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Prologue – The First Sign

The night air was thick with summer heat, the kind that clung to your skin and made the world feel restless.

The house was quiet.

Inside, lights were off, doors locked, the family asleep after a long day. From the outside, it looked like any peaceful suburban home—soft porch light glowing, shadows stretching across the yard.

But someone was watching.

From the edge of the property line, just beyond the trees, a figure lingered in the darkness. Still. Patient.

Observing.

A faint glow from a phone screen briefly illuminated a face before disappearing again into shadow. Notes were being taken. Patterns observed. Small details recorded—who came and went, which lights turned off first, how long the backyard stayed quiet.

Careful. Calculated.

Inside the house, a door creaked softly as the eldest walked down the hallway for a glass of water. She paused for a moment near the kitchen window, sensing something she couldn’t quite explain.

A feeling.

The kind that makes the back of your neck prickle.

She glanced outside into the darkness.

Nothing.

Just trees swaying gently in the warm night breeze.

After a moment she shrugged the feeling off and turned away, leaving the kitchen light glowing faintly behind her.

Outside, the watcher remained perfectly still.

Patient.

Because some games didn’t begin with confrontation.

Some began with observation.

And tonight... the first move had already been made.

Chapter 1
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The First Sun
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The sun hung low in the sky, warm and golden, casting long shadows across the yard. The smell of grilled food mixed with the faint scent of sunscreen and lake water, and laughter bounced between the house and the pool.

The eldest leaned back on a lounge chair, her notebook closed for the first time all week. Her BFF splashed beside the pool, carefree and laughing. Music played softly from portable speakers.

“Come on,” the BFF called, grinning. “I bet you can’t hit me with the water gun from here!”

The eldest rolled her eyes but couldn’t help laughing as she reached for her own water gun. Life had felt... normal again. Safe.

After everything with Black Pine Lodge—after the fear, the whispers, the nights that stretched too long—this was what she had missed.

Her parents watched from the patio, sipping wine and chatting with the BFF’s parents. The conversation flowed easily, filled with jokes, shared stories, and the kind of laughter that didn’t carry caution in it.

And yet... not everything felt right.

The eldest noticed the BFF’s eyes flick toward the tree line, then back to her—sharp and calculating for just a moment too long. A subtle weight, a shadow she couldn’t quite name, passed between them.

Later, while drying off, the BFF pulled her aside.

“Hey... want to see something cool?”

Her voice was eager, almost conspiratorial.

Curiosity sparked, and the eldest nodded. That was when the first hints of trouble began—tiny, almost invisible—but enough to make her chest tighten.

Something about the way her BFF’s parents watched her, and how the neighborhood seemed unusually quiet that day, made her instincts sharpen.

Unseen by the family, a car idled down the street. Its driver sat silently, scanning, noting every movement. The sun reflected off the windshield, hiding the eyes inside.

Silent.

And somewhere far away, Black Pine Lodge waited.

Watching.

Patient.

Because even though the house had been “finished,” some things—some people—were never truly done.
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Little Title

The eldest followed the BFF down the side of the house toward the garage. The summer air was warm, the scent of fresh-cut grass heavy, but her stomach had twisted into knots.

“Check this out,” the BFF said, pulling something from her backpack.

She held up a small translucent bag filled with white powder, displaying it like a trophy.

The eldest froze. Her pulse quickened.

“What... what is that?”

“Just some stuff to make things fun,” the BFF said, flashing a grin that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You in or out?”

The eldest shook her head, stepping back.

“No. I don’t... I can’t. This isn’t—this isn’t me.”

The BFF’s grin faltered, replaced with something sharper.

“You think you’re better than me? That your parents are perfect?” Her voice dropped lower, almost conspiratorial. “You want to live safe all your life? Or do you want to actually do something?”

Before the eldest could answer, the BFF’s boyfriend appeared from around the corner carrying towels.

Relief washed over her. He was steady. Grounding. A reminder of normal in the swirl of chaos she didn’t quite understand.

“Hey,” he said quietly but firmly. “Back off. This isn’t your game. Leave her alone.”

The BFF’s eyes flashed with anger.

“Whatever,” she muttered, slamming the backpack closed. “Your choice. But don’t act like you’re better than me. You’re exactly where you’re told to be.”

The eldest watched her walk away, a cold dread curling in her chest. She knew she had just dodged something—something that could easily spiral out of control.

Later that night, when the house had quieted and the lights dimmed, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched.

Not by the BFF.  

Not by the neighbors.

But by something else.

Something lingering. Something patient.

Black Pine Lodge, distant and silent, had taught her that fear wasn’t always loud. Sometimes it crept in quietly, around the edges, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

And somehow... She knew that moment was coming.
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Little Title

Somewhere across town, in a house that appeared ordinary, the gang leader and his wife sat on their porch. The summer night air was heavy with the scent of barbecue smoke from their own dinner.

But their attention wasn’t on the sunset or the garden.

It was on a screen.

A small, discreet camera feed captured the Doctor and Attorney’s home. The BFF and her daughter were visible, laughing in the pool. Towels were scattered across the deck, and the soft glow of string lights outlined the yard.

“She’s close,” the gang leader muttered, his voice low, almost a growl. His eyes narrowed. “Closer than we expected. The girl... she’s with them all the time now.”

His wife sipped her soda slowly, keeping her expression neutral.

“So what do we do?” she asked quietly. “She’s still young. She doesn’t understand yet. If we push... it could blow everything.”

The gang leader’s jaw tightened.

“Then we watch. We wait. Every detail counts. Everything they do, everything they trust... we mark it. And when the time is right—we’ll make them regret thinking they could escape us.”

His wife glanced at him, unease flickering in her eyes.

“I just... I want her to be safe. All of this—our daughter, her brother... it’s too dangerous to stir the hornet’s nest.”

He turned sharply, his voice edged with warning.

“Safe? Safe doesn’t exist anymore. Not for her. Not for anyone who crosses us. We control what happens next.”

Back at the Doctor and Attorney’s home, unaware of the watching eyes, the eldest stared out at the backyard, her heart pounding.

Somewhere deep inside, she felt the weight of attention she couldn’t place. It was instinct—a lingering memory from the lakehouse.

She shivered.

And far away, in the quiet night, someone else was listening too.

The caretaker.

Tucked away in the shadows of Black Pine Lodge, watching, noting, remembering.

The Lodge had not forgotten.

The threads were tightening.

Little Title

The next weekend, the BFF arrived at the Doctor and Attorney’s home, a backpack slung casually over her shoulder, sunglasses hiding half her face.

The eldest greeted her at the door with a smile, unaware of the calculating look behind those lenses.

“Hey! Come on in. Everyone’s out by the pool,” the eldest said, laughing.

The BFF stepped inside, tilting her head slightly as her eyes scanned the house, as if taking quiet mental notes.

“Cool house. Really cool,” she said. “You guys have everything here.”

She dropped her backpack and smirked.

“Mind if I borrow the kitchen for a sec? Gotta... make something for my little sister.”

The eldest followed her into the kitchen, not noticing how deliberate the BFF’s movements were. Almost choreographed.

She opened the fridge and casually searched through the snacks while whispering small suggestions—little nudges toward rebellion, hints at breaking rules, tiny sparks meant to ignite curiosity and risk.

“Hey,” she said softly, “you know... you could sell some of these at school. Make a little cash. Your parents never need to know.”

The eldest froze for a moment, her heart racing.

She knew it was wrong. She knew it.

But the thrill of secrecy, the pull of the forbidden, tugged at her thoughts.
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