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For those who refuse to let the truth stay buried.
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Chapter One – The Anniversary
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Josh Turner slumped into the corner of his couch as rain tapped steadily against the apartment windows.

The television played in the background, filling the room with meaningless noise. Commercials. Weather forecasts. Political arguments. Josh barely paid attention.

Outside, lightning flashed across the dark sky.

The apartment briefly glowed white before sinking back into shadow.

Josh scrolled through his phone.

Another post.

Another advertisement.

Another reminder that everyone else seemed to be moving forward while he remained stuck in place.

The commercial break ended.

The local news returned.

"Today marks six years since the tragic Brainwood High School fire—"

Josh immediately reached for the remote.

Click.

A sports channel.

"Tonight's game between—"

Click.

A cooking show.

"The secret ingredient is—"

Click.

Another news station.

"Families gathered earlier today to remember those lost in the Brainwood—"

Josh muted the television entirely.

The silence felt better.

For a moment.

Then he looked back down at his phone.

That was a mistake.

The anniversary had infected everything.

Social media was flooded with memorial posts.

Candles.

Old photographs.

Messages of support.

People who hadn't thought about Brainwood High in years suddenly acting as if they carried the tragedy with them every day.

Josh kept scrolling.

A group photo appeared on his screen.

Four students.

Two teachers.

The caption underneath read:

R.I.P. Brainwood High Victims.

Never Forgotten.

Josh's thumb froze.

He stared at the smiling faces.

Some of them were gone.

Some of them should have been growing older alongside him.

Instead, they existed only in photographs.

His chest tightened.

He scrolled again.

A memorial announcement appeared.

A picture of the abandoned school sat behind rows of candles.

The caption read:

Join us as we remember the victims of the Brainwood High School fire.

March 26th.

5:00–7:00 PM.

Josh almost kept scrolling.

Then something caught his attention.

A list of attendees.

Parents.

Teachers.

Former students.

Community members.

He scanned the names absentmindedly.

Scott Taylor.

Samantha Jenkins.

Andrew Peterson.

Then he stopped.

Evelyn Hart.

Josh blinked.

He read the name again.

Evelyn Hart.

A strange feeling settled into his stomach.

Not excitement.

Not exactly.

Something older.

Something he hadn't felt in years.

He remembered sitting in the back of her classroom.

He remembered her helping students after class.

He remembered the fire.

The memory hit like a punch.

Smoke.

Screaming.

Chaos.

Josh immediately locked his phone.

His breathing felt uneven.

Outside, thunder rolled across the sky.

The room seemed smaller than before.

Six years.

Six years had passed and somehow the memories still waited beneath the surface.

Waiting for the wrong name.

The wrong photograph.

The wrong day.

Josh stood from the couch and crossed the room.

Rain streaked down the glass.

The town beyond his apartment looked quiet.

Normal.

As if nothing terrible had ever happened there.

As if Brainwood High had never existed.

As if people hadn't died.

His phone buzzed.

Another memorial post.

Another reminder.

Josh ignored it.

He turned off the television.

The room fell completely silent.

A few minutes later he climbed into bed.

The darkness offered no comfort.

He closed his eyes.

But the anniversary followed him there too.

And somewhere in the back of his mind, one name refused to leave.

Evelyn Hart.
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Chapter Two – Old Ghosts 
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Josh checked his phone as he stood outside his apartment building.

4:45 p.m.

The memorial service would start in fifteen minutes.

He slipped the phone back into his pocket and pulled his hood a little lower as a cold breeze swept through the parking lot.

Rainwater clung to the pavement from an earlier storm. Puddles reflected the gray sky overhead as he started walking.

The town seemed different this time of year.

Every anniversary brought the same thing.

Memorial banners.

News coverage.

Social media posts.

People remember.

Or pretending to.

Josh shoved his hands into his pockets and continued down the sidewalk.

One name kept returning to him.

Evelyn Hart.

Six years.

He hadn't seen her in six years.

Not since graduation.

Not since before everything changed.

The thought made him uncomfortable.

He wasn't sure why.

A banner stretched across the front of a nearby office building.

SIX YEARS REMEMBERED.

Josh looked away.

The farther he walked, the more he wondered if attending the memorial was a mistake.

Maybe it was better to leave the past alone.

Maybe some things weren't worth reopening.

Still, his feet carried him forward.

A few minutes later he stepped into the Library Café.

Warm air greeted him immediately.

