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The 9th Skip: Remembrance is the second book in the Crimson Hollow series, but it is not a sequel in the way that word usually works.

It does not pick up the next morning. It does not follow the same people. It arrives years later, in the same town, through the eyes of someone who has no reason to believe in any of it — an investigator named Alicia Manchado, who comes to Crimson Hollow looking for a missing colleague and finds something the town has been quietly managing for decades.

Readers who have read The 9th Skip: Misty Falls Lake will recognize names, places, and patterns. Readers who have not can begin here. The lake does not require an introduction. It requires attention.

What this book is about, underneath the investigation, is what happens to a place that survives something it cannot explain. Crimson Hollow does not forget. It reclassifies. It retitles. It holds its breath every New Year's Eve and calls that breath normal. Remembrance is about what happens when the past stops waiting to be found and starts arranging itself to be seen.

If the first book asked what the lake wants, this one asks what the town has been giving it all along.

— Hector L. Bones
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PROLOGUE: The Bell Copy
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Nyreen Blocker knew three things before she crossed the county line.

First, Arthur Bell Jr. had lied about the binder.

Second, whatever he had copied was older than the case he claimed had started this.

Third, the children on the recording were not children.

She kept both hands on the wheel anyway.

The road narrowed after the last gas station, shedding traffic first, then streetlights, then the kind of houses with numbers on their mailboxes and curtains in their windows. By the time her rental reached the gravel turnoff, the dark on either side of the road looked complete. Not empty. Complete.

The navigation screen insisted she had arrived at a private fishing access. The printed directions Arthur Bell Jr. had mailed to her three days ago said otherwise.

TURN LEFT AT THE BROKEN BELL SIGN.

There was no sign.

Nyreen slowed anyway.

Her headlights passed over a rusted iron post half-hidden by vines. Something had once hung from it. Not a bell, not anymore—just a circular bracket, split at the bottom, swinging slightly though the air outside was still.

She stopped the car.

The bracket clicked once.

Then again.

Not loud. Not impossible. Metal cooling, maybe. Wind moving through the weeds, maybe. Every case she had ever worked began with that word.

Maybe.

Nyreen put the car in park and waited until the clicking stopped.

A smart investigator did not make a pattern out of one sound. A smart investigator also did not ignore a sound that matched a note written in the margin of an old municipal photocopy:

bell heard where no bell remained

She had photographed the note yesterday, enlarged it twice, and sat with it until the words stopped looking like eccentric handwriting and started looking like a category.

That was the part she disliked most. The case did not ask her to believe. It asked her to handle, copy, compare, and return. It asked her to do exactly what trained investigators did when something refused to stay still.

Nyreen reached into the passenger seat and touched the folder beside her purse. It was slim because she had made herself keep it slim: photocopies, field notes, a route sketch, three stills from Arthur’s recording, and the torn strip he had sent in the mail with no return address.

The strip was from a Parks and Recreation incident log. Not a current one. Not even from this county.

The header was cut off. The date was half gone. But the bottom corner held enough to make her drive four hours into the back roads after sunset.

CHILDREN REPORTED NEAR WATERLINE.

NO CHILDREN LOCATED.

COUNT DISCREPANCY UNRESOLVED.

Nyreen looked through the windshield.

The gravel road beyond the turnoff sloped down between bare trees. At the bottom, a yellow porch light burned on a low, crooked house with a detached garage and a rusted boat frame in the yard. Arthur Bell Jr. had called it a family place. The tax record called it uninhabitable.

The porch light blinked once.

Then stayed on.

Nyreen picked up her recorder and spoke before she could talk herself out of it.

“Blocker field note. Remote interview. Arthur Bell Jr. property, 8:42 p.m. Arrived by mailed directions. Navigation disagrees with road position by approximately point-three miles. Possible signal issue. No conclusion.”

She paused.

The recorder’s red light held steady.

“Personal note,” she added. “If I decide this is nothing in the morning, remind me I was already looking for reasons to leave.”

She clicked the recorder off, placed it in her coat pocket, and stepped out of the car.

Arthur Bell Jr. opened the door before she reached the porch.

He was younger than his voice had suggested, maybe late forties, but he carried himself like a man who had been old for years. Thin shoulders. Uneven shave. Reading glasses hanging from a cord around his neck. His left hand stayed wrapped around the inside edge of the door.

“You came after dark,” he said.

“You told me not to come in daylight.”

“I told you daylight makes people curious.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

His eyes moved past her to the road. “No. I guess it isn’t.”

He let her in without offering his hand.

The house smelled like dust, coffee, and old paper kept too long in damp rooms. A card table had been set up in the living room beneath a hanging lamp. Its surface was covered with file folders, cassette cases, printed emails, county maps, and a gray metal lockbox with BELL COPY written across the lid in black marker.

Nyreen stopped just inside the room.

Arthur noticed where she was looking.

“That’s what my father called it.”

“Arthur Bell.”

“My father was Arthur Bell. I’m junior when people need me to be smaller.”

“That bother you?”

“Not as much as what he left.”

Nyreen took in the table before approaching it. She made herself catalog first, react second.

Two chairs. One ashtray, clean. One mug, recently used. Three copies of the same map. A cassette player with fresh batteries laid beside it. A digital recorder, older model, scratched on one side. A manila envelope with her name misspelled.

N. BLOCKER.

Beneath the envelope sat a child’s plastic bracelet, the kind made from cheap beads and elastic thread. White beads. Red beads. No name.

She pointed to it. “Evidence?”

Arthur did not look at the bracelet.

“Found that after.”

“After what?”

“After she came back to the dock.”

Nyreen stayed still. “Who came back?”

“That’s where you’ll think I’m making it up.”

“I drove four hours because you mailed me a municipal record no private citizen should have had. You can stop managing my expectations.”

Arthur gave a short, humorless laugh. “You sound like him.”

“Your father?”

“No.” He looked down at the lockbox. “The other one. The man from the original file.”

Nyreen waited.

Arthur did not continue.

Good, she thought. Not an oracle. Not a believer drunk on his own story. Frightened people usually talked too much. Frightened people who knew where the edge was stopped before it.

She stepped closer to the table.

“Show me what you copied.”

Arthur unlocked the box with a key he had taped under the table. The metal lid scraped open. Inside were folders wrapped in freezer bags. Photocopies. No originals. No official seals. No chain of custody. Nothing a hearing would love. Everything an investigator hated needing.

The top folder had been labeled by hand.

PARKS / REC / INCIDENT BINDER — SELECT PAGES

BELL COPY

DO NOT REORDER

Nyreen put on gloves from her coat pocket. Arthur watched her with something like approval and something like pity.

“You always wear those?”

“When people hand me old paper they shouldn’t have.”

He slid the first folder toward her.

The pages were faded at the edges and darker down the center where the original binder must have fought the copier glass. The first readable sheet was a route closure form. The next was a handwritten witness addendum. The one after that had no heading, just a list of phrases.

Not sentences. Phrases.

come before the light leaves

count it proper

where the water falls into itself

don’t let them hear you say no

children at the edge again

bell copy bell copy bell copy

Nyreen read the last line twice.

Arthur said, “That wasn’t on my father’s version.”

