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    For those who learned to listen to the dark without letting it name them—for the ones who counted the seconds, noticed what went missing,and chose courage when the clock stood still.
And for every reader who believes that remembering is a kind of light.
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Chapter 1 — The Howl Between Seconds
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The fog on the Ashdown turnoff wasn’t the friendly kind that sits low and makes the road look like it’s wearing a sweater. It poured off the hills in long, unraveling bands, swallowing the headlights and giving them back in chewed little bites. Mara Voss kept her hands at ten and two and leaned toward the windshield like she could peer through the gray if she tried hard enough. Her dad snored softly in the passenger seat with his cheek mashed to the window. The clapboard houses that belonged to a town—her new town—slid by in pale smears between pines. Above them, a ridge line lifted like a dark shoulder against the sky.

“Welcome to Ashdown,” said a sign with—you had to be kidding—bells painted on its edges. The bells were strings of gray ovals, a sketch of wind moving through metal. Someone had drawn a smiley face in the bottom left corner and another someone had scratched it out with a key.

Mara eased off the gas. The fog smelled like wet pennies and rosemary and the way old basements feel. The clock on the dashboard clicked from 11:58 to 11:59 with a flick of green numbers, and for no reason at all, a shiver pinched the back of her neck.

“Want me to drive the last bit?” her dad mumbled, waking. He blinked at the fog. “Huh. Thought that burned off by morning. Must be the river.”

“It’s night,” Mara said, trying for a joke. Her voice sounded thin in the car, too loud and too soft at once. “You can drive us into a ditch when we’re closer.”

He smiled, that crooked little grin that pretended he wasn’t as tired as he looked. “Your aunt said the key’s under the frog planter. And that there’s a grocery open until midnight.”

“Are we really going to make a grocery run?” Mara asked. “Or are we going to pretend dry cereal counts as dinner and call it pioneer living?”

“Depends if they have those little chocolate donuts. If they do, we move here forever.”

“We already did.”

He looked like he’d say something then, something that tried too hard, something about fresh starts and second chances and how houses weren’t haunted, people were. But instead he reached out, squeezed her shoulder, and looked ahead.

The road curled, the fog thickened, and a rooster-tail of damp leaves rained from the oak branches over the street. Mara rolled to a stop at a four-way where the street signs were more suggestion than clarity. A streetlamp flickered overhead, sputtered, steadied, and threw pale circles onto empty crosswalks where no feet moved.

She almost didn’t see him at first. The boy on the curb, hunched under the lamp with a backpack at his feet and a bike leaned against a bench. He had a history textbook open on his knees and a flashlight tucked under his chin, bouncing light up into an earnest face. When he looked up at her pause, the flashlight rolled into the book and the page went bright white.

Mara rolled down her window halfway. “This the way to Wren Lane?”

He tipped his head at the next street. “You’re on it,” he said. “You’ve got two numbering systems. Don’t ask. Wren Lane goes straight, turns left, then insists it’s called Wren Lane again.”

“Is it the one with the red mailbox and a frog planter?” her dad asked from her side.

A grin crept across the boy’s face. “Oh, you’re the niece. Ms. Clary said you’d be coming late. I’m Theo.” He held up a hand like he was swearing something on his book. “I promise not to haze new arrivals unless they ask. Or they’re from rival towns. Or they say bad things about our library.”

“Your library has bells painted on it,” Mara said, eyeing the sign again.

“Everything has bells painted on it,” Theo said, and this time the joking shape of his face eased. He glanced at the clock on his phone like it had snapped a rubber band. “Hey, uh. Try not to be out past midnight, okay?”

Her dad laughed. “We’ll do our best. Grocery?”

Theo shook his head. “Closes at 11:59. And the Nocturne Trail—if you see it—don’t. It’s pretty but...just don’t. Not at night. Welcome to Ashdown.”

He lifted the book, the bike, the backpack, and moved like someone used to carrying more than he should.

“Everyone in this town is a character from a podcast,” Mara said as she drove. “’Don’t be out at midnight, beware the Nocturne Trail.’”

“Small towns like their folklore,” her dad said, but his hand tightened on the door handle as the fog peeled back from another streetlamp and then flowed back in like breath.

They found Wren Lane by the grace of a mailbox that had once been red. They found the frog planter, where an actual terracotta frog squatted with an expression of resigned patience and the key tucked under its chin. They found the small saltbox with a porch and lights that worked and a couch that said someone’s aunt lives here and collects ceramic birds. They found a note on the table:

Mara & Paul—

Welcome. Cold roast in the fridge. Chocolate donuts (obviously). Lock up at midnight. Don’t count past twelve.

