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Chapter 1: Smoke and Missing Minutes


[image: ]


Evie’s fingers hooked around my wrist like she could keep me attached to the world by force. “Upstairs,” I hissed, and it wasn’t a plan so much as a reflex. Bracken Hollow had that way of making every hallway feel like a question with teeth, and the downstairs air had turned thick, wrong, like someone poured pressure into it.

We took the steps two at a time. The stairs complained loudly, every board announcing us like it wanted credit for what happened next. My shoulder clipped the banister and the whole railing shuddered, slick with old varnish and damp, and I had the stupid thought that even the house felt clammy, like it was sweating in anticipation.

Evie didn’t slow down. She never did when fear showed up. Fear only sharpened her. Her breath was hot at my back, and even in the dark I could feel her eyes on me, like she was waiting for my mouth to do what it always did, to crack a line and make terror feel stupid.

Not this time.

We hit the landing. My bedroom door was there, left side, familiar like a bad habit. I shoved it open and dragged her in. The room smelled like paper and smoke and the detergent June used, which made me hate how comforting it was. My bed was a rumpled mess. My desk was a leaning tower of notebooks and half-truths.

“Under,” I whispered, already dropping to my knees.

Evie blinked at me like I’d suggested we hide in a toaster.

“Seriously?”

“Unless you want the Dark to get a better look at you,” I muttered, and that did it. She slid down fast, skirts and elbows and attitude, and we wriggled under the bed together.

Dust immediately coated my tongue. Springs creaked above us. The space was tight enough that my shoulder pressed into hers, and the heat of her body was the only normal thing in the whole cursed house.

Footsteps thundered on the stairs outside. The others. Panic in motion. Doors slamming. Someone whispering someone else’s name like saying it louder might make it real.

Then, all at once, everything stopped.

Not fading. Not settling.

Stopped like a hand snapped shut over the world.

The silence landed so hard my ears rang. Even the house’s usual noises vanished, no shifting boards, no dripping, no wind. It wasn’t quiet, it was absence, like someone erased sound with an eraser that squeaked but didn’t leave a mark.

Evie’s grip tightened on my sleeve. I felt her swallow. It sounded obscene in that quiet.

Her lips brushed close to my ear and she tried, because she couldn’t help herself, because she was Evie even with death breathing through the walls.

“If we die under your bed,” she whispered, barely sound at all, “I just want you to know... this is not how I pictured our first time.”

My mind went completely white.

Blank. Like someone kicked the cord out of my brain.

I turned my head toward her, eyes wide, and she was grinning in the dark like a criminal who’d just stolen a car. There was fear behind it, sure, but also that rebellious spark, the part of her that flirted like it was a weapon.

“You are impossible,” I mouthed.

“I’m unforgettable,” she mouthed back.

I tried to think of a comeback and got nothing but the sudden, sickening sensation of the air changing.

The pressure dropped.

Not a breeze. Not a chill. A physical dip, like the house and everyone in it fell one invisible stair. My ears popped. My stomach did that floating swoop that comes right before you hit ground.

A beat later, the power stuttered.

The lamp on my desk, which I didn’t remember turning on, flared to life. Too bright for a second, light pouring across the floorboards. Then it snapped off.

Then on again.

Not a normal flicker. A reset. Like something had reached into the wiring and rewritten the rules in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

And through that light, under the bed, I watched dust motes rise and spin like startled ghosts.

Evie’s fingers clamped over her mouth. Her other hand found mine and held it so hard it hurt. She was trembling, and the tremor ran straight into my bones.

Somewhere in the house, small and precise, came a click.

Like a pen cap snapping shut.

Like the end of a signature.

I wanted to say her name. I wanted to say anything. But words felt dangerous, like the house could hear them and file them away.

The window went from black to gray. Dawn seeped in, thin and exhausted, like the sun didn’t want to look at what had happened overnight.

For a moment, I thought we’d made it. That morning meant permission to breathe again.

Then my mind did something I still can’t forgive it for.

It skipped.

Not like falling asleep. Not like blinking.

Like a tape with a section chewed out.

One second I was under the bed, Evie’s hand welded to mine, dawn turning the room the color of bruises.

The next second—

I was on my feet in the hallway and I couldn’t tell you how I got there.

The next second—

we were downstairs, and I could hear June’s voice somewhere, sharp and urgent, and Morrow’s boots, and Etta’s dry mutter like she’d been expecting this for years.

The next second—

we were outside, running.

Not walking. Not sneaking. Running like the world behind us had finally decided to chase.

The road to June’s Diner was a smear of cold air and pounding feet. I remember the taste of iron in my mouth, the way my lungs burned, the sound of Evie’s breath beside me like she refused to be left behind. I remember June grabbing someone’s sleeve, yanking them forward, swearing under her breath. I remember Morrow’s hand in the small of Evie’s back, guiding, controlling, terrified.

And then the memory shuddered again, like a film reel catching.

Because suddenly I was standing in the diner’s parking lot with everyone else, and I didn’t remember arriving.