She looked up.

“I know how that sounds,” he said.

“Wasn’t on the original copy, or wasn’t on the page before you copied it again?”

“Both.”

Nyreen leaned over the table and examined the ink. Same toner fade. Same paper age. Same reproduction shadow.

“Who wrote it?”

“Nobody.”

“That answer is not useful.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got.”

She set the page down and took a photo with her phone, then another with the evidence camera from her bag. The action was automatic. That bothered her. The page had changed through copying, according to Arthur, and she had just made two more copies before finishing her first question.

She logged the discomfort instead of obeying it.

“You said a local girl came back to the dock.”

Arthur’s face changed. Not much. Enough.

“Not local,” he said. “They were passing through. Family had a place rented at Coalspring Lake. Different county. Different water. Different everything.”

“Name?”

“Rachel Venn. Eleven. Missing three hours. Found under the dock with her clothes dry and lake mud behind her ears.”

Nyreen wrote the name down. “Alive?”

“At first.”

The house ticked quietly around them.

“At first,” Nyreen repeated.

“She kept asking where the other children went.”

“What other children?”

Arthur moved to the cassette player. “The ones no one else saw.”

Nyreen did not tell him to wait. That was the part people misunderstood about caution. Sometimes the unsafe thing was not listening. Sometimes the unsafe thing was letting a frightened witness decide when the evidence became too frightening to share.

Arthur pressed play.

The cassette hissed, clicked, then settled into a low room tone. A woman cried somewhere close to the microphone. A man spoke in the flat, useless voice of someone trying not to panic.

“Rachel, honey. Tell the officer again.”

A child breathed.

Nyreen’s pen stopped moving.

Not because of the girl’s voice. The voice was ordinary enough. Hoarse. Tired. Small.

Because beneath it, under the hiss, there were other breaths.

Too many.

Rachel said, “They said if I came before the light was gone, they’d show me.”

The man on the tape whispered something to the woman.

The officer—county, male, tired—asked, “Show you what?”

Rachel sniffed. “Where she went.”

“Who?”

“My sister.”

Arthur stopped the tape.

Nyreen looked at him. “The file said she was an only child.”

“She was.”

“Then why would she say that?”

“That’s not the question.”

“It is my question.”

Arthur rewound the tape with one finger, not far, just enough. He pressed play again.

Rachel’s voice returned.

“My sister.”

This time the children beneath the tape whispered with her.

My sister.

Arthur stopped it.

Nyreen felt the skin along her arms tighten. She wrote down what she had heard because writing was better than reacting. Then she wrote it again, cleaner.

UNDER-VOICE REPEATS SUBJECT’S FALSE GRIEF OBJECT.

She looked at Arthur. “Did Rachel lose anyone?”

“Grandmother. Six months before. They told everyone she was over it.”

“People say that when they’re tired of grief.”

Arthur nodded once. “That’s what I thought.”

Nyreen looked back at the page of phrases.

come before the light leaves

“Rachel went missing near sunset?”

Arthur did not answer quickly enough.

“Arthur.”

“Yes.”

Nyreen marked the word sunset but did not circle it. Circles made things feel certain.

“What does this have to do with Crimson Hollow?”

Arthur’s eyes went to the lockbox again.

“My father was a ranger there for eight months before he transferred. Not long enough to retire from it. Long enough to stop sleeping right. He kept copies of things he said were going to disappear.”

“Parks files.”

“Incident binder pages. Closure notices. Witness scraps. Event programs. Map revisions. Things that sounded like ordinary government until you put them together.”

“And he gave them to you.”

“He hid them from me.”

“But you found them.”

“After he died.”

Nyreen watched his hands. They had started moving against each other, thumb rubbing the knuckle of his index finger until the skin shone pale.

“When did you start copying them?”

“When Rachel Venn went missing.”

“Why?”

“Because her mother said something on the local news.”

He pulled a printed article from a folder and slid it across the table.

The headline was ordinary tragedy. The photo was a family at a lake cabin, smiling with the strained brightness of vacation people.

Arthur had highlighted one sentence from the mother’s interview.

She kept saying the children told her the way back was to count the skipping stones.

Nyreen read it once.

Then again.

“The article says nothing about Crimson Hollow,” she said.

“No.”

“No public connection to your father’s binder.”

“No.”

“No mention of a bell.”

Arthur reached into the envelope with her name on it and removed a small photograph.

It had been printed from a phone, maybe a screenshot from a local social media page. Low light. Blurred dock. Search volunteers in reflective vests. Beyond them, near the black shape of water, stood three children.

Nyreen felt the room narrow.

They were too far away for faces. Too still for bystanders. Their clothes did not reflect the search lights. One of them seemed to be looking at the camera.

Arthur tapped the lower corner.

There, half-cut off by the frame, was the broken iron bracket at the gravel turnoff.

The one outside this property.

Nyreen looked toward the front door.

Arthur said, “That picture was taken at Coalspring Lake. Forty miles from here.”

She said nothing.

“I didn’t invite them here,” he said.

Nyreen put the photograph down carefully.

“Did you play the tape in this house?”

Arthur closed his eyes.

“Arthur.”

“I wanted to know if the voices were on the original.”

“So you replayed it.”

“Yes.”

“How many times?”

He looked at the cassette player.

Nyreen did too.

The counter read 009.

Arthur swallowed. “More than that.”

A sound moved through the wall behind them.

Not a knock. Not a scrape.

A child laughing once, breathless and delighted, on the other side of plaster that backed onto no room.

Nyreen did not turn immediately. Neither did Arthur.

“Rodent?” she asked.

“No.”

“Neighbor?”

“No.”

“Old pipes?”

“No.”

“Then don’t answer it.”

His voice had gone thin. “I never do.”

The laugh came again.

This time it was closer to the floor.

Nyreen picked up her recorder and clicked it on without looking away from the wall.

“Blocker field note. Audio anomaly during interview. Possible environmental source unknown. Witness reports prior recurrence.”

The recorder crackled.

Then played back her own voice half a second late.

Possible environmental source unknown.

Arthur took one step away from the table.

Nyreen looked at the recorder. The red light was still on. It should not have been playing anything.

Her voice came again from the speaker, softer.

Unknown.

Then another voice, a child’s voice, slipped beneath it.

Known.

The hanging lamp flickered.

Arthur whispered, “That’s new.”

Nyreen shut off the recorder.

The speaker hissed once after the power died.

A small voice said, “She brought the copy.”

Arthur backed into the chair hard enough to make the legs shriek across the floor.

Nyreen kept her hand around the recorder until she trusted her fingers not to shake. “Has it spoken directly before?”

“No.”

“Has it referred to the copy before?”

“No.”

“Has it referred to me before?”

Arthur’s mouth opened.

From the hallway behind him, three soft knocks sounded against the inside of the front door.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then a pause.

Four more.

Arthur’s eyes filled with tears. Not panic. Recognition.

Nyreen’s mind separated the sound from the fear and counted despite herself.

Seven.

The next two knocks were quieter.

Eight. Nine.

Then the house went silent.

Nyreen moved before Arthur could.

