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			Chapter 1

			The Curse of Coal

			The switchbacks on Route 12 dropped Mark Gallagher out of the world he knew and into a valley that smelled like a flooded basement and old metal. It was the kind of smell that settles into clothing and refuses to leave, and he noticed it even through the sealed windows of the car, even over the stale recycled air of the defroster working too hard against a windshield it was losing to.

			His GPS had surrendered signal twenty minutes back, somewhere between the last gas station and the first stand of dying hemlocks. The printed map on the passenger seat rustled every time the defroster pushed warm air across the dash, its fold lines threatening to split along creases he’d already worn soft. The temperature gauge had dropped four degrees since he left the highway. He hadn’t expected that. He hadn’t expected any of this to feel so physical.

			The windshield wipers labored against a fog that wasn’t quite rain, a thick, yellowish murk that clung to the glass between passes and turned the headlights into two pale, useless suggestions of light. He leaned forward in the seat, shoulders bunched, back aching in the specific way it always did when he drove too long without stopping. His ex-wife had called it his stubbornness scar, that low, grinding pull along the left side of his lumbar, because he never once stopped to stretch. He’d driven six hours today. He had not stopped once. Claire had known him better than he’d ever been comfortable admitting, and he was apparently still proving her right.

			He caught his own reflection in the rearview mirror between fog patches. His dark hair was pushed sideways, and the shadow of a beard he hadn’t shaved since Tuesday made his eyes look like they belonged to someone who had slept badly in far too many hotel rooms. His right hand moved without permission, crossing from the wheel to his left hand where it rested on his thigh. His thumb found the pale band of skin where his wedding ring had lived for six years, tracing the shallow groove worn into the flesh there, the soft depression that still held the shape of something that no longer existed.

			He pulled his hand back to the wheel.

			The road leveled out as the valley floor arrived, and the mine revealed itself on the northern ridge the way a bad diagnosis reveals itself: not all at once, but in increments, each glimpse worse than the last. First the lift tower, a black iron cross against the bruised sky. Then the skeletal framing of the processing shed, its timbers gone ashen and soft-looking, as though they had been underwater for a decade. Then the entrance itself: a dark horizontal wound in the hillside where the timber framing had buckled inward at one corner. The whole structure had the look of a face with one eye forced shut.

			Mark slowed the car.

			A rusted historical marker stood at a gravel pull-off on the roadside, its bronze face streaked green and black with decades of weather. He rolled down his window, letting in a gust of cold air that carried coal dust and something sharper underneath, a faint sulfurous bite he’d initially mistaken for his exhaust system, and squinted at the faded text.

			GRANGER COLLIERIES, EST. 1901.

			SITE OF THE 1933 TRAGEDY.

			Below a paragraph of eroded text describing the collapse came a subheading:

			PROMINENT FAMILIES OF THE GRANGER OPERATION.

			At the top of the list: Arthur Wilkes, Superintendent. Below him, in noticeably smaller type: Caleb Boone Sr., Head Face Foreman.

			Mark looked at those two names for a long moment. Wilkes at the top. Boone below. He’d seen that arrangement before, in different fonts, in different cities, in every story he’d ever reported about a company town and the men who ran it into the ground. The hierarchy that always survived the disaster it created. He felt the first faint stirring of something that wasn’t dread, something professional and specific, a narrowing of focus that had kept him functional through worse months than this one. He filed the names away, rolled his window up against the cold, and drove on.

			The flash came without warning, a hard silver glint dead-center in the lane, materializing out of the fog thirty feet ahead. He hit the brakes hard. The sedan’s tires shrieked against wet asphalt, the whole car shuddering sideways before the traction control caught it and straightened. He sat there with his heart slamming against his sternum, both hands locked on the wheel, and stared through the rain-streaked glass at what had nearly put him into the ditch.

			A mining helmet. Old-style, the kind with the carbide lamp bracket on the front, its reflective band catching his headlights and throwing them back at him. It sat in the exact center of the lane, upright, as though someone had placed it there with care.

			Mark did not get out of the car.