June’s Diner glowed like a stubborn lighthouse, lights still on because June didn’t believe in closing just because the world got weird. The big front windows reflected our faces, wild-eyed, soot-smeared, not quite convinced we were real. People were talking, voices overlapping, words like “what happened” and “are we all here” and “where’s—”

Something in my chest tightened. A thought rose through the fog with claws.

Rhett.

His bag.

His lantern.

It hit me like grief does, sudden and physical. Like my body remembered before my mind did.

“I gotta get Rhett’s bag,” I said, and the words came out too calm for how insane they were.

Evie’s head snapped toward me. “Cassian, no.”

“It’s all I have left,” I said, and I hated that my voice cracked on the last word. I hated it because it was true, because it meant the armor slipped.

Evie grabbed my arm, nails digging in. “We just got out.”

“I’ll be right back,” I told her, and the second the sentence left my mouth I knew it sounded like a lie people tell right before they vanish.

Her eyes flashed with anger and fear. “Don’t—”

But I was already moving.

The world blurred again as I ran. The cold slapped my face. The sky was still that dead dawn-gray. The silhouette of Bracken Hollow rose at the end of the road like a rotten tooth against the treeline.

And above it—

lightning tore the sky open.

A jagged white line, loud enough to shake my bones, and for a fraction of a second Bracken Hollow was lit up from the inside like a lantern itself, every window flashing bright, every corner exposed.

Then the sound hit.

And fire followed like it had been waiting.

The house didn’t just catch. It ignited.

Flames crawled fast, hungry, eating roofline and porch and the old dry bones of the place like it was kindling built for this exact purpose.

I remember sprinting. I remember the heat hitting my face before I reached the door. I remember the smell, that sharp gasoline-adjacent stink of burning varnish and old wood and something darker underneath, like the house was burning secrets too.

I remember getting inside.

I remember finding Rhett’s bag where I’d left it, grabbing it like it could anchor me, yanking the strap over my shoulder. I remember Rhett’s lantern, heavy and familiar, and the way my hands shook when I picked it up, like I could feel him in the metal and glass.

I remember thinking, absurdly, that if I saved the lantern I’d saved him.

The smoke came fast. Thick. Mean. It rolled down the hallway and swallowed air.

I turned to leave.

And the door refused to be a door.

It didn’t just stick. It felt wrong. Like the frame had shifted an inch while I wasn’t looking. Like the house had decided it was done letting people choose their exits.

I yanked. I slammed my shoulder into it. It didn’t budge.

Heat swelled behind me, and the smoke thickened until the world narrowed to a tunnel of pain and coughs.

I tried another route. A window. A back door. Anything.

Every path felt like it led to the same wall.

The house groaned, deep and old, and in the roar of fire I heard something else, something that didn’t belong in a burning building.

That same small click.

Precise.

Satisfied.

Then the world became smoke and my lungs became useless and my knees hit the floor like the house had taken my strings.

The next thing I knew with any clarity was this:

June’s Diner, far away, windows glowing.

People outside it pointing.

A pillar of black smoke rising over the trees.

Evie’s face going white as she realized she didn’t see me anywhere on the lawn.

I wasn’t in the road.

I wasn’t stumbling out coughing.

I wasn’t there.

Which meant only one thing.

I was still inside.

Morrow didn’t hesitate. Not a second. Not even to argue with his daughter. He just snapped, “Stay here,” and his voice didn’t allow debate.

Evie shouted after him. June grabbed Evie’s arm. Etta stared into the smoke like she was watching a prophecy.

Morrow ran.

By the time he reached Bracken Hollow, flames were already chewing through the porch. He tried the front door and it wouldn’t open, and that should’ve been impossible in a fire because doors warp and pop and break, but this door sat there like a clenched jaw.

So Morrow broke a window.

Glass exploded inward. Heat blasted out.

He climbed through anyway.

He found me on the floor, half-curled, the lantern still in one hand like I’d tried to hold light in a house that wanted darkness. Rhett’s bag strap cut across my chest. My throat was raw. My lips tasted like blood.

Morrow hauled me up with a strength that felt like rage. Not at me. At the situation. At the house. At anything that thought it could take another person from him.

He dragged me through the broken window and out onto the front lawn.

Grass. Cold. Morning air.

My body hit the ground and I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel much of anything.

Above us Bracken Hollow roared, collapsing inward, sparks spiraling up like frantic fireflies.

Morrow dropped to his knees beside me and started compressions with the grim rhythm of a man refusing to let the universe win. “Come on,” he muttered, voice tight. “Come on.”

Footsteps pounded across the yard. Evie and June and the others, finally arriving, skidding to a stop at the edge of the lawn as if the heat itself was a barrier.

Evie’s voice cut through everything. “Cassian!” Someone shouted that the paramedics were here. Boots thundered. Equipment clattered.

Hands ripped my shirt open. Freezing air hit my bare chest and then there were pads pressed against skin, someone calling out numbers, someone’s voice too calm for this.

Evie stood there, eyes huge, staring at me like she could will me back into my body. And then... nothing. Not darkness like sleep. Something deeper. Like falling past the bottom of the world into a place where even fire couldn’t follow.