She gathered the photographed pages, the route note, the Rachel Venn article, and the still image from Coalspring Lake. Not all of it. Enough. A complete file got people killed in court and in stories. An incomplete one made someone else keep looking.

She pulled a second envelope from her bag. Stiff cardboard. Pre-addressed. No agency name on the outside. Just a routing code and a private initial in the corner where no clerk would care to look.

A.M.

Arthur saw it. “You knew something would happen.”

“I knew you were scared enough to mail me paper instead of scans.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” Nyreen said. “It isn’t.”

She took the cassette from the player.

Arthur grabbed her wrist.

“Don’t take that.”

“I’m not leaving the only primary recording.”

“You take it, they follow it.”

“They’re already here.”

His grip loosened.

The porch light went out.

The room did not go dark. Not fully. A pale, watery glow gathered beneath the front door, as if someone outside held a flashlight close to the threshold.

Arthur began to whisper, “No, no, no,” and Nyreen understood with a cold certainty that he was not talking to the light.

The glow brightened.

Shadows crossed it.

Small feet.

More than three.

Nyreen slid the cassette into the envelope. The bracelet came with it. She did not remember picking it up.

That was bad.

She looked at her hand.

The elastic beads rested in her palm, damp and cold, though the room was dry.

White. Red. White. Red.

Nine beads total.

Then thirteen. The number sat wrong, too large for the elastic thread.

She counted a third time and there were nine.

She stopped counting.

The child’s voice came from the dead recorder in her coat pocket.

“Come before the light leaves.”

Arthur covered his ears.

Nyreen sealed the envelope.

“Listen to me,” she said.

Arthur was staring at the floor beneath the door.

“Arthur.”

He dragged his eyes to hers.

“If I don’t walk out of here with this, you mail the duplicate.”

“There isn’t one.”

“There is if you’re your father’s son.”

His face broke around something like shame.

“Where?” she asked.

He did not answer.

The light under the door thinned.

The shadows withdrew.

For one second, the house felt almost ordinary again. Dust, paper, coffee, old grief. A man at a table. A woman with a file she should not have wanted.

Then Arthur said, “Storm cellar. Coffee can behind the paint shelf. But it’s not labeled.”

“What is it?”

“Everything I was too afraid to show you.”

Nyreen wrote it on the envelope.

STORM CELLAR / PAINT SHELF / COFFEE CAN

The recorder in her pocket clicked on.

This time, the voice that came out was Arthur’s.

But Arthur’s mouth was closed.

“She brought her, too.”

Nyreen looked at him.

Arthur looked at the recorder.

Neither of them spoke.

A soft sound began outside the door. Not knocking this time.

Singing.

Children’s voices, distant and sweet, the way a schoolyard sounded from behind a closed classroom window. No words at first. Just melody.

Then the melody separated into a phrase.

Come find us.

Come find us.

Come find us.

Nyreen took the envelope, the camera card, and her phone. She left the rest of the table exactly as it was.

Arthur whispered, “Back door.”

“No,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because you want me to take it.”

“That’s the only way out.”

Nyreen looked at the hallway behind him. It stretched ten feet to the kitchen.

It had been ten feet when she came in.

Now it held three doorways she had not passed on the way through the house.

One was open onto darkness.

One showed the edge of a dock and black water.

One was full of daylight.

In the daylight doorway, a child stood with her back turned.

Rachel Venn, maybe. Or not. Eleven years old. Dry clothes. Mud behind the ears.

The child lifted one hand and pointed toward the front door.

Nyreen did not move.

Arthur was crying openly now. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“I listened too many times.”

The child in the daylight doorway turned her head halfway.

Not enough for a face.

Enough for Nyreen to see that she was smiling.

Nyreen put the sealed envelope inside her coat.

Then she walked to the front door.

Arthur made a sound behind her, a broken thing that might have been warning or prayer.

The porch light outside came back on.

The singing stopped.

Nyreen opened the door.

Cold air entered the house. Real air. Night air. Wet leaves, rust, gravel.

Her car sat where she had left it.

The broken bell bracket swung at the road.

No children stood on the porch.

No water covered the ground.

No impossible daylight waited beyond the threshold.

For half a second, she believed she had chosen correctly.

Then her phone buzzed.

One message.

No sender.

One attachment.

A photograph.

Nyreen did not open it. She already knew she should not open it. She also knew, with the exhausted clarity of someone who understood the trap and had stepped into it anyway, that someone else would need to know what had been sent.

She forwarded the message to the secure drop she had prepared that morning.

The upload bar appeared.

12%.

Behind her, Arthur said from inside the house, “Nyreen?”

His voice was wrong.

Not false. Worse.

Far away.

She turned.

The living room was empty.

The card table was gone.

The lamp was dark.

Dust lay thick across the floor where her footprints had not yet settled.

The house had been empty for years.

Her phone buzzed again.

48%.

From somewhere below the porch, a child whispered, “You copied it.”

Nyreen backed down the steps without taking her eyes from the doorway.

63%.

The gravel shifted behind her.

Small feet. Bare feet.

Too many to count.

Nyreen reached the car, opened the door, and threw the envelope onto the passenger seat.

81%.

The windshield fogged from the inside.

A finger drew a circle in the glass.

Then another.

Then another.

Not words.

Not yet.

The upload stalled at 93%.

Nyreen started the engine.

The navigation screen lit up before she touched it.

DESTINATION SET: CRIMSON HOLLOW

She looked at the screen.

Then at the road.

Then at the envelope on the seat, where the ink she had written across the cardboard had begun to bleed through from the inside.

STORM CELLAR / PAINT SHELF / COFFEE CAN

Below it, in smaller letters she had not written:

A.M. WILL COME.

The upload completed.

The phone went black.

Nyreen laughed once, not because anything was funny, but because terror had pushed too hard and found the wrong door.

“Good,” she said.

The back seat whispered in three children’s voices.

“Again.”

The car doors locked.

And in the glass of the dark house, where Nyreen’s reflection should have been, someone small lifted a hand and waved.
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CHAPTER 1: THE FILE NYREEN LEFT
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Alicia Manchado knew a bad file before she opened it.

Not bad because of the paper. Bad paper was easy. Missing signatures, broken timestamps, unsupported conclusions, emotional language in a place where language was supposed to keep its shoes polished and its hands visible. She had seen those. She had written corrections on those. She had watched whole investigations collapse under the weight of one sloppy attachment and one eager theory.

This file was bad for a different reason.

It had arrived after hours with no intake number, no routing slip, and no one willing to admit they had placed it on her desk.

Alicia stood in the half-lit office with her coat still on and her purse strap cutting across her shoulder. The rest of the floor had gone into its late-evening silence: vending machine hum, fluorescent buzz, distant elevator cables sighing behind closed walls. The janitorial cart had passed fifteen minutes ago. Someone had forgotten coffee in the break room and let it burn down to a bitter skin.

On her desk sat a gray document envelope sealed with reinforced tape.

No postage. No courier label. No official stamp.

Just her initials in black marker.

A.M.

The handwriting made her throat tighten before she let herself name why.

Nyreen.

Alicia did not touch the envelope right away. She looked at it the way she looked at doors left half-open in houses where people swore nothing had been disturbed. A file did not appear after hours unless someone wanted it seen without wanting to be seen handing it over.