The smell of coffee and old books filled the room.

Only a handful of customers sat scattered throughout the café.

Josh brushed rainwater from his sleeve and glanced around.

Then he saw her.

Evelyn Hart.

She sat near the window with a book open in front of her.

Long dark hair rested across her shoulders.

A coffee cup sat beside her untouched.

She looked older than he remembered.

Not old.

Just different.

Like life had happened.

Josh immediately looked away.

Maybe she wouldn't notice him.

He started walking toward the back of the café.

"Josh?"

He froze.

For a second he considered pretending he hadn't heard her.

Then he turned.

Evelyn smiled.

"Wow."

He laughed awkwardly.

"What?"

"You got older."

Josh shook his head.

"I should hope so."

That earned a small laugh from her.

For the first time, the tension eased.

"How have you been?" she asked.

The question sounded genuine.

Not polite.

Not forced.

Genuine.

Josh shrugged.

"Still figuring life out."

"Aren't we all?"

For a moment neither spoke.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

The silence wasn't uncomfortable.

It surprised him how easy talking to her felt.

Then he remembered why he was there.

"The memorial," he said. "Are you going?"

Her smile faded slightly.

Just enough for him to notice.

"I usually try not to."

Josh studied her expression.

There was something there.

Pain.

Regret.

Maybe both.

"You and Caleb used to sit in the back corner of my classroom," Evelyn said.

Josh blinked.

"You remember that?"

"Of course I do."

The answer came quickly.

Too quickly.

Like she hadn't forgotten anything.

Josh looked down for a moment.

"Do you remember many people from that class?"

"Some."

He hesitated.

Then asked the question.

"What about Lydia Mercer?"

The change was immediate.

Evelyn's posture stiffened.

Only for a second.

But it happened.

Josh saw it.

Something flashed across her face.

Fear.

Recognition.

Then it was gone.

"No," she said.

The answer felt rehearsed.

Josh couldn't explain why.

It just did.

A silence settled between them.

Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance.

Evelyn glanced toward the window before looking back at him.

"It was good seeing you again."

"You too."

Josh started to leave.

"Wait."

He turned.

Evelyn reached into her purse and pulled out a small slip of paper.

She handed it to him.

"My number."

Josh stared at it.

"You don't have to use it."

The faint smile returned.

"But if you ever need someone to talk to..."

She didn't finish the sentence.

She didn't have to.

Josh folded the paper carefully and slipped it into his pocket.

"Thanks."

Evelyn nodded.

Then returned to her book.

The conversation was over.

But the strange feeling remained.

As Josh stepped back into the rain, he pulled the paper from his pocket.

610-999-4682.

He stared at the number for several seconds.

Then folded it again.

By the time he reached home, the rain had started falling harder.

He placed the slip of paper on top of his dresser.

For some reason, he couldn't stop thinking about two things.

Evelyn's reaction.

And Lydia Mercer.
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Chapter Three – The Missing Name 
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Josh stared at the slip of paper resting on his nightstand.

Evelyn Hart.

610-999-4682.

The numbers shouldn't have mattered.

Yet somehow they did.

Rain tapped softly against the apartment windows while the glow from a nearby streetlamp stretched across the ceiling.

Josh rolled onto his side.

Sleep wasn't coming.

Not tonight.

Eventually he reached toward the bottom drawer of his nightstand and pulled out an old yearbook.

The cover felt worn beneath his fingertips.

Dust clung to the edges.

He hadn't opened it in years.

For a moment he simply stared at it.

Then he opened it.

The smell of old paper immediately filled the room.

Faces from another life looked back at him.

Classmates.

Teachers.

People who once felt permanent.

Josh flipped through the pages slowly.

A football team.

A science club.

A school dance.

Memories he wasn't sure he wanted anymore.

Then he stopped.

Caleb Ross.

The familiar photograph made his chest tighten.

Caleb's grin looked exactly the same.

Beneath the picture, a handwritten message stretched across the page.

Don't screw up after high school.

Josh laughed quietly.

Then the laugh disappeared.

Caleb never got the chance to see what happened after high school.

A lump formed in his throat.

He turned the page.

More faces.

More names.

Then another photograph caught his attention.

Lydia Mercer.

Josh frowned.

The name felt familiar.

Not because he knew her well.

Because he remembered hearing it.

That night.

Smoke.

Screaming.

Someone yelling for Lydia.

The memory flashed through his mind
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