As Morrow’s hands kept moving over my heart and the house burned behind us, I felt the last thin thread of consciousness stretch and snap. And somewhere in that snap, the Dark was waiting to show me what it really was.
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Chapter 2: The Founding Hunger
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At first I thought I’d simply stopped existing.

Not in the dramatic, religious way people talk about when they want comfort. More like a lightbulb that finally burned out and didn’t get replaced. The fire, the lawn, Morrow’s hands pounding my chest, Evie’s voice cutting the air, all of it slid away until there was only silence again, that same unnatural absence that had snapped shut upstairs like the world had been edited.

Then the darkness changed.

It wasn’t Bracken Hollow’s darkness. It wasn’t nighttime. It was complete, deliberate, engineered, as if someone had built a room with no corners for light to hide in and locked the door from the outside. I couldn’t see my hands. I couldn’t see my body. I couldn’t even tell if I was breathing, which was funny, considering that breathing was the last thing anyone had begged me to do.

Somewhere near my feet, coal scraped against earth.

A sound that didn’t belong in my life, but my bones recognized it anyway, the way you recognize a language you heard as a child and forgot you knew.

I blinked and the dark didn’t thin, but it shifted, like my eyes were being taught how to look.

There were people there.

Not Larkspur people. Not June with her sharp mouth. Not Morrow with his badge and grief in his shoulders. Not Evie with her dangerous smile.

These people moved differently. Quieter. Like the land itself was listening and they respected that. Their clothes were wrong for my time. Their hair, their skin, their posture, all of it told me I was watching something old.

They didn’t speak at first. They worked.

Coal dust smeared the ground in a wide arc, heavy and black, and I realized they were drawing something, slow and careful, as if a crooked line would offend whatever they were inviting. A full circle formed under their hands, thick enough to be seen even in the lightless void, and inside it, three slashes cut through the space like claws. The circle wasn’t small. It was big enough for a body to stand in without touching the edges.

One of them stepped back and motioned.

A woman, I think. It was hard to be sure because the darkness wanted to keep details just out of reach, but her presence felt like leadership, like a person who’d already buried too many children and refused to bury more.

She stepped into the circle.

Fully inside.

The others backed away. Not out of fear of her, but out of respect for the boundary. The air around the circle felt different, the way air feels different right before lightning strikes, tight and charged.

The woman lifted her chin and spoke into the dark.

Her words weren’t English. They were older, shaped by a mouth that belonged here. But the meaning hit me anyway, not through language, through intent, through the raw uncomplicated truth of why anyone would draw a circle in coal and ask the dark for help.

We need the land to feed us.

We need the sickness to stop taking our children.

The darkness listened.

I felt it listening. Not with ears. With pressure. With attention that settled over the circle like a weight.

Then it appeared.

Not with a roar, not with smoke, not with any of the theater people expect from monsters. It simply stepped into presence like it had been standing there the whole time and we were the ones who finally learned how to see.

It was shaped like a man.

That was the first lie.

It was too tall. Too long in the limbs. Too narrow in places a body shouldn’t be narrow. Its outline twitched too fast, as if it couldn’t decide which version of itself to wear, like the shape was being forced into humanity the way a wild thing is forced into a cage.

It was a three-dimensional shadow, dense and wrong, and every so often it flickered, not randomly, not like a faulty bulb, but in a pattern that made my stomach drop because I recognized it the way you recognize a killer’s calling card.

Two.

A pause.

One.

When it flickered, it wasn’t just visible and invisible. The entire reality around it hiccupped, as if the world had to blink too.

The woman in the circle didn’t flinch. Her hands were steady at her sides, but her heartbeat was a drum I could feel through the ground, because fear has a sound even when nobody makes one.

The thing spoke.

Its voice wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. It slipped into the darkness like ink in water, everywhere at once, filling every space it could find.

“You summoned me and I wish not to leave. I’ll help you as long as I’m welcomed here.”

Simple. Polite. Like a neighbor offering to lend you sugar if you stop locking your door.

The circle held its shape. The coal seemed to drink the darkness around it, keeping the woman safe inside a boundary made of a material humans pull from the earth when they’re desperate.

The others exchanged looks. Quick. Heavy. The kind of look people share when the choices are all bad and they have to pick one anyway.

Then the woman nodded once.

Welcome.

Agreement.

Consent.

And the moment she accepted, the merciful lie of the shape peeled back, just enough.

I didn’t see a face. There was no face to see. What I saw was the suggestion of depth inside it, like an endless corridor behind a door, and in that depth were impressions, not bodies, not ghosts, but the residue of fear stored like fingerprints in tar. The air around it warped. Not light. Attention. My own mind recoiled as if it had brushed against something that wanted to be understood because understanding was another kind of doorway.

The thing’s outline flickered again, two, pause, one, and for a heartbeat I thought I would simply stop being me, that my brain would fold itself neatly in half to protect what was left.

Then the vision shifted, because it wasn’t interested in mercy. It was interested in proof.

The land changed.