The sensible first move was to call building security.

The professional first move was to log the package before opening it.

The human first move was the one she made.

She shut her office door.

The latch clicked too loudly in the quiet. Alicia set her purse in the chair opposite her desk, unbuttoned her coat, and rolled her shoulders once to loosen the stiffness at the base of her neck. She had been at work since before sunrise, first on a procurement fraud interview that ended with a man crying into both hands, then on a jurisdictional call where four people used the word “coordination” until it meant delay. She had been one foot out the door when she saw the envelope.

Alicia crossed to the blinds and angled them closed.

In the dark glass, her reflection looked older than she liked. Not old. Just worn at the edges. Brown hair pulled back tighter than comfort required. Blouse collar slightly uneven. Eyes still sharp, but ringed with the faint shadow of someone who had started believing sleep was an administrative luxury.

She returned to the desk and took a pair of nitrile gloves from the bottom drawer.

The seal peeled with a soft, ugly rasp.

Inside was another envelope, smaller, legal-sized, folded hard enough that one corner had cracked white. A sticky note clung to the front.

Not for intake.

Under that:

You’ll know what they missed.

No signature.

Alicia sat down.

For several seconds, the whole office seemed to gather around the note. The humming lights, the burnt coffee, the sealed windows, the sleepy clock above the filing cabinet. Everything ordinary enough to make fear look melodramatic.

Nyreen Blocker had always hated melodrama.

That was the first thing Alicia held on to as she opened the inner envelope. Nyreen did not waste language. She did not leave theatrical notes, did not underline three times when one clean citation would do, did not throw around words like “pattern” unless she had a ledger, dates, names, and something ugly refusing to fit.

The first page was a copy of a copy.

Alicia knew that immediately from the muddy edges and the way the text lost definition near the staples. The header had been cut off. Someone had written in pencil across the top:

BELL COPY / partial / no original chain

Below it was a table of entries, some typed, some handwritten over older type. Several lines were too blurred to read. Three had been circled in red pencil.

CRIMSON HOLLOW — PARKS INCIDENT MATERIAL

ARTHUR BELL JR.

MISTY FALLS LAKE

Alicia let her eyes move slowly. Not because she needed the time to understand the words. Because she needed the words to remain paper and not become the shape of Nyreen’s absence.

Nyreen had missed two scheduled check-ins.

That was the official language.

Missed check-ins.

Not vanished. Not compromised. Not dead. The office had softer words for hard possibilities. Missed check-ins could still be explained. A battery could die. Coverage could fail. A source could run late. A motel clerk could mishear a name. A tired investigator could decide, badly, to follow something without updating anyone first.

Alicia had told herself all of that six different ways.

Then the envelope appeared.

She pulled the next page free.

It was not a report. It was a working sheet, the kind Nyreen built for herself before translating chaos into something a supervisor could tolerate. Short fragments, hard arrows, boxes around repeated language. No dramatic thesis. No final conclusion.

Alicia read:

BELL says old Parks material was copied before cleanup.

“Children” voice repeats in separate recordings? Not proof. Compare cadence.

Crimson Hollow: event records inconsistent, especially public lake gatherings.

Phrase recurrence: come back / don’t count wrong / we can show you where

Alicia paused at the third phrase.

Not because it was frightening. It was not. On paper, it looked almost silly. Something a child might say in a bad local legend video. Something a teenager might type under a fake ghost clip to get strangers to watch twice.

She turned the page.

A photograph slid loose and landed face down on her desk.

The back had a label in Nyreen’s handwriting.

Coalspring Lake. Not Crimson Hollow. Same phrase. See audio.

Alicia flipped it over.

The photograph was grainy, printed from a poor scan. A small lake under a low sky. Trees without leaves. A shoreline of pale mud and dead grass. Nothing dramatic. No figure in the water. No face in the reflection. No horror-movie proof waiting in the corner.

But someone had written on a wooden post near the bottom of the frame.

Alicia tilted the photograph toward the desk lamp.

A.M. WILL COME.

The marker line was warped by the print quality, but the letters were readable. They had been written by someone pressing too hard.

Alicia’s gloved fingers flattened the photo without meaning to.

Then she saw Nyreen’s smaller notation along the lower edge of the print, almost lost in the scanner shadow.

Not visible in source still. Appeared in forwarded attachment.

Alicia stopped breathing for one careful second.

That changed the photograph without making it useful. It was still a printout. Still a compromised image. Still exactly the kind of thing a smart person would refuse to build a case around.

So Nyreen had labeled the problem, not hidden it.

Alicia wrote on her pad:

Image altered between capture/forward/print? Do not lead with this.

Her office phone rang.

She did not move.

The second ring cut through the room. The third made her blink. She looked at the caller ID.

INTERNAL.

No extension name.

Alicia lifted the receiver.

“Manchado.”

For half a second there was only office static. Then a man’s voice she recognized from records intake said, “You still on site?”

“Why?”

“I was told to confirm whether you received a legacy envelope.”

Alicia looked at the gray sleeve on her desk. “By who?”

A pause. Too long for a simple answer.

“It came through the desk as misrouted property.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I don’t know who requested the confirm. It was in the note.”

“What note?”

“I don’t have it now.”

Alicia leaned back slowly. “You don’t have it now.”

“It was attached to the routing tray. It said to notify if A.M. accepted. I figured that was you.”

Accepted.

Not received.

“What else did it say?”

Paper rustled on the other end, then stopped. “Nothing.”

“Think carefully.”

“I am.”

“Then think again.”

The man exhaled through his nose, close to the receiver. “It said, ‘Do not scan.’ That’s it.”

Alicia looked at Nyreen’s sticky note.

Not for intake.

“Who touched the envelope?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re records intake.”

“I know what I am.”

“Then give me a name.”

“I can give you the tray number.”

Alicia closed her eyes once, opened them. “Send it.”

“I shouldn’t be calling you directly.”

“No,” Alicia said. “You shouldn’t.”

He ended the call.

Alicia kept the receiver in her hand a moment longer, listening to the dead line. Then she replaced it carefully.

The easy explanation presented itself, as it always did. A missing investigator left behind a messy off-books packet. Someone in records panicked and passed it along without wanting their name attached. The photograph had been planted to get Alicia’s attention. The initials meant exactly what they looked like they meant because whoever assembled this wanted her to think Nyreen had become personally afraid.

That was plausible.

It was also insulting.

Nyreen did not send haunted scrapbooks. She sent leverage.

Alicia drew a legal pad from the stack beside her keyboard and wrote four headings.

SOURCE

CHAIN

PATTERN

MOTIVE

Under SOURCE, she wrote: Nyreen? Unknown intermediary. Bell copy.

Under CHAIN: broken / no intake / no scan.

Under MOTIVE: force review outside flattening.

She hesitated, then under PATTERN wrote: child-language recurrence.

She hated the phrase as soon as she wrote it.

Child-language made it sound like a theme. A theme made it sound interpretive. Interpretive made it easy to dismiss.

She crossed it out and wrote:

Repeated invitation phrasing across unrelated evidence.

Better.

She returned to the file.