—Clary

Mara raised an eyebrow. Her dad laughed, because sometimes you have to.

They carried boxes in the two-person rhythm they’d learned over a long year of leaving. The fog slicked their hair and made the wood steps weep. In the kitchen, the clock over the sink ticked like a real thing with bones. 11:59. The roast was exactly where Aunt Clary said. So were the donuts.

“Midnight snack is never a mistake,” her dad said, working at the plastic ring with the blessed seriousness of a person opening a life raft.

Mara shrugged out of her jacket and leaned on the counter, letting the kitchen become hers one familiar item at a time: her chipped mug with the chipped cat, the Polaroid of her mother smiling with too many teeth, a plane ticket stub from a different life. She watched the second hand jitter toward the top of the clock. “Why ‘don’t count past twelve’?” she asked without intending to, and then, because she couldn’t help herself, she counted softly, “Ten, eleven, twelve...”

Her dad opened his mouth to say “thirteen” like a man who would always try to turn fear into a punchline.

And the clock stopped.

It didn’t slow, it didn’t stutter. It clicked to 12:00:00 and froze. The second hand hovered a whisper off the twelve. The kitchen went so still Mara felt herself separate from the room, like two slides slightly offset. She breathed in and the air was heavy, almost syrupy. Her dad’s laugh hung in his throat and didn’t come out. Outside, the fog pressed to the windows and shone faintly, as if something behind it had turned on a light under a sheet.

It was only a breath. The kind of breath you take when a waiter sets a plate down and you can’t tell whose order it is. One breath, held.

Then the clock shook itself like a dog. 12:00:01. Her dad’s laugh landed as a cough. A car drove by somewhere with its radio a little too loud. The donut packages sighed.

“What—” Mara started.

“Power glitch,” her dad said, too quick. “Weird grid. Old town.” He wasn’t afraid of ghosts exactly, but he hated the idea that there could be rules he didn’t write.

Mara pressed her palm to the clock’s glass. It felt normal, cool and cheap. But the skin along her arms stood up anyway.

They ate roast at the counter like midnight pirates. Mara carried her plate to the porch afterward, because the fog made the porch feel like a ship’s prow and because she couldn’t stand the thought of the house swallowing her whole on the first night. She stepped into the cool and the wet and listened. She didn’t know what she was listening for until she realized she’d expected crickets, a chorus of harmless things. But the sound in Ashdown at night was less chirp, more hum—the slow thrum of the river out past the birch stand, the exhale of wood swelling with damp, the thin metallic tremble of the wind tangling itself in something that wanted to ring.

She should have gone back inside when her dad tapped the window and pointed to the couch. She should have brushed her teeth and texted her old life and pretended to sleep. Instead, she saw the faint thread of a path across the street, a gap between yards where the grass was beaten down and the fog leaned back and a little wooden sign, skewed, said Nocturne with a bent nail.

It was right there. One step, two. She left her plate on the porch rail like a person who’d only be gone a minute.

“Not the Trail,” Theo had said. “Not at night.”

Mara appreciated rules more than people thought. Rules were shape. Rules were proof that someone had been here before and wanted you to be okay. But there was a hole in her that had been getting bigger since the day her mother’s laughter stopped echoing in their apartment and her father pretended he could fill the silence with casserole. That hole had edges that looked like what if. She stepped across the street and into the gap.

The Nocturne Trail wasn’t exotic or dramatic. It was a deer path that had remembered itself over time, winding between neighbor fences, dipping behind a row of leaning spruce, opening into a gully where a creek talked to itself. The fog thinned here and gathered by the water. The air tasted like iron. The path angled into a ravine, shallow at first, then not. Mara slid her hands along the damp bark of a birch to keep balance and felt deep gouges under her palm. She jerked back. Claw marks. Fresh, the wood raw and bright.

A shape moved thirty feet away—a buck, tall and narrow as a drawing, its rack a cathedral. It stepped delicately down the ravine, breath streaming white even though it was mid-summer. Mara froze, the world trimming down to a thin line between her and the animal, a ribbon across a chasm. The buck’s ear turned. It looked past her, through her, at something she couldn’t see.

The streetlamps along Wren Lane, invisible from here but close enough, flickered. One, two, all. On. Off. On again, in a shiver of light.