I watched fields that had been thin and bitter turn dark and wet, watched plants push up through soil like the ground had been ordered to comply. I watched a child with fevered skin stop shaking. I watched a mother press her forehead to her child’s and sob into hair that smelled like smoke and herbs. I watched people eat without fear for the first time in too long, and I understood why they had welcomed it.

Because it worked.

That was the poison.

That was why it never had to force its way in again.

It had been invited.

But the help didn’t feel like blessing. It felt like pressure. Like the land itself had been grabbed by the throat and told to produce. Like health had been bargained into existence rather than healed.

And the thing didn’t leave.

Days passed in the vision the way dreams do, slipping, folding, skipping. The people began to carry the help like a secret shame. They warned others, quietly, the way you warn someone about thin ice. They drew marks at thresholds, not the coal circle, not the calling card, but something else, smaller, quicker, a half arc with a slash through it, scratched into wood, smeared in soot, placed like a trick to confuse something that had learned how to navigate human spaces.

They treated that mark like a habit, not a prayer. They didn’t name it. They didn’t honor it. They just used it.

More people arrived.

Settlers. Newcomers. People with wagons and iron and the kind of confidence that comes from believing the world is theirs because they have paperwork that says so.

The tribe warned them.

I couldn’t hear every word, but I could feel the shape of it: you don’t understand what’s under your feet. You don’t understand what you’re welcoming. Stop digging. Stop building. Stop ignoring the fact that the night sometimes watches back.

The newcomers smiled the way people smile at superstition, the way people smile when they intend to do whatever they want anyway.

Time jumped.

The settlement became a town. The edges grew teeth. The woods got pushed back. Streets appeared. Names got written on maps. And then came the mine.

Not at the beginning. Later. After the town decided it deserved more than survival.

They dug for coal first, because coal makes warmth and industry and excuses. They dug deeper and found silver, and silver made men greedy in a way that looked like devotion. Tunnels spread like roots. The earth was opened again and again, and every new tunnel was a new question the Dark could answer with a loophole.

One night, several of the tribe went down into the mine with the nameless mark and the kind of determination that comes from being ignored for too long.

They scratched it where it mattered. Doorways. Supports. Crossings. Places a thing has to choose. The half arc. The slash. Again and again.

And the Dark became confused.

I felt it, the way an animal feels a trap closing. Its attention wavered. It hesitated. It pressed against boundaries and misread them. It stayed below, not because it was defeated, but because it was misdirected, like a predator circling the wrong scent.

For a while, it worked.

Then the miners kept digging.

They dug through marks. They dug around them. They smeared them with boots and curses and disbelief. They opened seams the tribe hadn’t sealed, created new ways through, gave the Dark fresh geometry to learn.

And in one of those new tunnels, in a night thick with damp and lantern smoke, a member of the tribe went down alone.

I watched him walk like he’d already decided something was worth his soul.

He spoke into the darkness with the same practical desperation as the first summoning, but the bargain was different now, smaller, sharper.

Stop killing us.

I’ll feed you.

The Dark, flickering in its too-tall man-shape, listened like it had all the time in the world. It accepted with the same polite hunger it always used, because polite hunger keeps people from running until it’s too late.

A miner overheard.

The miner’s fear wasn’t noble. It was selfish, immediate, the panic of a man realizing the world beneath his work boots had rules he didn’t control. He confronted the native. He shouted. He threatened. He swung first.

They fought in the mine’s thin air, under timbers that creaked like they were tired of holding up human choices.

The native killed him.

It wasn’t cinematic. It was quick, ugly, and human. A body dropping in a tunnel, blood dark against coal, the mine swallowing the sound like it had been hungry too.

The Dark leaned into that moment like a lover. It savored the violence, but what made it flicker faster, what made the air thicken, was the fear that followed, the sudden knowledge in the native’s body that he had crossed a line he couldn’t step back over.

The Dark spoke, soft as a promise.

It didn’t condemn him.

It offered him a path that looked like protection.

If you trap miners down here for me to feed on, I’ll stay under the town.

Not “I’ll stop killing you.”

Not “I’ll leave.”

I’ll stay under the town.

A term that sounds like safety until you realize what staying requires.

The native, shaking, said yes.

And that yes was the birth of the first Keeper.

He didn’t call himself that. He didn’t think of it as worship. He thought of it as containment. He believed he was making a cage strong enough to protect his people. He believed the Dark kept its word.

He caused the first collapse.

Not an accident. Not bad supports. Not careless digging.

A choice.

A trapped pocket of men and lantern light and screaming in the dark, and the Dark feeding below while the town above called it tragedy and moved on.

The vision didn’t show me every collapse after that, because it didn’t have to. It showed me enough to make the pattern unavoidable.

Accidents weren’t always accidents.

Sometimes they were payments.

Sometimes they were a person, standing at the edge of a bargain, believing they were doing the least evil thing available.

And always, always, the Dark used the loophole.

It stayed under the town, yes.

And it kept finding new ways to reach up.

It kept being welcomed, not with open arms, but with denial, with silence, with people choosing comfort over truth and calling that choice “normal life.”