The next item was a photocopied clipping from a local paper, the date obscured by a black staple shadow. The visible headline read:

PARKS OFFICE DENIES RESTRICTED ACCESS AFTER LAKE DISTURBANCE

The story below was incomplete. Someone had highlighted three phrases: youth gathering, weather-related confusion, no ongoing threat.

Alicia had seen those phrases before in municipal language after things went wrong in public places. It was the language of keep moving, nothing here. Liability language. Face-saving language.

Nyreen had drawn an arrow from the clipping to a handwritten note:

Same flattening structure in Bell account.

Bell account.

Arthur Bell Jr.

Alicia found his name again on a narrow sheet that looked like it had been torn from a spiral notebook and copied crooked.

BELL, ARTHUR JR.

Source unreliable but consistent.

Family possession of copied Parks material.

Refers to “old count,” “children under the water,” “the wrong route.”

Mentions Crimson Hollow without prompting.

Says he did not call me. Says file called me.

Alicia stopped reading.

File called me.

That was where a supervisor would close the folder. That was where the margin note would appear: source credibility compromised. That was where Nyreen, if she had wanted the file taken seriously, should have built a clean bridge from unreliable witness to verifiable record.

And she had.

The bridge was on the next page.

Alicia knew it before she finished scanning because the layout changed. Less frantic. More formal. Nyreen had built a comparison grid.

Column one: Bell / copied Parks.

Column two: Coalspring material.

Column three: modern upload.

Alicia’s eyes moved down the rows.

Phrase: “come back”

Phrase: “don’t count wrong”

Phrase: “we can show you”

Water-adjacent event

Youth participation or youth-facing invitation

Official denial / hoax / weather / nuisance explanation

Missing or corrupted audio

Child voice reported where no child confirmed

In the third column, under modern upload, Nyreen had pasted a shortened link and written:

Looks fake. That may be why it matters.

Alicia sat very still.

That was Nyreen.

Not the fragments about children under water. Not the wild source language. Not the photograph with Alicia’s initials on a post by a dead lake.

That sentence.

Looks fake. That may be why it matters.

Nyreen had always trusted the mistake inside the obvious answer. The false thing that did not know what true thing it had copied. The overacted lie that accidentally preserved a detail no outsider should have known.

Alicia turned to her computer.

The office network complained about the link. Twice. The first attempt threw up a warning. The second loaded only a dead preview and a spinning wheel. The third opened a mirrored version through an archived capture Nyreen had saved.

Alicia did not press play immediately.

The thumbnail showed a lake at dusk, though the color was exaggerated into cheap purple-blue. A white title had been slapped across the image in a font that belonged on amateur ghost channels.

THE MISTY FALLS CHALLENGE — DO NOT COUNT WRONG

Alicia looked from the screen to Nyreen’s grid.

Don’t count wrong.

She clicked play.

The clip began with a burst of overprocessed static, then a handheld shot of water between trees. Whoever filmed it wanted atmosphere and knew just enough to fake it badly. The shadows were crushed. The moon reflection had been added in post and drifted wrong when the camera moved. A whisper track slid under the first ten seconds, too clean to be accidental. A child’s laugh had been layered near the eight-second mark.

Alicia watched without blinking.

A young woman’s voice came in, bright and performed.

“Everybody says you get one wish if you make it to nine.”

The camera swung toward a rock held between two fingers.

Alicia paused the clip.

She wrote: “says you get one wish” — common folklore bait?

She rewound five seconds and played again.

“Everybody says you get one wish if you make it to nine.”

The line was ordinary enough. Nine wishes, nine knocks, nine turns in a path. Folklore liked numbers because people liked counting fear. Nothing there.

Not by itself.

The rock flew.

The edit cut before it hit water.

Fake.

Alicia marked it.

A new shot: ripples close to shore. Wrong angle. Different light. Spliced in.

Fake.

The audio continued under the splice, too smooth.

“One for wanting,” a child whispered.

Alicia’s pen stopped.

The whisper was buried low, easy to miss beneath the water sound and the synthetic hum. She dragged the slider back, lifted one earbud out of her desk drawer, plugged it in, and listened again.

“One for wanting.”

Then another voice, or the same voice pitched differently:

“Two for telling.”

The clip jumped to black for less than half a second.

When the image returned, the young woman laughed too loudly. “Okay, that was creepy.”

Alicia paused again.

She had no interest in being creeped out. Creeped out was useless. Creeped out made people overread compression artifacts and poor sound design.

She opened the audio controls and slowed the clip.

The whisper track stretched into something less childlike and more mechanical. Still fake, possibly. Possibly a filter. Possibly someone had built the sound out of layered voices and water noise.

But the words were specific.

She replayed from the beginning, writing only what she could hear, leaving blanks when she was not sure.

One for wanting.

Two for telling.

[unclear]

Four for finding.

[unclear]

Six for sorrow.

Seven for hiding.

[unclear]

Nine for—

The audio dropped out before the last word.

Alicia sat back.

On Nyreen’s comparison grid, in the Bell column, row six, a copied Parks note read:

“counting rhyme reported by minors — inconsistent versions — do not include in public summary.”

No full rhyme. No explanation. No proof.

Enough overlap to be a problem.

She played the clip a third time and watched the visual tells. The fake moon. The bad splice. The cut before impact. The performative laugh. The invitation embedded in the title. The way the video asked viewers to count even while hiding the count.

That was the thing.

Watching it once did not prove anything. Watching it twice did not mean someone was cursed. But the clip did not need belief. It supplied behavior. A dare. A rhyme. A stone. A count. A reason to repeat the act and call the repetition harmless.

It did not need to be real to be dangerous.

Alicia frowned at her own thought and crossed out dangerous before the word finished forming on the legal pad.

She wrote instead:

It creates behavior.

The office lights flickered once.

Alicia looked up.

The hallway beyond her blinds remained dim and unchanged. No figure. No impossible child at the glass. No shape in the corner. Just an old building running tired systems after hours.

She waited anyway, because she had learned not to make herself braver than the room required.

Nothing happened.

She returned to the file.

The last sheet was not copied or scanned. It was original paper, torn from Nyreen’s field notebook by the perforation. The ink had smeared near the bottom, maybe water, maybe rain, maybe a hand dragged too quickly over words not yet dry.

Alicia recognized Nyreen’s shorthand so well it struck almost like hearing her voice.

A.M. —

If this reaches you, do not let them reduce it to a hoax file.

Yes, parts are fake. The fake parts are carrying real structure.

Bell did not give me a story. He gave me fragments that match records he should not have seen and media that should not exist yet.

Crimson Hollow is the overlap.

Do not lead with the children. They’ll dismiss that first.

Lead with chain failure, municipal flattening, and copied language.

Do not trust clean records from Parks.

Do not trust anyone who says “old lake nonsense” before reading the file.

And if I am wrong, ruin my reputation properly. Do not bury the work politely.

The line at the bottom had been written harder:

If I am not wrong, go before the next event gives them a crowd.

Alicia read it twice.

Then a third time.

Not because she did not understand it, but because the words shifted the room into a shape she did not want.

Before the next event gives them a crowd.

