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Chapter 1: The Scent of Rain and Ruin
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The dream was a hook, and it caught Wren Voss behind the eyes, yanking her from the thin, sweaty sleep of a Louisiana August night.

It wasn’t the usual dream—the faded photograph that replayed itself every few weeks, Elara on a tire swing, her laughter drifting through the humid air like a ghost that refused to fade. This was different.

This was now.

In the dream, Wren stood in a hallway where the air was thick enough to chew. The walls were stained concrete, dark and weeping, the color of old bruises. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead with a sick, buzzing hum, casting shadows that stretched and recoiled like living things. The smell was overwhelming: mildew, stagnant water, and something metallic beneath it, vaguely sweet. Old blood. The scent of slow, inevitable decay.

And Elara was there.

Not the ten-year-old girl with scraped knees and a gap-toothed grin Wren tried so hard to remember, but the seventeen-year-old version—the one she had last seen. Her sister stood at the far end of the corridor, pressed against a wall of grimy, wire-reinforced glass. Damp hair clung to her forehead. Her eyes were wide, terrified, locked on Wren’s face. She wore the same faded blue T-shirt she’d disappeared in.

“Wren.”

Elara’s voice was a raw whisper, yet it cut cleanly through the buzzing lights and the oppressive silence. It wasn’t a plea.

It was a command.

“Find me.”

The floor beneath Wren’s feet rippled. Concrete softened, turning viscous, dark, swallowing water. She tried to run—tried to reach her sister—but her legs were leaden, sinking. The hallway stretched, warped into impossible geometry, the distance between them growing no matter how hard she fought.

Elara’s face blurred. Her features dissolved like watercolor in rain.

The smell intensified, flooding Wren’s lungs, choking her.

“Wren!”

She gasped awake.

The darkness of her bedroom hit like a physical blow—a sudden, silent void after the dream’s cacophony. Her heart hammered against her ribs, too loud, too fast. She was drenched in sweat, her T-shirt plastered to her skin.

For a disorienting moment, she couldn’t separate dream from reality.

The scent was still there.

Faint, but unmistakable—the damp, earthy smell of wet concrete and rot. It clung to the air of her small bedroom like a phantom presence, an intrusion from a place she had never been.

Wren sat up, breath coming in ragged bursts, and ran a trembling hand through her tangled brown hair. Terror clung to her, sticky and sharp, tangled with guilt. Seven years. Seven years of silence. A police report that went cold. Parents who aged a decade in a single year before retreating into a brittle quiet. Seven years of carrying the unspoken accusation that she, the older sister, should have known. Should have done something.

Her gaze drifted to the nightstand.

Her breath caught.

Beside the glass of water she remembered setting there was something that hadn’t been there when she went to sleep.

A seashell.

The shell wasn’t just a keepsake. Grand Isle had its own old story—that the sea could hold on to what people tried to drown. Elara used to say spirals were pockets where sound and memory got caught, caught and carried back on the tide. Wren had laughed then. Now, with the shell warm against her palm, the joke didn’t feel like a joke at all.

Wren forced herself to remember the one rule Elara had always said like it was a joke and a warning: the shell didn’t answer to what you *wanted*. It answered to what was true.

Elara’s rule-of-thumb had been simple: the shell only answered to what was true. When the Hollow tried to sweeten a lie, the spiral burned hot—an anchor, not a key.

Small, pearlescent, spiraled—a perfect specimen, the kind tourists paid too much for in beachfront gift shops. But Wren knew this shell. She knew it with a certainty that chilled her more deeply than the dream.

Grand Isle. A weekend trip when she was twelve and Elara was nine. Hours spent combing the beach. Elara holding the shell up like a trophy, declaring it her treasure from the bottom of the world.

Wren had forgotten it completely.

And yet here it was—solid, real, waiting in the pre-dawn gloom. A piece of a memory she hadn’t remembered remembering.

Her fingers hovered over the shell. The rational part of her mind—the part that had earned a business degree and survived a soul-crushing marketing job in New Orleans—scrambled for explanations. Coincidence. Sleepwalking. Misremembering.

But the other part of her knew better.

This was a message.

Brackish Hollow specialized in forgetting.

The town sank inch by inch into the marsh, and its people sank with it, their histories eroding like the coastline. They forgot storms. They forgot failures. They forgot people. Elara’s disappearance had been handled the same way—weeks of searching, a few solemn news reports, and then nothing. The town shrugged and turned away, as if remembering too hard might invite the swamp to claim them all.

Wren had left for college and never planned to return. Her father’s heart attack a year ago had tethered her back to this dying place and its suffocating silences.

She picked up the shell.

It was cool. Impossibly smooth.