The flicker hit again, two, pause, one, and the too-tall shadow-man turned its attention toward me.

Not the way you look at a person.

The way you look at a door you’ve been waiting to open.

I understood then, in the deepest part of my chest, why it had shown me this.

It wasn’t warning me.

It was reminding me.

Welcome is a word that can be stretched until it breaks a town.

And somewhere above the mine, above the old bargains and new lies, a front lawn burned bright with firelight, and my body lay on grass while hands tried to drag me back.

The vision tightened around me like a fist, and I felt myself pulled upward, yanked toward breath and pain and the sound of someone saying my name like it mattered.

The last thing I saw before the darkness released me was the outline of that too-tall man-shape flickering, patient and pleased.

Two.

A pause.

One.
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Chapter 3: Really? I Was Dead
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I came back through my ribs.

That’s the only way I can explain it. One second I was falling through old darkness and older bargains, watching a too-tall shadow flicker like a heartbeat that wasn’t human, and the next I was slammed into myself so hard it felt like my bones had opinions. Cold air stabbed my lungs. My chest hurt in a deep, bruised way that didn’t feel like fire. It felt like being argued back into existence.

Grass pressed into my spine. Damp. Scratchy. Real. I tried to breathe and my throat tore open with a cough that tasted like ash and pennies. Somewhere nearby something roared and crackled and collapsed, and the heat from it rolled over my face in waves like a furnace exhaling.

My eyes fluttered open to a sky the color of dirty dishwater, dawn trying to pretend it hadn’t watched anything. Smoke churned above the treeline. Sparks spiraled up from the front porch, frantic little meteors.

Bracken Hollow was burning behind me.

I tried to move and every nerve screamed. My hands twitched uselessly in the grass. My body felt both heavy and hollow, like someone had scooped out the center and replaced it with static. I turned my head a fraction and saw people, shapes clustering around me, boots in the lawn, knees in the dirt, shadows cutting across my vision.

Morrow was on his knees beside me, his hands hovering like he didn’t know whether to push on my chest again or shove the whole world back into place. His face was streaked with soot. His jaw was clenched so tight I could practically hear his teeth grinding.

June was there too, hair wild, eyes bright with that hysteria laughter gives you when your heart doesn’t know what else to do. She had one hand pressed to her mouth like she was trying to keep herself from cackling straight into the apocalypse.

And Evie...

Evie was standing just off my left, close enough I could smell smoke in her hair and something sweet underneath it, like her shampoo was still trying to be normal. Her cheeks were streaked with grime. Her eyes were huge, furious, shining.

Then I realized why her gaze was glued to me.

Because my shirt was gone.

It wasn’t a neat situation either. It had been ripped open and yanked away, and the air felt wrong against my skin, too cold for how hot everything else was. Sticky pads clung to my chest, cords trailing off to equipment I couldn’t focus on. Someone had shaved a patch of hair, which was deeply rude. There were handprints on my sternum. Finger-shaped bruises already blooming like someone had tried to knead my heart back into rhythm.

Evie’s eyes dragged over me with the kind of attention that should’ve come with a warning label.

She opened her mouth.

And at the exact moment she said it, my brain finally clicked into place enough to understand words again.

“Even dying,” Evie said, voice breathless and filthy with intent, “you still look like a snack.”

My eyes snapped fully open.

The sound I made wasn’t a gasp. It was a strangled noise somewhere between a choke and a disbelief laugh. “Really?” I rasped, because apparently my mouth still hated me. “I was dead.”

June lost it.

Not a polite chuckle. Not a nervous giggle. Full-body, shoulders-shaking laughter like she’d been holding it in for three lifetimes and Evie had just pulled the pin. The kind of laugh that makes tears and makes you look insane to anyone who didn’t almost watch someone die five seconds ago.

Evie’s grin flashed wicked, like she’d just won something. “You weren’t dead,” she shot back immediately. “You were an angel.”

I tried to blink the smoke out of my eyes. My voice came out hoarse. “That’s... not comforting.”

Evie leaned in closer, like she was inspecting a museum exhibit she intended to steal. “Now,” she said, sweet as poison, “I want to teach you to sin.”

Morrow made a sound like his soul tried to evacuate his body. “Evie!” he barked, the sheriff voice cracking with pure dad horror. “Jesus Christ, save us.”

Evie didn’t even look at him. Her eyes stayed on me, bright and unapologetic. “I’m asking Jesus to mind his business,” she said, then flicked her gaze down again, as if the universe had provided her with a brand-new hobby. “Also, I definitely need Cassian to save me again.”

June wheezed, laughter turning into a cough. “Oh my God,” she choked out. “Oh my God. I can’t. I can’t breathe.”

I turned my head toward June like she might be the responsible adult here, and immediately realized that was a mistake, because June was clutching her stomach, tears streaming down her face, laughing at me like my near-death experience was premium entertainment.

I looked back at Morrow, desperate.