The clock in Mara’s pocket phone flashed 12:00:00.

Time hiccuped.

Mara had never felt the world stop before. She’d felt time stretch—school assemblies that lasted centuries—and she’d felt it skip—summer days that disappeared in four breaths—but this stopping was absolute. The creek became a glass ribbon. A gnat in front of her face hung like a fleck in a snow globe. The buck went mid-step and balanced there, foreleg lifted, muscles caught mid-twitch. Its eye filmed over gray, not dead, not alive, a pause between.

And in that pause, the fog drew itself out of the ravine like a long, slow exhale, and something stepped where the fog had been.

It had the suggestion of a stag because antlers crowned its head, spined and candelabra-tangled. But joints sat where joints shouldn’t, and the neck bent not as a swan’s might but as if someone had hinged it halfway down. It lowered its head and the antlers clinked, a delicate, maddening chiming like a handful of spoons kissing in a sink. The thing put one careful foot (hoof? hand?) down and sniffed. The sniff was worse than the sight. It was a thick, dragging draw, like a person inhaling through cloth.

Mara didn’t breathe at all.

The thing turned its head and the jointed neck folded and the antlers leaned toward the buck. It sniffed the paused animal not like a predator excited but like a collector counting someone else’s coins.

It turned again, the joints whispering. It cocked its head toward Mara as if scent were a word and someone had just said her name in a room where no one should know it.

Something moved along the ground between her boots. She looked down because terror actually makes people look at the wrong things. A line appeared in the damp dirt like an invisible finger had drawn a trench, and the line curved toward her phone, toward her pocket.

The clock on her phone did not tick. The phone itself hummed with the soft warmth of a small animal asleep. The case was new. She’d changed it in the last city to pretend she was someone else.

The trench in the dirt reached her sneaker, lifted, and scraped along the rubber toe as lightly as a pencil does when you test it on a page. Mara couldn’t move. She didn’t know if she was frozen or if moving was illegal here. The scratching sound she heard wasn’t outside. It was inside the phone case, a rattle inside a shell, a beetle trapped in a glass ornament, frantic and purposeful.

The creature in the ravine lifted its head higher, slightly, sniffing again. It took another step, and the joint in its neck clicked gently like a music box winding down.

The streetlamps up on Wren Lane flickered again: once, twice—on—and held. Sound rushed back into the world like someone had dropped it from a height. The creek hurled itself downhill. The gnat finished its invisible sentence. The buck bolted, all grace shattered by fear, crashing through brush and into the trees, leaving a smell of musk and cold coins.

Mara’s phone chimed as if nothing had happened. A cheerful alert tone. A welcome back to seconds.

Her breath tore loose. It came out as a cough that tasted like metal.

The trail was only a trail again. The ravine was only a ravine with shadows in it. The thing that had stood where the fog had been was not there. Nothing was there except the echo of that inhalation lodged under her ribs and the not-quite-ringing of a sound she wasn’t sure she’d heard.

Someone laughed up on the lane, distant and ordinary, like the world could still do that.

Mara looked down at her phone, because if the world could still do anything, it could still give you bad news. The case was clear, with a pressed fern between plastic layers—something you buy in a gift shop when you want to tell yourself you like nature. A crack ran along the bottom where she’d dropped it in May. Scratch marks curved there now—no, not marks. Letters.

She wiped at them with her thumb. They did not smear. They did not sit on the surface like dirt. They were etched, pale and raw, the way bone looks when you cut it. The letters were small, precise, all teeth—someone had written from the inside outward, so the lines bulged the plastic.

MI

Then a hairline paused, then

NE

—so that when she tilted the phone just so, the word lined up:

MINE.

A twig broke behind her, not animal-small but person-small. That was what her brain supplied, because it wanted a shape that wasn’t antlers and the slow click of a neck hinge.

“Mara?” said a voice.

She turned so fast her ankle slid. A hand grabbed her elbow, steady. Jun, she learned later, but right now he was only a narrow face under a running cap, breath in plumes that shouldn’t be possible in July. He had a headlamp he hadn’t turned on and a white line of chalk across his cheekbone, like he’d marked himself with a rule.

“You shouldn’t be here at midnight,” he said, and he wasn’t scolding, he was terrified on her behalf. He looked past her into the ravine and his jaw set like a door being braced. “Come on.”

She let him lead because there are moments when you do the
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