As her thumb traced the spiral, an image flared behind her eyes—not a memory, but something else. The same decaying hallway, viewed from another angle. The sensation of being watched. Of walls aware of her presence.

A predatory intelligence.

Nausea rolled through her.

This wasn’t grief. This wasn’t memory.

It was a connection.

Anger flared hot against the cold fear. She was tired of ghosts. Tired of the town’s quiet lies. Tired of accepting the easiest story—that Elara had run away. Elara had been sad, yes, sensitive and withdrawn, but she wasn’t a runner. She would never have left without saying goodbye.

The dream had changed everything.

Elara wasn’t a memory. She was a presence.

And she was calling.

Wren swung her legs out of bed, bare feet hitting the cool wooden floor. Resolve stirred—something long dormant beneath layers of cynicism and survival. This was her fault. She had let them forget. Let them bury her sister beneath polite silence.

That ended now.

The goal was terrifyingly clear: find the source of the dream. Find the place. Find the truth.

The obstacles were many. Brackish Hollow didn’t tolerate questions. The police had perfected apathy years ago. She had no allies, no leverage. Just her name and the weight of a past everyone wanted erased.

But she had direction.

The dream hadn’t been vague. It had been precise. A building at the marsh’s edge, where the land softened and the air turned sour.

She crossed the room and pulled back the curtain.

Dawn bled slowly into the sky, a bruised purple fading into gray. The marsh stirred, alive with insects and damp breath. Through the hanging moss and early fog stood a silhouette—rectangular, wrong. Too rigid to be trees. Too abandoned to be anything else.

The dream hadn’t just been a message.

It was a map.

And she knew—with a certainty that settled deep in her bones—that the hallway from her nightmare existed inside that building. The place old maps didn’t name. The place spoken of only in whispers.

The Brackish Hollow Sanitarium.

The name surfaced unbidden, forbidden knowledge clawing its way into consciousness. The dream. The shell. The smell.

Elara wasn’t lost.

She was trapped.

And she was waiting.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Hush of the Hollow
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The certainty sat in Wren Voss’s chest like a cold anchor, dragging her breath shallow in the humid dawn. The dream hadn’t been a dream. It had been a summons. The seashell in her pocket was proof. The building at the edge of the marsh was the destination.

Seven years of unanswered questions—of polite nods, hollow sympathies, and well-meaning advice to move on—evaporated in the face of that truth. Elara wasn’t gone.

She was waiting.

And Wren was done being the sister who stayed behind.

First, she needed something solid—information not born of nightmare and fear. She needed to test the town’s silence, to press on the bruise of its collective memory and see what bled. She dressed quickly in worn jeans and a T-shirt, the fabric already clinging in the thick heat, and slipped the seashell into her pocket. It rested cool against her thigh, a small, steady weight.

The Gator’s Bite was the only place in Brackish Hollow that served anything hotter than day-old coffee and lukewarm suspicion. It squatted on what passed for Main Street, a sagging cinder-block building with a flickering neon sign missing half its letters—The Gator’s ite. The parking lot was cracked asphalt and oil stains, scattered with a few dusty pickups and sedans.

Wren parked beside them and cut the engine. The ticking silence that followed felt final.

When she pushed through the glass door, the world stopped.

Conversation didn’t fade—it snapped off. The low hum of voices died as if someone had cut a wire. A dozen heads turned in unison. Eyes fixed on her, hard and unreadable. The air smelled of bacon grease and burnt coffee, thickened now by something sharper: judgment.

She felt it like pressure against her skin.

Wren forced herself forward, boots sticking faintly to the grimy linoleum. She slid onto a stool at the counter. The cracked red vinyl groaned beneath her. Behind the counter, Martha wiped the same spot of Formica with a damp rag, her attention fixed anywhere but Wren. The cloth squeaked wetly, the only sound in the room.

“Morning, Martha,” Wren said. Her voice sounded too loud. “Coffee, please.”

Martha didn’t look up.

She scrubbed harder.

Finally, she sighed, long and weary, tossed the rag aside, and filled a mug without ceremony. She slammed it down. Coffee sloshed over the rim and hissed against the counter.

“Anything else?” Martha asked flatly.

Wren wrapped her hands around the mug, grateful for the warmth. The coffee tasted burnt and bitter—familiar. She let the silence stretch, then turned slightly on her stool.

“I’m looking for answers,” she said. “It’s been seven years.”

From the corner booth, Jedediah Cain lifted his eyes. Old as the marsh itself, his skin leathered, his gaze pale and cold.

“Some things are best left alone,” he said quietly.

“I’m not asking for trouble,” Wren replied. “I’m asking about my sister.”

A man at
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