She searched the folder for an event notice. Nothing. She searched the digital archive Nyreen had embedded with the clip. The capture contained one metadata scrap: reposted from a public-facing account, cross-linked to an announcement, original platform unavailable in the saved copy.

Alicia dug into the mirrored page history. Slow connection. Two dead redirects. One cached description.

COMING SOON — LIVE AT MISTY FALLS LAKE.

BRING A STONE. BRING A WISH.

DON’T COUNT WRONG.

No date in the cached line.

No organizer name in the saved fragment.

Not enough for a warrant. Not enough for an emergency request. Not enough for anything except a conversation that would make her sound like she had followed Nyreen too far into the weeds.

Alicia took off one glove and rubbed at the bridge of her nose with the clean side of her wrist.

Her door opened.

She stood before she thought.

The man in the doorway raised both hands, palms out. “Sorry. Sorry.”

It was Mason from three offices down, tie loose, messenger bag over one shoulder. He looked from Alicia to the desk, to the scattered papers, to the computer screen frozen on the lake thumbnail.

“I knocked,” he said.

“No, you didn’t.”

“I thought I did.”

She stared at him.

Mason lowered one hand. “You okay?”

Alicia minimized the clip window. “Why are you here?”

“I left my badge.” He pointed vaguely down the hall, then glanced again at the desk. “Is that Blocker’s material?”

Alicia did not answer.

His face changed in the small, careful way people’s faces changed when they were deciding whether to be kind or safe.

“Ali,” he said, softer. “You know they’re already saying she went outside scope.”

“There is no ‘they’ after hours, Mason.”

“There’s always a they after hours.”

She began stacking the papers. Not quickly. Quickly looked guilty.

Mason stepped just inside the office. “I’m not asking to see it.”

“Good.”

“I’m asking whether you want a witness that you received it.”

Alicia looked up.

That was not what she had expected.

Mason’s gaze moved to the gray envelope. “Because if that came to you unofficially and it disappears tomorrow, the story becomes whatever someone else writes before breakfast.”

Alicia studied him. He was not brave by temperament. Careful, yes. Competent. Better at surviving office politics than she was because he did not confuse accuracy with protection. If he was offering to put his name near Nyreen’s file, he had either already seen something or already regretted not seeing enough.

“What have you heard?” she asked.

“About Blocker?”

“About the file.”

Mason shut the door behind him.

That answered more than his mouth did.

“Records got told not to scan anything tied to her last field package unless it came through supervisory review.”

Alicia felt the first clean click of anger. “Who gave that instruction?”

“Not in writing.”

“Convenient.”

“Very.”

“She’s missing.”

“I know.”

“She sent evidence.”

“I know.”

“And someone’s first concern is not chain preservation, not locator support, not source extraction. It’s whether the material gets scanned.”

Mason’s eyes flicked toward the window, then back. “That’s why I asked if you wanted a witness.”

Alicia pulled a blank intake memo template from her drawer. She wrote the date, time, and office location. Under item description, she wrote:

Unlogged envelope containing partial field materials apparently prepared by Nyreen Blocker.

Then she stopped.

Apparently prepared by was careful. Too careful. It protected the office more than the truth.

She crossed out apparently prepared by and wrote:

bearing Nyreen Blocker’s handwriting and field notes.

Mason watched without comment.

Alicia added:

Contents include copied municipal/Parks-related material, Arthur Bell Jr. source notes, lake incident references, saved digital media link, altered/forwarded image print, original handwritten note, one cassette recording (Rachel Venn interview, unverified chain), original handwritten note, and one child’s plastic bracelet — white and red beads, no name tag, damp.

Alicia set the bracelet aside. It was the kind of cheap thing sold at summer festival tables. She counted nine beads. Then she counted again and got nine. She set it at the edge of the desk and did not count a third time.

She did not play the cassette. She had read enough of Nyreen’s notes to know that replaying it in an empty office at midnight was not a decision she could undo.

She slid it to him. “Sign as witness to receipt only.”

Mason read it. “You’re not logging it tonight?”

“I’m preserving it tonight.”

“That distinction won’t save you.”

“It’s not meant to.”

He signed.

His signature looked smaller than usual.

Alicia made two photocopies of the memo on the machine outside her office while Mason stood in the hall pretending not to watch both exits. She gave him one copy, sealed one with the gray envelope, and kept the original beside Nyreen’s notebook page.

When they returned, Mason nodded at the computer. “Is that the thing everyone thinks she chased?”

Alicia looked at the minimized window. “It’s part of it.”

“Is it fake?”

“Yes.”

He waited.

Alicia said, “That’s the problem.”

Mason gave a tired, humorless breath. “I hate when you say things like that.”

“So do I.”

“You want advice?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll give you warning instead. If you take this upstairs as supernatural-adjacent, they’ll bury you with her.”

Alicia slipped Nyreen’s handwritten note into a protective sleeve. “I’m not taking it upstairs as supernatural-adjacent.”

“What are you taking it as?”

“A missing-investigator file with broken chain, suppressed routing, compromised local evidence, and a public event risk tied to an unidentified lakeside gathering.”

Mason looked almost relieved.

Then Alicia added, “For now.”

His relief went away.

“Alicia.”

She looked at him then. Really looked. “She sent it to me.”

“That doesn’t mean you owe her your career.”

“No,” Alicia said. “It means she knew I wouldn’t confuse my career with the job.”

Mason had no answer for that.

After he left, the office seemed larger and less safe.

Alicia made herself work in order.

First, she photographed every page with her phone and an evidence scale from her drawer. Second, she created an offline copy of the mirrored clip and saved it under a neutral filename. Third, she wrote a one-page summary stripped of every word that would let someone dismiss it fast. No children. No whispers. No lake curse. No impossible photograph. Just Nyreen’s missed check-ins, the compromised route of the file, Arthur Bell Jr.’s name, Crimson Hollow, municipal records, a modern event advertisement, and repeated language across sources with no clean chain between them.

Fourth, she packed a bag.

Not a large one. Alicia did not believe in dramatic departures. She took a change of clothes from the emergency drawer, her backup charger, field notebook, two pens, a sealed evidence pouch, and the old habit of assuming the first place a town lied was in its map.

At 11:38 p.m., she requested leave under administrative field follow-up language vague enough to be approved by someone tired.

At 11:46, she booked the earliest rental car available.

At 12:03, she stood in the parking garage with the file locked in a hard case on the passenger seat of her own car and watched the city lights tremble in oil stains on the concrete.

She should have gone home.

She should have slept.

She should have waited for morning and forced the system to acknowledge what had landed on her desk.

Instead, she opened the hard case one more time.

Nyreen’s note lay on top.

If I am not wrong, go before the next event gives them a crowd.

Alicia looked past the windshield, through the garage opening, toward the highway signs glowing green in the night.

Crimson Hollow was not close. Not far enough to be impossible, either. A few hours of dark road. Enough time for doubt to grow teeth. Enough time for someone to decide the file belonged in a locked drawer until a committee could agree on language.

Her phone buzzed.

An email notification from an address she did not recognize.

No subject.

Alicia opened it.

One attachment. A still image.

For one suspended moment, she thought it would be another lake, another post, another child’s phrase dressed in pixels.

It was a map.

