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Chapter 1: The Shared Location
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My thumb hovered over the glass screen, leaving a smudge of sweat on the map.

Chris’s phone icon wasn't moving. It was supposed to be bouncing along the highway toward O'Hare airport, heading to some corporate retreat he didn’t want to go to. Instead, the little blue pulse was stuck. It sat dead-center on a patch of gray-green topography that made my stomach drop so hard I felt the acid hit the back of my throat. 44 Blackwood Lane.

The app called it "unincorporated land." I called it the place where the skin melted off my left shoulder while I listened to my mother scream through a basement window.

I sat up in bed, the sheets suddenly feeling tight around my legs like wet bandages. The house was freezing, but my chest felt hot. I tried to convince myself it was a glitch. The GPS was bouncing off a cell tower. A satellite error. Anything.

But then I saw the battery percentage next to his name: 84%. Active.

I dialed his number. The ring didn't even finish before the mechanical voice cut in, telling me the user was unavailable. I hit redial. Same thing. He was rejecting the calls.

Fifteen years I spent scrubbing the smell of smoke out of my mind. I changed my last name. I moved three towns over. I married a man who sold medical equipment and watched baseball on Sundays because he felt safe. He felt normal.

Now, his blue dot was sitting right in the middle of the ashes. And he wasn't picking up.
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Chapter 2: The Drive to the Ruins
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The steering wheel felt freezing against my palms, but I couldn't stop my hands from shaking. The highway was empty at 2:00 AM, just the hypnotic rhythm of the yellow lane lines cutting through the dark.

Every mile closer to Blackwood Lane felt like breathing in dust.

I kept my phone propped in the cup holder. Chris’s blue icon hadn't budged. He was still there, parked on a ghost address. My mind kept looping, trying to find a normal explanation. Maybe his car broke down? But why would he take the old back roads to the airport? Why wouldn't he answer my calls?

When I finally turned onto the dirt road leading to the property, the headlights cut through the thick pine trees. The gravel crunched loud under my tires, a sound that used to mean my father was coming home. My chest tightened.

I rounded the final bend, and the headlights swept across the clearing.

The remains of the house were just black, jagged teeth sticking out of the overgrown weeds. But right there, parked right where our front porch used to be, was Chris’s silver SUV.

The engine was off. The headlights were dead.

And Chris was nowhere to be seen.
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Chapter 3: Searching the SUV
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The door handle of Chris’s SUV clicked loud in the quiet woods. It wasn’t locked.

That was the first thing that felt wrong. Chris was obsessive about locking things. He checked the front door of our house three times every night before bed. Leaving his car wide open in the middle of nowhere felt like a crack in reality.

The interior smelled like him—coffee grounds, peppermint gum, and the leather of his work jacket. It was a normal smell that didn't belong in this dead place.

"Chris?" I whispered, my voice sounding thin and small against the dark trees.

No answer. Just the wind scraping through the pines.

I leaned inside and hit the overhead light button. Nothing happened. He had manually turned off the interior lights. He wanted the car dark.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I popped the glove box. Just the registration and a tire gauge. I checked the center console. Quarters, a charging cord, a half-eaten pack of mints. Then, my hand brushed against something heavy under the passenger seat.

I pulled it out.

It was a thick, yellowed manila folder. I opened it under the weak glow of my phone screen.

My breath caught. Spilled across the passenger seat were photocopies of old newspaper clippings from fifteen years ago. “Local Couple Perishes in Tragic Arson.” “Surviving Daughter, 12, Hospitalized.”

But it wasn't just the news articles. Taped to the back of the folder was a handwritten timeline of the night of the fire, mapped out minute by minute in Chris’s neat, architectural handwriting.

At the very bottom of the page, underlined so hard the pen had torn through the paper, was a single sentence:

The fire wasn't meant for the parents. It was meant for Maya.