He was staring up at the burning house like it might hear him and apologize. His face was set in the tight, brittle mask of a man doing everything he can not to lose it in front of everyone. He refused to look at me. He refused to look at Evie. He looked like he wanted to arrest the entire concept of flirting.

“Can someone,” I croaked, trying to sit up and immediately regretting it, “cover me up? Like... morally? Spiritually? With a tarp? A curtain? A federal law?”

Evie put a hand on my shoulder and pushed me gently back down into the grass like she was pinning prey, and my brain obligingly went blank again.

“Stay,” she said, and it wasn’t flirty for a split second. It was command. Fear wearing her voice.

I obeyed, because something in her eyes told me if I moved she’d break.

My lungs spasmed again. I coughed, hard, and tasted smoke and blood. My vision swam. The front yard tilted. The roar of Bracken Hollow filled my ears, and the crack of collapsing beams punched through the air like gunshots.

Behind all of it, under all of it, the thing I’d seen in the vision pressed against my thoughts like a bruise you can’t stop touching.

The coal circle.

The three slashes.

The words: welcomed here.

The flicker: two, pause, one.

I stared past Evie’s shoulder at the house that used to be mine. Flames climbed the frame like they were claiming it. The porch roof sagged. A window popped and shattered, showering sparks outward in a brief, savage burst.

And in the middle of all that, I couldn’t stop thinking about how the door hadn’t opened.

How it had refused.

How it had felt like the house had decided my exit was no longer mine to choose.

Morrow finally looked at me then, and whatever he saw in my face made his expression shift. The suspicion was still there. It always would be. But there was something else now too, something rawer.

Relief.

Anger.

And the faint, unwilling recognition that I’d been one heartbeat away from being a corpse on my lawn in his town. 

“You’re alive,” he said, like he was testing the word.

“Barely,” I wheezed.

June wiped her eyes, still grinning like a menace. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Evie will make sure you fully recover.”

Evie’s smile sharpened. “Oh, I will.”

Morrow’s head snapped toward June. “June.”

June held up her hands innocently. “What? I’m not the one raising her.”

Morrow looked like he wanted to argue, but the sound of Bracken Hollow folding in on itself stole the breath from all of us. The front of the house caved with a roar, a shower of sparks and smoke rolling over the lawn. Heat hit my face like a slap.

Evie flinched, then recovered instantly, stepping between me and the fire like she could block it with her body. Morrow stood too, squaring himself instinctively. June’s laughter died in her throat and her eyes went hard.

Etta was there at the edge of the group, half in smoke, half in dawn, watching the collapse like it was an old story finishing a sentence. She didn’t look surprised. She looked tired.

I tried to speak and the only thing that came out was another cough.

Evie’s hand stayed on my shoulder. Not teasing now. Not feral. Just present. An anchor.

I wanted to tell them what I’d seen. I wanted to grab June’s collar and shake her and point at the burning house and say, it’s not just a house, it’s a door, it’s a contract, it’s welcome stretched until it breaks you.

But the words wouldn’t line up.

Not yet.

Because in the vision, the Dark had turned toward me like it recognized me.

Like I was already part of the story.

And on the front lawn, half naked and half alive, with Evie looking at me like I was a meal and Morrow looking at me like I was a mistake he’d just saved anyway, I realized something that made my stomach drop colder than the morning air.

Whatever happened in those missing minutes wasn’t just erased.

It was hidden.

On purpose.

And if something could cut time out of our minds that cleanly, it could cut out anything it wanted.

Including the part where someone said yes.
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Chapter 4: Soot in the Lungs
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By the time the ambulance doors shut, the world smelled like rubber and antiseptic instead of smoke, and somehow that made everything worse. Fire at least makes sense. Fire is honest. It burns what it touches and leaves you holding the loss in both hands. Hospitals are quieter about their violence. They just strap you down, ask you your name like it’s a test, and act offended when you don’t answer fast enough.

A paramedic sat beside me, eyes flicking between my face and the monitor as if my heart might try to sneak out when he wasn’t looking. He kept saying things like “deep breaths” and “stay with me,” like I had a choice, like my body hadn’t already spent the morning trying to resign. My lungs rattled every time I inhaled, and every exhale tasted like I’d licked a chimney. My chest hurt in a way that wasn’t just from compressions, either. It was the ache you get after something sacred breaks. Like the air itself had been bent out of shape and didn’t know how to go back.

The vision clung to me on the ride, not like a dream you can shake off, but like soot under fingernails. The coal circle with three slashes. The too-tall shadow-man that twitched too fast at the edges of reality. The words that sounded like help and felt like a trap: I’ll help you as long as I’m welcomed here. The flicker, two, pause, one, threading through everything like a pulse. And the hole. That clean, missing strip of time I couldn’t find no matter how hard I searched, like someone cut it out and left the edges too neat for accident.

At the hospital, they moved with practiced urgency. Fluorescent lights. Cold hands. Paper bracelets. Questions. “Can you tell me your name?” “Do you know where you are?” “Any allergies?” I told them my name was Cassian, I was in a place that smelled like bleach and regret, and I was allergic to dying before breakfast. Nobody laughed. Medical professionals never appreciate artistry.