Old, scanned badly, folded through the middle. Crimson Hollow sat near the center in faint type. Misty Falls Lake was marked in blue pencil. Several public roads had been corrected by hand. One route had been crossed out so hard the paper had torn before scanning.

In the margin someone had written:

Not this way after dark.

Below that, in Nyreen’s handwriting:

They keep sending people wrong.

Alicia saved the image, closed the phone, and started the car.

She did not play the clip again.

She did not need to.

By the time she reached the highway, the city had thinned behind her into warehouses, gas stations, and dark glass. The night opened in long lanes ahead. Rain began as a mist, the kind that made every headlight smear and every reflective sign appear a second before it should.

Alicia drove with both hands on the wheel.

At 2:17 a.m., she passed the first mileage sign for Crimson Hollow.

The name flashed white in her headlights and vanished behind her.

For the first time since the envelope appeared, Alicia said Nyreen’s name out loud.

Not as grief.

Not yet.

As a promise.

“Hold on.”

The road curved.

Her navigation app recalculated, blinked, and suggested a shorter route she had not selected.

Alicia glanced down.

TAKE EXIT 13.

She looked back to the road.

The exit sign emerged from the rain ahead, green and ordinary and empty.

Alicia drove past it.

Behind her, the navigation voice corrected itself in a pleasant tone.

“Rerouting.”

Alicia kept going until the next sign appeared.

CRIMSON HOLLOW — 41 MILES

She did not believe in haunted roads.

She believed in records. Motive. Suppression. Pattern. Human choices repeated until they looked like fate.

The rain tapped harder against the windshield.

Alicia tightened her grip on the wheel and drove toward the town that had taught people how to call a pattern nonsense before anyone could count it.
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CHAPTER 2: THE FAKE AT THE LAKE
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The motel room smelled like damp carpet, old air-conditioning, and the kind of coffee that had been boiled angry.

Alicia took it anyway.

She stood at the narrow counter between the microwave and the sink, watching the last of the black coffee stutter into the paper cup. Outside the room’s single window, Crimson Hollow had not decided whether it was morning yet. The sky held that blue-gray pause before dawn, when streetlights still looked necessary but birds had started arguing in the trees. Across the parking lot, the motel sign buzzed with one dead letter.

CRIMSON HO LOW MOTOR LODGE.

Alicia had already checked the window lock twice, the connecting door once, and the space under the bed because habit was cheaper than regret. Her overnight bag sat unopened on the chair. Nyreen Blocker’s file sat open on the bedspread, its pages weighed down by Alicia’s phone, two pens, and a motel Bible she had not moved for any reason she would admit to herself.

The laptop was on the small table by the window.

The clip waited on the screen.

Alicia did not press play immediately. She drank the coffee, flinched at the taste, and looked at the first frame.

A lake at night.

Not Coalspring. Not the older still from Nyreen’s appendix. This was modern, vertical, edited for a phone screen, with the black gloss of water filling the lower half and a girl’s silhouette centered against the shore. Text floated over the image in aggressive white letters.

THEY STILL ANSWER AT MISTY FALLS.

Below that, in smaller type:

Watch with sound. Count with me.

Alicia set the cup down.

“Fine,” she said to the room. “Let’s make you fake.”

She started the recording.

The clip opened with a shaky handheld shot moving through brush. Too much shake, Alicia noted. Deliberate. The frame lurched past reeds, a fallen sign, and the hint of a chain-link barrier half-swallowed by vines. A girl’s voice whispered, “People say you can hear them if you come back at the right time.”

Alicia paused.

She wrote:

PERFORMED VOICEOVER.

Then rewound ten seconds and watched again.

The voice was young, female, staged to sound scared but not actually breathless. There was no true panic compression, no involuntary stumble over words, no abrupt drop in vocal control. The girl wanted the audience leaning forward, not running away.

Alicia added:

Influencer tone. Not witness tone.

She played it forward.

The camera reached the shore. Someone had placed a lantern low near the waterline, out of frame but obvious if you were looking for the light source. It gave the mist a cheap haunted-house glow. A figure stood near the edge in a yellow raincoat, face hidden by the hood. A second figure threw a stone.

One skip.

Two.

Three.

The clip cut before the fourth, then jumped to a closer shot of ripples.

“Bad edit,” Alicia murmured.

She clicked back and dragged the scrubber frame by frame. The hand that threw the stone did not match the hand in the next shot. Sleeve color changed. Angle changed. The sound of the water did not sync with the movement.

She wrote:

Different take. Maybe three takes stitched.

The clip continued.

A high, small sound entered beneath the music bed. Children laughing, or something meant to be children laughing. It sat too cleanly in the left channel. Stock audio, probably. Alicia marked the timestamp.

Then text appeared across the water.

NINE TO ASK.

The girl whispered, “You don’t get what you want unless you bring something you lost.”

Alicia stopped writing.

She stared at the line.

On the bed, one page of Nyreen’s notes had slipped sideways under the phone. Alicia crossed the room, lifted the phone, and pulled the page free.

Nyreen’s handwriting was tight and slanted, heavier at the start of each line than the end, as if she had written while standing.

Not fear first. Want first.

They do not ask what you saw.

They ask what you lost.

Alicia looked back at the screen.

The motel heater clicked on with a dry cough.

She read Nyreen’s note again.

Not fear first. Want first.

The wording in the clip was not exact. That mattered. Exact copying would have been easier to explain. Someone could have photographed the page, reposted it, mined it from a leak. But this was not copied phrasing. It was paraphrase. Close enough to belong to the same idea. Different enough to suggest the speaker thought she understood it.

Or had been taught how to perform it.

Alicia sat at the table again.

She made a new heading.

NOT FAKE / NOT CLEAN

Under it she wrote:

1. “bring something you lost” = Nyreen grief/want note

2. count language framed as invitation, not dare

3. children audio tied to asking/returning

Then she made herself add a third heading beneath the others.

STILL POSSIBLY FAKE.

She played the clip again.

This time she watched the corners, not the center.

The yellow raincoat figure swayed too evenly. A person trying to look possessed, or a teenager trying not to laugh. The lake mist thickened, then thinned, then thickened again in the exact way cheap overlay fog pulsed when a video editor stretched it past its natural loop. At eleven seconds, a pale shape moved behind the reeds. Alicia froze the frame and leaned in.

A strip of fabric on fishing line.

Maybe.

Or a plastic bag caught on a branch.

Maybe.

She smiled without amusement and wrote:

Their ghost has a production assistant.

For almost two minutes, the clip kept giving her reasons to close the file.

It used a jump scare timed to a bass hit. It cut away from the water before anything verifiable happened. It layered whispers over footage that had clearly been stabilized after recording. One frame showed a reflection that did not match the person standing above it, but Alicia caught the masking blur where the editor had feathered the edge. Amateur work, but ambitious.

Then the clip reached the final section.

The camera pulled back from the lake to show a group of teenagers gathered just beyond the waterline. Some had their phones out. Some were laughing. One boy shouted, “Do it again,” and someone else hissed, “Shut up, you’ll wreck it.”

The girl with the voiceover stepped into frame for the first time.

Alicia paused on her face.