––––––––
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🍽️ CHAPTER 4: THE MICRO-Confrontation

The sound of chicken sizzling in the pan should have been comforting. It was a Tuesday night routine. Chris sat at the kitchen island, his laptop open, his fingers tapping rhythmically against the keys as he finalized a sales report.

He looked exactly like the man I had loved for three years. He wore his favorite faded gray sweater. He had a slight smudge of ink on his thumb.

"Smells amazing, babe," he said without looking up from the screen.

My hand shook slightly as I used the wooden spoon to stir the garlic. My left shoulder—the one with the tight, shiny scar tissue—felt incredibly hot under my shirt.

"Chris?" I said, keeping my voice level, smooth, and perfectly casual.

"Yeah?" He hit a key, then finally looked up. His eyes were clear, warm, and completely open. There was no malice in them. No hidden shadows. It was the face of a man who worried about the mortgage and took the trash out on time.

"I was thinking about doing some driving this weekend," I said, turning around to lean against the counter. I wiped my hands on a dish towel, pretending to care about a stray water spot. "Maybe heading out toward the old county line. Near Oakhaven."

The tapping of his fingers stopped.

It was a fraction of a second delay. A tiny, microscopic hitch in his breathing. If I hadn't been staring directly at his chest, I would have missed the way his ribs went completely rigid under the wool of his sweater.

"Oakhaven?" he repeated. His voice didn't change pitch, but his eyes narrowed just enough to create a tiny crease between his eyebrows. "Why would you want to go out there? There's nothing but dead cornfields and truck stops."

"I don't know," I said, forcing a small, hollow laugh. "I just... I had a dream about the old back roads last night. Blackwood Lane. It made me realize I haven't been back to see the property in fifteen years."

Chris slowly closed his laptop. He didn't slam it. He lowered the screen with a deliberate, agonizing slowness until the magnet clicked shut.

He stood up from the stool and walked around the island. Every step he took toward me felt like a countdown. My fingers clamped tightly onto the wooden spoon behind my back, using the physical pain of the wood digging into my palm to keep myself from screaming.

He stopped right in front of me, reaching out to gently take the dish towel from my hands. He placed it on the counter, then wrapped his fingers softly around my wrists. His hands were warm. Normal.

"Maya," he said, his voice dropping into that low, protective register that used to make me feel completely safe. "We talked about this with your therapist. Going back to the ashes isn't going to heal the trauma. It’s just going to poke at the old wounds."

He leaned down, pressing his forehead gently against mine.

"You don't need to dig up the past," he whispered against my skin. "The people who hurt you out there are gone. You have a safe house now. You have me. Let the dead stay buried."

I looked past his shoulder, my eyes locking onto the dark reflection in the kitchen window.

He wasn't comforting me. He was giving me an order.
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Chapter 5: The Wiretap


[image: ]


The digital clock on the nightstand read 3:14 AM.

Beside me, Chris’s breathing was heavy, slow, and perfectly even. He was deep asleep, one arm draped over his eyes to block out the faint moonlight spilling through the window blinds.

I lay frozen, staring at the ceiling, waiting for my heart to stop rattling against my ribs.

Slowly, millimeter by millimeter, I slid my legs out from under the heavy duvet. The cold hardwood floor bit into the soles of my bare feet. I didn't breathe. I didn't look back at him. I just reached out and slipped his phone off the charging pad on his side of the bed.

The screen flashed to life, casting a harsh, pale blue light over the room.

I carried the phone into the master bathroom, closing the door until it clicked softly into place. I sat on the closed lid of the toilet, my hands shaking so badly the phone almost slipped through my fingers.

I held the device up to my face. The front camera scanned my eyes, blinked red, and read: Face ID Not Recognized.

Of course. But I knew his passcode. It was our anniversary—a four-digit number that used to represent safety. I punched it in: 1-0-1-4.

The home screen opened.

I bypassed his work emails and text messages, going straight to his battery usage and background applications. My finger scrolled rapidly through the code until I found a hidden, encrypted messaging app disguised as a standard
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