absolute worst — the ones who had made up their minds wore a different expression entirely. Something settled. Something resolved. What Elise had worn walking out of that door was lighter than that. Almost relieved. The face of someone who has finally told the truth and found that the world did not end.

Sera knew it was only a matter of time before Ashvale's finest came knocking.

The clinic was quiet today. Quieter than it should have been. The ambient noise of the street outside — the low muffled tide of traffic and voices she'd long ago stopped hearing consciously — had thinned to almost nothing, the way sound behaves in the first hours after heavy snow. The world still moving. Slightly unreal.

She sat alone in her office and reviewed her notes.

No clients scheduled after Elise. No one had called to rebook. The afternoon stretched ahead of her, empty and strange.

Her therapy journal sat open on the desk — the handwritten one, the leather-bound record she kept for patients who had specifically requested something more personal than a typed file. Elise had been one of them. It feels more real, she had said, when I know someone's hand wrote it down.

Sera pulled it toward her.

Something was off.

She knew her own handwriting the way she knew her own reflection — not by examining it, but by the immediate, bodily certainty of recognition. And what she was looking at now triggered none of that certainty. The letters were hers. The slant was hers. The particular way she looped the letter g and pressed harder on the downstroke of a t — all of it was hers.

But she had not written this.

She was certain.

She read it again.

Or — was she?

The thought arrived quietly. Not a thunderclap of doubt but a slow seep, the way water finds its way through a wall — patient, unhurried. She thought of the last few weeks. The disrupted sleep. The dreams she couldn't hold past waking. The mornings she'd stood in the kitchen with a mug of cold coffee and no memory of having made it.

Maybe she had written it. Maybe her memory had become another unreliable patient, telling her stories that weren't quite true.

She turned the page.

Three more entries. Whole paragraphs she did not remember writing — subtle in their differences but unmistakable once seen. Like a painting restored by the wrong hand. Same brushstrokes. Wrong painting.

She turned back to the entry that had stopped her.

Four words, centered on the page, in her own handwriting.

She wasn't the first.

The page trembled.

She realized it was her hand.

She set the journal down. Did not push it away — just set it down, carefully, the way you set down something that might break or might bite. She became aware of her own breathing. The particular silence of a room that is listening back.

Then she heard it.

Not through the walls. Not from the street or the hallway or any of the places sound legitimately arrives. It came from inside the room — a whisper, shapeless and close, the kind of sound that lives in the space between hearing and imagining.

Her own voice.

Her own voice, and she had not spoken a word.

The knock at her door was sharp. Deliberate.

"I see her too," said a man's voice, low and even, carrying the particular flatness of someone delivering information rather than starting a conversation. A pause. "And she said you lied."
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The words didn't reach the clinical part of her mind first. Not the part trained to classify — delusion, projective transference, acute psychotic episode, differential diagnosis pending. That part arrived late, as it always does when the body already knows something the mind is still refusing.

Her spine stiffened before she even looked up.

He stood just inside the doorway.

Lucas Grey. Thirty-two years old. History of childhood abuse, sleep paralysis, and persistent auditory hallucinations. Diagnosed schizoaffective, though he presented as lucid more often than not — one of those patients who moved through the world in a kind of negotiated truce with his own mind, functional enough to hold a job, fragile enough that a bad week could undo months of careful work. Their sessions had been progressing. He was one of her more hopeful cases.

His pupils were wide. Not drugged — focused. The particular focus of someone listening to two conversations at once.

He didn't sit.

Sera set down her pen. "Lucas." She kept her voice level, the way she kept everything level in this room. "What did you just say?"

He tilted his head, almost birdlike, almost gentle. "She said you'd pretend not to remember."

Sera's mouth opened. Nothing came out.

He crossed the room and lowered himself into the leather chair across from hers, settling his hands along the armrests the way a person does when they're bracing for turbulence — deliberate, resigned, as if the shaking had already started somewhere they couldn't show her.

"You don't have to be afraid," he said softly. "She just wants to be heard."

Any other day, Sera would have absorbed this with clinical neutrality, responded with a measured, open-ended question, and guided the session back toward stable ground. That was the work. That was the shield. But the journal was on the desk behind her — open to a page she had not opened — and Elise Whitmore was in a morgue somewhere across town, and the bath water had still been running when they found her, and something inside Sera that was older than her training and less patient had begun to surface.

"Lucas." Her tone sharpened. "Why are you here? I have nothing scheduled today."

He reached into his jacket pocket and set a small card on the edge of her desk. White. Embossed. Her own clinic letterhead.

"My appointment card," he said simply. "Check your book."

She almost didn't. But she reached for the scheduling journal — the printed one, the one she maintained by hand alongside the digital system — and turned to today's date.

Lucas Grey. 2:00 PM. Her own handwriting.

She stared at it. She had no memory of writing it. None.

"I see," she said, and her voice came out smaller than she intended, the two words barely clearing her throat. "Yes. Right here."

Lucas watched her. He did not look triumphant. He looked, if anything, sorry for her.

