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Introduction
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Some places don’t let go.

They don’t announce themselves as dangerous or sacred. They sit quietly at the edge of towns, rusting and waiting, pretending to be nothing more than abandoned ground. But if you listen long enough—if you stay past the hour when sensible people go home—you can feel it. A pressure in the air. A sense that time bends there, looping back on itself, unwilling to move on.

The Cecil County Dragway was one of those places.

By day it was just asphalt and weeds, sun-bleached signs and empty stands. By night, it remembered everything—every engine that screamed, every cheer that shook the bleachers, every promise made at full speed. It remembered the wins. It remembered the losses.

And it remembered the ones who never crossed the finish line.

This story begins with a child standing at a fence, watching his grandfather race down the left lane, believing that speed could solve anything. It begins with a promise spoken too young, too sincere, and too powerful to fade with time. It begins with fire, metal, and the moment when love and grief fuse into something that refuses to die.

Years later, that child becomes a man who listens to voices most people never hear—voices that linger, that wait, that demand. He builds a life that looks whole from the outside: music, words, a following. But beneath it all, the dragway still calls, patient and precise, counting down the hours.

When rumors surface of a phantom racer—of engines roaring at 3 a.m., of people vanishing into the dark—the past stops being memory and becomes invitation. What begins as an investigation becomes a reckoning, not just with a place, but with the cost of holding on too long.

This is a story about obsession disguised as loyalty.
About love that refuses to race death.
About promises that must be broken to be honored.
And about the most difficult finish line of all—

Choosing to stay.

Welcome to Phantom of the Cecil County Dragway.
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In loving memory of my grandfather,
Granville William Clevenger—
who taught me the meaning of speed,
the weight of promises,
and the bond that time cannot erase.
And to all my fans, friends, and family:
thank you for your unwavering support, belief, and love.
This story exists because of you.

Table of Contents

Chapter 1 — The Pact
Chapter 2 — After the Wall
Chapter 3 — The Left Lane
Chapter 4 — What Runs in Blood
Chapter 5 — The Oath That Waited
Chapter 6 — Nashville Lights
Chapter 7 — The Gift
Chapter 8 — Joy
Chapter 9 — The Team Forms
Chapter 10 — The Rumor
Chapter 11 — Back to Cecil County
Chapter 12 — First Contact
Chapter 13 — Ben
Chapter 14 — The Phantom Racer
Chapter 15 — Lena
Chapter 16 — Mark
Chapter 17 — Just the Two of Them
Chapter 18 — Joy’s Run
Chapter 19 — What Love Sounds Like
Chapter 20 — The Invitation
Chapter 21 — The Last Challenge
Chapter 22 — After the Finish Line
Chapter 23 — Echoes
Chapter 24 — The Weight of Living
Chapter 25 — What Remains
Chapter 26 — Silence Where Sound Lived
Chapter 27 — The Shape of a Life
Chapter 28 — No More Lanes
Chapter 29 — Together, Finally
Chapter 30 — The Finish

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The Pact

The vision came to C.W. before the sound.

He was sitting on the aluminum bleachers at Cecil County Dragway, his legs dangling through the gap, sneakers tapping metal in a nervous rhythm. The August air was thick—hot enough that the sky looked bruised, the sun dull and swollen like it had been left out too long.

Engines idled down the strip, low and hungry.

Granville was still in the pit.

But C.W. saw him die anyway.

It happened all at once and not at all—time folding in on itself like burning paper. One moment, Granville’s car was alive, roaring, red paint shimmering under heat waves. The next moment, it was a fireball—violent, blooming, wrong. Metal screamed. The wall came too fast. Too final.

And then there was nothing but orange light and silence so deep it felt like falling underwater.

C.W. sucked in a sharp breath and clutched the bench.

His chest hurt.

His hands were shaking.

He looked down the track, heart hammering, half-expecting to see smoke already rising. But the strip was normal. Loud. Alive. Men laughing. Someone shouting over an engine. The smell of fuel and rubber sat heavy in his nose.

Granville was still alive.

For now.

“Charlie.”

Granville’s voice cut through the noise like it always did—steady, rough, familiar as gravity.

C.W. twisted around so fast he nearly slipped off the bleacher.

Granville stood below him, helmet tucked under one arm, fire suit half-zipped and darkened with sweat. His face was weathered, lines etched deep by sun and stubbornness, but his eyes were sharp and bright.

“You look like you saw a ghost,” Granville said.

C.W. slid down and stood in front of him, small fists clenched at his sides.

“I don’t want you to race,” C.W. said.

Granville blinked, surprised. He crouched so they were eye level, resting his forearms on his knees.

“That’s a first,” he said gently. “You sick?”

C.W. shook his head hard. His throat felt tight, like something was stuck there.

“I saw it,” he whispered.

Granville’s smile faded—not completely, but enough.

“Saw what?”

C.W. swallowed. His mouth tasted like metal.

“You,” he said. “Your car. It—” His voice broke. “It hit the wall. It was fire. Everywhere.”

Granville stared at him for a long moment.

Around them, engines revved. Someone dropped a wrench. The announcer’s voice crackled over the loudspeaker.

Granville didn’t laugh.

He reached out and placed one grease-stained hand on C.W.’s shoulder. It was warm. Solid.

“Listen to me,” Granville said. “Racing looks dangerous, but it ain’t death. Death’s quieter than that.”

C.W.’s eyes filled despite himself. “It was real.”

Granville studied him—really looked this time, the way he did when something mattered. The way you look at a sky that’s gone the wrong color.

“You got your mama’s sight,” Granville said quietly.

C.W. froze.

“You see things,” Granville continued. “Things that ain’t happened yet. Ain’t everyone’s curse to carry, but it’s yours.”

C.W.’s lower lip trembled. “Then don’t go.”

Granville exhaled slowly through his nose. He glanced down the strip, then back at C.W.

“I can’t promise that,” he said.

The words landed like a punch.

“But,” Granville added, gripping C.W.’s shoulder firmer, “I can promise you this.”

He leaned closer, lowering his voice so the noise couldn’t steal it.

“No matter what happens today... We’re together.”

C.W. stared at him. “Even if you die?”

Granville didn’t look away.

“Especially then.”

Something in C.W.’s chest cracked open.

Granville took C.W.’s small hand in his own, their fingers blackened with grease and dust and life.

“Say it,” Granville said.

C.W.’s voice shook. “We’ll always be together.”

Granville nodded. “Always.”

They sealed it the way racers did—with a grip, a look, and no witnesses.

Minutes later, Granville climbed into the car.

C.W. watched from the fence, heart pounding, his vision swimming. The engine revved louder than before, deeper, almost angry.

The car launched.

For a heartbeat, everything was perfect.

Then the brakes didn’t respond.

The sound changed.

The vision came true.

Metal screamed.

Fire bloomed.

The wall ended everything.

C.W. didn’t cry.

He stood frozen, the smell of burning fuel clawing into his lungs, his ears ringing, his mind
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