They rolled me into a room that was too white, too bright, too normal for a man who’d just watched his house fold in on itself like a dying animal. Machines hissed softly beside me. A nurse clipped something to my finger and stared at the numbers like she was judging my performance. Another nurse adjusted my oxygen and told me not to talk, which is the kind of suggestion that makes me want to talk more, purely out of spite.

I was still trying to decide whether the ceiling tiles were always that ugly, or if near-death had ruined my taste, when the door banged open like it owed someone money.

June and Evie came in together, and the energy in the room shifted instantly. June looked like she’d been running on caffeine and sheer stubbornness since dawn. Her hair was wild, her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were still bright with the kind of laughter that shows up when fear doesn’t know where to go. Evie was right beside her, and the second she saw me, she broke into a sprint like the bed was a finish line.

She skidded to a stop at my side, grabbed the edge of the sheet, and beamed like she’d discovered buried treasure.

“Thank God they haven’t covered you up yet!” she announced, loud enough for the nurses in the hallway to hear. Then her expression softened for half a heartbeat, just enough to let the fear peek out. “And that you’re alive,” she added quickly, like she didn’t want me thinking the first part was her only priority.

My throat was raw, but my mouth worked on autopilot anyway. “I feel so cherished,” I rasped.

Evie leaned over me with mock seriousness, her hands hovering like she’d seen a medical show once and was ready to improvise. “Okay,” she said, voice suddenly professional in the most unserious way possible. “Everyone out. Visiting hours are over. Nurse Evie needs to check up on her patient.”

June’s shoulders started shaking immediately. “Oh no,” she breathed, already laughing again.

Evie pointed at June without looking away from me. “June, you can stay. You’re my assistant nurse.”

June snorted. “I’m not wearing scrubs for you.”

“You don’t have to,” Evie said. “Just stand there and look intimidating.”

June barked out a laugh that startled the actual nurse in the doorway, who paused with a clipboard and the expression of someone reconsidering their career choices.

Evie ignored her completely. She pressed two fingers to the side of my neck with exaggerated delicacy, like she was checking my pulse the way you check if a cake is done. “Hm,” she said. “Pulse is... sinful.”

June made a sound somewhere between a cough and a scream-laugh. “Evie!”

“What?” Evie asked, innocent as a matchbook. She leaned closer, eyes sweeping over me in a way that made my brain do its favorite trick: shut down and evaporate. “I’m assessing him.”

“You are assessing him like he’s a steak,” June wheezed.

Evie’s smile turned wicked. “A very undercooked steak.”

My face heated so fast I wondered if they’d need to call the fire department. “Can we... not,” I croaked, which came out like a plea and immediately made me hate myself for sounding like I wanted them to keep going.

Evie’s gaze snapped up to my eyes, and for a moment the humor fell away. “Does it hurt?” she asked softly.

The sincerity in her voice hit harder than the flirtation. It was the kind of gentle that made you want to protect it with your teeth.

“My lungs hate me,” I admitted. “My ribs are filing a complaint.”

She nodded like she was processing a serious diagnosis, then immediately swung right back into trouble. “Okay,” she said briskly, “Nurse Evie’s going to need privacy for... a full-body assessment.”

June laughed even harder, outright losing it now. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Morrow is going to arrest you inside this hospital.”

Evie turned toward the door as if she expected Morrow to materialize. “Fine,” she said, “then everyone leave before my dad shows up and ruins my bedside manner.”

The clipboard nurse cleared her throat. “Miss, you can’t—”

Evie cut her off with a bright smile that looked polite until you noticed the sharp edges. “I can. I’m emotionally licensed.”

June had to grab the chair to keep from tipping over. The more Evie flirted, the more June laughed, like Evie was turning the dial and June’s sanity was falling off in real time.

I tried to breathe through it, but every laugh tugged at my bruised ribs and turned into a cough. Evie’s hand immediately moved to my shoulder, steadying me, and that touch was automatic, unthinking, like she’d already decided where she belonged in relation to me.

“Easy,” she murmured, and it wasn’t a joke this time. “Don’t you dare break again.”

June’s laughter softened into a grin, and I saw the fear beneath it. The way her eyes kept flicking to my oxygen tube. The way she kept glancing at Evie like she was trying to make sure her girl didn’t crack.

The door opened again, and Morrow stepped in. He didn’t walk like a dad. He walked like the sheriff entering a scene, scanning the room, checking corners, reading faces. His gaze landed on Evie practically draped over my bed and tightened.

“Evie,” he said.

Evie didn’t move. “Dad.”

Morrow looked at me. Then at my chest, still half uncovered under the sheet. Then at June, who was wearing a grin like a weapon. “June,” he said flatly.

June lifted a hand in greeting like she hadn’t just been encouraging the downfall of his blood pressure. “Sheriff.”

Morrow exhaled through his nose like he was trying to keep his temper from catching fire. “You remember anything?” he asked me.

