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The heat had already settled in when Elias woke.

It pressed against the walls of the house, thick and unmoving, as if the air itself had decided to stay. He stood in the doorway for a moment, barefoot on the boards, letting it sink into him before he moved. The smell of damp earth came in through the open window. Something small moved outside, then went still.

He didn’t turn on the light.

The sky beyond the kitchen window was pale, washed thin by early sun. He filled a glass from the sink and drank it down in one go, then filled it again. The water was warm. Everything was warm this time of year.

He set the glass down carefully, the way he always did, and waited.

Nothing happened.

That was normal. Waiting was part of it.

Outside, the ground was still soft from the night rain. He crossed the yard without shoes, feeling the give of the soil under his feet. The fence line ran crooked along the edge of the property, old posts leaning where the earth had shifted over time. He walked it every morning. Not out of habit. Out of necessity.

Halfway down, he saw it.

Not much. Just enough.

The post nearest the trees had split near the base. A narrow crack, fresh. He crouched and brushed the dirt away with his hand. The wood beneath was pale, exposed. When he pressed his thumb against it, it gave slightly.

That hadn’t been there yesterday.

He straightened and looked out into the trees. Nothing moved. No wind. No birds. The quiet had weight to it, the kind that made sound feel like a mistake.

He stayed there longer than he needed to, then nodded once, as if acknowledging something only he could see.

Inside, he washed his hands and dried them on a towel that had long since lost its colour. He changed his shirt. He did not look at the mirror.

By the time the sun cleared the treeline, the heat had sharpened. It sat under his skin, steady and familiar. It had been there as long as he could remember. Long enough that he no longer questioned it.

He was halfway to the shed when he heard the truck.

It came too fast, engine pushed harder than it needed to be. Gravel shifted. A door slammed.

“Elias.”

The voice carried across the yard, loud in the stillness.

He didn’t answer.

Footsteps crunched closer. The man didn’t bother trying to be quiet.

“I know you’re here.”

Elias stepped out into the open.

The man by the truck turned at the sound. He was younger than Elias by a few years, broad-shouldered, already sweating through his shirt. His jaw was tight, his eyes restless. He looked like someone who hadn’t slept.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Elias said.

The man gave a short, humourless laugh. “You always say that.”

“That doesn’t make it wrong.”

The man glanced past him, toward the fence line. His gaze lingered there a moment too long.

“You can’t keep pretending this place doesn’t affect anyone else,” he said. “It’s not just yours.”

Elias watched him carefully. The way he shifted his weight. The way his hands kept moving, as if they didn’t know where to settle.

“You came early,” Elias said.

The man’s mouth tightened. “Things are changing.”

“They always do.”

“Not like this.”

Silence stretched between them.

“You should leave,” Elias said.

The man shook his head. “You don’t get to decide that anymore.”

That was new.

Elias felt it then — not fear, but recognition. A subtle shift, like pressure changing before a storm.

“What did you do?” he asked.

The man looked away.

A cicada started up in the trees. Then another.

“I didn’t mean to,” the man said. “But it’s done.”

Elias took a slow breath. He studied the dirt on the man’s boots, the thin cut along his knuckle, the way he held his right arm slightly away from his side.

“You brought it here,” Elias said.

“I didn’t know where else to go.”

That, more than anything, told him the truth.

Elias stepped back, just far enough to clear the shed door behind him.

“You shouldn’t have come,” he said.

“I had no choice.”

Elias glanced once more toward the trees, toward the place where the ground had shifted.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “You did.”

The man hesitated, just for a second.

Then he stepped forward.

The shed door closed behind them with a dull sound that carried farther than it should have.

Inside, the air was cooler. Metal and oil and something older hung in the space. Light filtered in through the cracks in the walls, striping the floor.

The man took a step in, then another.

Elias didn’t move.

“You don’t have to do this,” the man said.

Elias watched him carefully. “You already did.”

The man’s eyes flicked to the workbench. To the knife resting there.

“I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.”

Elias closed the distance between them in two steps.

The man reacted too late.

There was a brief struggle — a shove, a sharp breath — and then it was over. The sound the man made was small, surprised. He staggered back, hit the wall, and slid down until he was sitting.

Elias stepped away.

Blood spread across the front of the man’s shirt, dark and fast. He looked down at it, confused, then up again.

“I didn’t—” he began.

He didn’t finish.

His head tipped forward. His body went slack.

Elias stood there, breathing steadily, waiting for something else to happen.

Nothing did.

After a moment, he knelt and closed the man’s eyes. He stayed like that for a while, hand resting lightly on the man’s shoulder, until the heat returned to the room.

When he stood, he felt older.

Outside, the cicadas had gone quiet again.

Elias opened the shed door and looked out at the land.

The ground waited.
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The call came through just after nine.

Ruth let it ring twice before answering. She stood at the kitchen counter with her sleeves rolled up, hands submerged in cloudy water. Something metallic clinked as she set it aside.

“Yeah,” she said.

There was a pause on the other end. Breathing. Uneven.

“Is it done?” the voice asked.

Ruth glanced out the window. The street was already bright, heat lifting off the pavement in thin waves. A delivery truck idled across the road, engine rattling.

“Slow down,” she said. “Start again.”

Another pause. Then, quieter, “Something’s wrong.”

That got her attention.

She shut off the tap and dried her hands on a towel, listening now. The voice was younger than hers. Too young to sound like that. Tight, strained.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“On the road. I—I went out there. Like you said.”

“And?”

“He’s not answering.”

Ruth closed her eyes for a moment.

“Did you see him?”

“No.”

“Did you go onto the property?”

A beat.

“Yes.”

Her jaw tightened. “You weren’t supposed to do that.”

“I didn’t touch anything,” he said quickly. “I just—something’s off. The place feels wrong.”

Ruth leaned back against the counter. She’d heard those words before. Everyone used them eventually.

“What do you mean by wrong?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Quiet. Too quiet. And there was a truck there. I don’t think it was his.”

“When was this?”

“An hour ago. Maybe more.”

She did the calculation without thinking. Distance. Time. Heat.

“Did you see anyone else?” she asked.

“No. But there were tracks. Fresh.”

Her grip tightened on the phone.

“You shouldn’t have gone alone,” she said.

“I didn’t think—”

“No,” she cut in. “You didn’t.”

Silence stretched between them.

“Listen to me,” Ruth said. “You need to leave. Now. Don’t drive straight back. Take the long way. If anyone asks where you’ve been, you were visiting your aunt.”

“I don’t have an aunt.”

“You do today.”

Another pause.

“Ruth,” he said. “What’s going on?”

She looked at the clock on the wall. Ten past nine.

“It’s not your concern anymore,” she said. “I’ll handle it.”

“You said that last time.”

“And I did.”

He hesitated. “What if he’s done something?”

Ruth didn’t answer right away.

She crossed the kitchen and looked down at the floor where the tiles had cracked years ago, thin lines spreading outward like a map of something broken.

“If he has,” she said finally, “then it’s already over.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting.”

She ended the call before he could say anything else.

For a moment, she stood there, phone still in her hand, listening to the hum of the refrigerator and the distant sound of traffic. Then she set it down carefully and reached for her keys.

Outside, the sun was already high. Too early for
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