Dark hair. Wide smile. Good camera awareness. Not afraid of being watched. Too practiced for an accidental recording. She wore an oversized black jacket with a hand-painted symbol on the back: a bright, looping Y over a crooked number 2, then a smaller G underneath.

Y2G.

The caption changed.

YonG 2uG PRESENTS: THE LAKE BRINGS BACK WHAT YOU NAME.

Alicia’s pen stopped halfway across the notebook.

“YonG Two-U-G,” she read aloud.

The profile tag flashed in the lower corner for less than a second, but Alicia caught it. She backed up, captured a still, and zoomed until the letters broke into blocks.

@Y2G_OFFICIAL

Below it, almost hidden in the compression smear:

Barbara Calder.

Alicia wrote the name.

The room seemed to sharpen around it.

Not because Barbara Calder sounded dangerous. Not because the girl on the screen looked like anything more than a teenager with editing software, ambition, and no instinct for consequences. That was the problem. She looked exactly like the kind of person everyone would blame if things went wrong and exactly like the kind of person everyone would dismiss before they did.

Alicia played the last ten seconds.

The music dropped.

The screen went black.

A child’s voice, softer than the rest of the audio, said, “Come back with what you lost.”

Alicia replayed it.

The waveform looked wrong.

Not impossible. Wrong.

The other audio layers had been compressed, cleaned, and mixed. This line sat low, ugly, and full of room hiss. It had not been treated the same way. Maybe it came from a different clip. Maybe it had been ripped from an old recording. Maybe it was a mistake left in because it sounded good.

Alicia isolated the audio as best she could with the software she had.

The voice hissed and wavered.

Come back with what you lost.

She played it again.

Come back with—

She stopped before the full phrase finished.

Not because she was afraid.

Because repetition changed attention. Nyreen had believed that. Alicia did not believe it yet, not in the way Nyreen’s notes implied, but she believed in the discipline of not giving a pattern more of herself than the evidence required.

She closed the audio window.

The motel room settled.

Alicia looked at her hands. No marks. No tremor. No sudden cold crawling up her wrist. No dramatic proof. Just coffee bitterness, road fatigue, and the thin pressure behind her eyes from too little sleep.

“Passive viewing alone does nothing,” she said, and wrote it down.

Then, after a moment, she added:

Or should.

––––––––
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The event page was worse.

Not more supernatural. Worse because it made sense.

Alicia found it through the account tag. Barbara Calder’s public feed was a collision of lake footage, joke hauntings, local folklore edits, and short videos built to look like documentary fragments without accepting the burden of facts. The oldest posts were ordinary enough: school hallways, diner booths, friends in parking lots, makeup tests, jump-scare pranks, a half-serious series called “Crimson Hollow Is Not Normal,” and one video where Barbara stood beside a closed park gate and said, “The city says nothing happened here, which is exactly what a city says when something happened here.”

Alicia watched that one twice.

Barbara was good.

Too good, maybe, but not in a criminal way. She knew how to hold silence. She knew when to lower her voice. She knew how to make a viewer feel stupid for looking away. She had the particular hunger of someone who had discovered that attention could be shaped, measured, and harvested.

Alicia had seen adults ruin themselves with less.

The current event sat pinned at the top of the profile.

MISTY FALLS COMEBACK NIGHT

ONE LAKE. NINE SKIPS. EVERYONE BRINGS A LOSS.

No tickets. No cops. No permission.

Film it. Share it. Count with us.

The image underneath showed a route drawn over a grainy map of the park. Most of the landmarks were ordinary: main parking lot, north trail, old concession stand, lakeside steps. But one section had been circled in yellow.

OLD WALK-IN ROUTE.

Alicia opened Nyreen’s file and found the map scan from the copied Parks material. The scan was degraded, dark at the edges, stamped with a partial municipal mark that had not survived the copy clearly enough to prove anything. But in the lower corner, someone had penciled two words.

old walk

Alicia compared the two images.

Not a match. Not exactly.

Barbara’s event map simplified the route, made it look more dramatic, pulled the line a little closer to the water. But the phrase had not come from nowhere.

Alicia leaned back until the chair creaked.

The official explanation was simple: local kids knew local rumors. The old route had a name. The park had a history. A teenager making spooky content would collect spooky phrases the way a crow collected bottle caps. None of that required Nyreen. None of that required a missing investigator. None of that required anything except an ambitious young person and a town that had fed its children scary stories.

She tried to make that explanation hold.

Then she read the event description again.

Bring a name you want answered.

Bring a thing you want returned.

Bring someone who says they do not believe.

We start when the lake starts listening.

Alicia opened the comments.

There were hundreds.

Most were noise.

This is so fake.

I’m going.

Y2G finally doing it for real.

Somebody tell Herek not to scream this time.

No cops no permission lol famous last words.

My cousin said his dad saw lights there in high school.

brought my sister back bc we weren’t supposed to be there the first time lol

no one meant to gather but here we are

Bring back my AirPods.

Bring back my grades.

Then the tone shifted.

Not everywhere. Not even in a way most people would notice. But Alicia had spent too many years reading threat chatter, witness statements, grief posts, and false confessions not to feel the change.

A user with no profile photo wrote:

what if I bring my brother’s baseball glove

Another replied:

they only answer children

A third:

no they answer what children lost

Alicia stopped scrolling.

She searched the page for answer.

Too many hits.

She searched children.

More than she liked.

She searched lost.

The page jumped.

lost my dad last year. not joking. would they know his name?

Another:

my mom says don’t play with wish children.

Alicia copied the phrase into her notes.

Wish children.

Nyreen’s page had used the same phrase only once, circled twice.

Not as a title. Not as a confirmed entity. As a caution.

Children = invitation shape? Grief vector?

Not ghosts? Not only ghosts.

Alicia clicked into the comment thread.

Someone had posted an audio meme built from the lake clip’s final line. The child’s voice had been cut down to five words.

Come back with what—

It looped before finishing.

Come back with what—

Come back with what—

Come back with what—

Alicia muted the laptop.

The movement in her chest was not fear. Not yet. It was anger, cleaner and more useful. The kind that came when she saw people being made into parts of a machine they did not know existed.

The comments had turned the phrase into a game. A challenge. A joke. A grief box. People were tagging friends, daring them to bring objects, daring them to say names into the water, daring them to watch the clip nine times without blinking.

That was not a curse mark.

Not by itself.

It was worse than that because everyone could call it voluntary.

A message notification slid onto her phone.

MASON: You still alive?

Alicia picked it up and typed with one thumb.

ALICIA: In motel. Reviewing clip/event.

The answer came fast.

MASON: Tell me it’s fake and go to sleep.

She looked at the laptop, at Barbara Calder frozen mid-smile in one tab and Nyreen’s handwriting in another.

ALICIA: It’s fake.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

MASON: That period feels hostile.

ALICIA: The effects are fake. The event structure is real.

MASON: Explain in normal human words.

She called him.

He answered on the second ring. His voice sounded like he had been awake too long or not long enough. “You get a room?”

“Yes.”

“Door locked?”

“Yes.”

“Chair under the handle?”

“This isn’t a movie.”

“You checked under the bed.”

Alicia looked at the bedspread. “That’s different.”
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