"Are you mocking me?" The question came out before she could stop it — sharp, unprofessional, the voice of a woman and not a doctor. She pulled it back, steadied herself. "One of my patients died last night, Lucas. I need you to speak plainly. No riddles. Who is she — this voice? Did you know Elise Whitmore? Were you in contact with her?"

He didn't flinch at the name. He didn't react to it at all.

Instead, his eyes drifted upward — not to the ceiling exactly, but somewhere past it, the way people look when they're not seeing the room anymore.

"The girl with the water in her hair," he said.

Her stomach dropped. Her throat closed.

She knew that image the way you know something you have worked very hard to stop knowing — in the body, in the chest, in the specific weight that settles behind the sternum when a memory you have buried decides to stand up.

The minivan. Nose-first in the deep end. Mayor Michael Huggins' pool, twelve feet at the deep end, the water still and blue and obscene in the morning light. The things that had still been in there when she'd stood beyond the yellow tape and felt nothing fall.

She pulled herself back. Blinked. Breathed.

This is a psychotic episode. Vivid. But classifiable. Containable.

She reset her posture. Reset her voice.

"Lucas, has anything happened recently that might have contributed to what you're experiencing? Disrupted sleep? Any changes in your environment or routine?"

He looked at her with an expression she recognized from the other side of the desk — the expression of a patient watching their therapist deflect.

"Are you taking your medication?" she asked.

"She speaks only when I come here," he said. "That's when she gets stronger."

Sera did not move.

His gaze shifted to the desk. To the therapy journal — the leather-bound one, the handwritten one, the one she had not left open. His eyes rested on it with a recognition that had no business being there.

"Was that hers?" he asked quietly. "The thing you found?"

She closed it. Slowly. Deliberately. The way you close something you don't want to startle. The sound it made — that soft, dense click — was louder than it should have been.

Lucas looked at the closed journal for a moment. Then at her.

"She said you wouldn't believe her," he said. Not accusing. Sorrowful.

Sera stood. "That's enough for today, Lucas."

He rose slowly, the way people rise from dreams that haven't finished with them yet. He crossed to the door without argument, without theatrics, and paused with his hand on the frame — not turning, his back still to her, his voice dropping to something just above a murmur.

"She remembers what you forgot," he said. "And she's not the only one."

He stepped through. The door clicked shut behind him.

Sera did not move for a long moment.

Then she walked to the door and turned the deadbolt — not quickly, not in panic, but with the careful, deliberate precision of someone performing a task they need to feel in their hands. She tested it once. Stepped back. Sat down at her desk and folded her hands on the surface in front of her and looked at them until they stopped shaking.

She pulled open the top right drawer and retrieved the brown paper bag she kept there — had kept there for two years, ever since the anxiety had started presenting as something physical, something that ambushed her without warning and turned her breathing into a fight. She pressed it to her mouth. Inhaled. Exhaled. Watched the bag inflate and deflate in the dim afternoon light, matching her chest, slowing it, coaxing it back toward something that resembled calm.

It's a coincidence, she told herself. Lucas is unwell. Elise was unstable. The appointment was always there — you wrote it and forgot. The handwriting is yours. The whisper was your own voice running ahead of your thoughts, the way it sometimes does when you're exhausted. The journal entry was yours. The stress. The overwork. The guilt.

The guilt.

She had not thought of that word in weeks. She let it sit for a moment — uncomfortable, unavoidable. Then she filed it behind the others, in the long dark corridor she did not visit.

She reached for the journal.

It was already open.

She had not opened it.

At the bottom of the page, beneath the entry that had not been there yesterday — beneath She wasn't the first — a single new word had been added, in her own hand, in ink that looked dry and settled and old.

Truth.

Sera stared at it for a long time.

Then she closed the journal, placed it in the bottom drawer of her desk, and locked it with the small brass key she kept on her keyring. She tested the drawer twice. Three times.

She picked up her phone.

She needed to call someone.

Detective Vega's name was already on the screen.
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The after-school counseling room at East Hollow Elementary smelled like pencil shavings and hand sanitizer — a scent so relentlessly clean it nearly choked out the years of hidden sobs baked into the faded carpet. Bright posters lined the walls: It's Okay to Feel! and Big Feelings Are Brave! and an anatomically incorrect cartoon heart lifting weights under the word RESILIENCE, rendered in the colors of people who have never had to be resilient. The third-grade chairs were comically small, designed, it seemed, to belittle adult authority with a squeak every time she shifted.

Sera sat opposite the boy at the low table between them and watched him draw.

Beside the doorway, Ms. Rena Clarke sat with a thermos and a legal pad balanced on her knee, her gray hair pinned into a twist so tight it looked like it hurt. She wore a cardigan fastened with a single pearl clasp and soft-soled loafers that made no sound when she moved. Her reading glasses rested halfway down her nose. Her expression was pleasant and unreadable — the expression of someone who has been watching people for a very long time and has learned to write things down. Sera had smiled at her once, early in their arrangement. Rena had smiled back, then resumed writing.

Micah Ellis was eight years old. He wore a red hooded sweatshirt two sizes too large and sneakers with the laces removed — not by him, Sera suspected, but by whoever had decided the laces were a risk. He
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