The room shifted again, humor pulling back enough to let the real question breathe. I swallowed, my throat scraping. The vision pressed against my skull like a bruise, begging to be spoken. But the idea of saying it out loud made the air feel heavier, like language itself could be a doorway. Like welcome was a word that might still be listening.

“Pieces,” I said carefully.

Evie’s face sharpened. “Like what?”

I stared at the ceiling for a moment, counting tile holes like they might arrange themselves into sense. “I remember the pressure dropping,” I said. “Like the air fell. I remember the power... resetting. Like the house blinked.”

June’s grin faded just a fraction. “I felt that,” she said, quieter now.

Evie nodded slowly. “Me too,” she said. “Like my stomach dropped.”

Morrow’s jaw flexed. He wanted “lightning” and “bad wiring” and “case closed.” He didn’t want a room full of people agreeing that the air itself had changed.

“And the time you can’t remember?” June asked, voice tight around the edges.

Evie frowned, like she was trying to pick up something she’d dropped in tall grass. “We ran,” she said, then hesitated. “I remember running. I remember... holding on to you,” she said, glancing at her dad. “Your hand on my back.”

Morrow’s eyes flickered. “I remember the diner lights,” he said. “I remember seeing the fire.” He paused, and the admission came out like he hated it. “I don’t remember leaving the house.”

A cold weight settled in my stomach.

Evie’s gaze snapped back to me. “You went back,” she said suddenly, and the certainty in her voice made my pulse jump. “For something. I can’t see it, but I... feel it. Like you left us.”

My mouth went dry. I could hear my own words, bright and sharp in my head, like a shard: I’ll be right back.

“I think I did,” I admitted.

Evie’s jaw clenched. Anger, fear, relief, all tangled together like wires. She leaned closer until her voice was only for me. “Don’t do that again,” she whispered, and the command wasn’t flirtation. It was terror wearing a steady face.

I nodded once, because anything more would’ve turned into coughing.

Morrow watched the exchange with something stormy in his expression, and when he spoke again it was low, tight, and aimed straight at my ribs. “You don’t get to be the reason she gets hurt,” he said.

Then a nurse chose that moment to step in and announce visiting hours like she was delivering a verdict. Evie rolled her eyes. June made a face. Morrow looked relieved to have an excuse to move everyone out before he said something that couldn’t be taken back.

Evie lingered the longest. Right before she left, she glanced down at the sheet like she was still mourning the loss of the earlier view, then looked back at my face and softened again.

“Don’t die,” she said, simple this time.

“I’ll do my best,” I rasped.

June herded her toward the door still chuckling under her breath, like Evie’s chaos was the only thing that had kept June from falling apart.

When they were gone, the room felt too quiet. Machines hummed. My lungs hissed. My chest ached.

And in the silence, the worst thought crept in, slow and cold.

Someone had said yes in those missing minutes.

Someone had welcomed it.

And the Dark had shown me why it loved that word.
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Chapter 5: The Spare Room
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They discharged me like they were returning a defective appliance. A stern little packet of papers, a prescription that tasted like defeat, and a lecture about smoke inhalation that included the phrase “take it easy,” which is adorable advice to give a person whose life keeps trying to set itself on fire. The nurse who wheeled me out didn’t look like she believed in ghosts, contracts, or town-wide memory holes. She looked like she believed in insurance codes and consequences, which I respect as its own kind of religion.

Evie had been waiting in the lobby like a caged animal, pacing between vending machines and glaring at anyone who dared breathe in her direction. June sat in a chair with her legs crossed, drinking coffee that probably violated at least three federal regulations. Morrow stood near the window, arms folded, scanning the parking lot like he expected the Dark to try something in broad daylight and wanted to be able to cite it.

The second Evie saw me, she moved fast. She didn’t run exactly. She stalked, which is worse. Her eyes flicked over me, taking inventory: color in my face, steadiness in my hands, the way I didn’t wobble too much on my feet. Then she seemed to remember she was supposed to be a person and not an emergency response team.

“You look awful,” she said.

“Thank you,” I rasped. “I worked hard on it.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Not fully. Those were still too bright, still carrying the image of my body on the front lawn like it was burned onto the back of her eyelids.

June bumped my shoulder gently as if she had to touch me to prove I wasn’t a rumor. “You’re going to be dramatic about your lungs for weeks,” she said.

“I’m a journalist,” I told her. “It’s my job to exaggerate.”

Morrow made a sound that was almost a sigh and almost a growl. “Truck,” he said, like the word had authority. He started walking before anyone could argue, which was his favorite tactic. Evie threw me a look that said she intended to argue anyway.

June drove, because June believed she drove better when people were emotionally unstable and she had an audience. Evie took the passenger seat like she was claiming territory. I ended up in the back, which felt like an insult until I realized it meant Evie had to keep looking forward instead of staring at me like I was a medical specimen.

Morrow followed behind in his cruiser. The rearview mirror kept catching the flash of his lights, not on, just present, like a warning. Like he wanted me to remember that I’d almost died and he had opinions about me continuing to exist near his daughter.

Larkspur looked normal on the drive through, which is the kind of normal that makes you itch. People walked dogs. Someone carried a bag of groceries
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