			He sat with the engine idling, the wipers beating their useless rhythm, and stared at that helmet for a full thirty seconds. It was a prop, he told himself. Local teenagers, or someone with a long-standing grudge against out-of-state license plates. The mine’s lift tower was visible on the ridge above, its iron frame cutting a dark vertical line through the fog. It seemed, irrationally, to be oriented toward him, the way a person turns to watch something pass. He told himself that too.

			He put the car in gear and went around the helmet in a wide arc, tires crunching off the asphalt onto the gravel shoulder. His hands didn’t ease their grip until he was fifty yards past it, and even then his knuckles ached from the effort of letting go.

			The town of Granger Hall announced itself with a sign that had been shot through so many times the painted letters were half consumed by rust holes, each one ragged at the edges, orange-brown stains spreading outward like something that had bled and dried. The road became Main Street without ceremony: a double row of clapboard buildings and sagging storefronts, most of them dark, their windows covered with plywood or old newspaper. A pharmacy with a CLOSED PERMANENTLY notice taped inside the glass. A barbershop with a faded striped pole that had stopped turning long enough ago that the paint had peeled from the bottom third entirely. The gutters were choked with wet leaves that nobody had cleared, and the standing water in them carried the same thin iridescent shimmer as the puddles on the highway, oil and rain in uneasy solution.

			The Wilkes Mining Co. Administrative Office sat on the corner of Main and Second like something transplanted from a different city, a squat concrete block fronted with smoked glass and trimmed with chain-link topped by razor wire. Security cameras were mounted at the roofline, angled to cover every approach and the full length of the block in both directions. Every light inside the building was burning. It was the only structure on the street where that was true.

			Across the road and three doors down, a hardware store sign hung from a single bracket, its painted letters identifying it as BOONE & SONS HARDWARE, EST. 1948. The second bracket had given way at some point, and the sign listed at a steep angle, presenting itself to the street like a man who had stopped trying to stand straight. The windows were boarded. A padlock secured the door, and someone had spray-painted across the plywood in letters the rain had mostly erased. A single word remained legible at the center, rendered in red that had run and dried in vertical streaks below each letter.

			LIARS.

			Mark pulled to the curb in front of the diner. The neon sign above the door flickered with the labored pulse of something running on borrowed time, its red glow spreading in watery pools across the wet sidewalk and the puddles between the parking spaces. He turned off the engine. The cooling metal ticked in the sudden quiet, and he sat there with both hands still on the wheel, too aware of how completely the town had already registered him as something it did not want. The mine watched from the ridge above the roofline, patient and indifferent, its entrance a black slot in the hillside that the fog kept trying to fill and never quite managed.

			He picked up his notepad from the passenger seat, tucked it inside his coat, and got out of the car.

			+ + + + + +

			The bell above the diner door chimed as Mark pushed through it, a bright, tinny note that felt entirely wrong for the room it announced him into. The heat hit first, cranked high enough that his cold-stiffened fingers began to ache as the blood came back into them. Then the smell: burnt coffee and frying oil that had been used too many times. Underneath both lay the damp wool and woodsmoke of a dozen people who had spent their day outside in the rain. The fluorescent tube above the counter buzzed on a frequency just below the threshold of pain, a sound his molars registered before his ears did.

			He paused just inside the door, shaking the rain from his coat, and felt every head in the room turn toward him with the slow, synchronized precision of compass needles finding north. Six booths ran along the left wall, four of them occupied. A counter ran the length of the right side with eight stools, five of them taken by men who appeared to have been sitting in exactly those positions for most of their adult lives. Mark chose the stool at the far end of the counter, the one closest to the kitchen pass-through and furthest from everyone else. He settled onto the cracked red vinyl with the careful neutrality he had spent twelve years of investigative journalism developing, the practiced art of seeming barely present.

			He picked up the menu, a laminated single sheet whose surface was tacky with accumulated grime. He read it without reading it, his attention already distributed across the room: the two men in the back booth whose conversation had stopped the moment he walked in, the woman in the middle booth watching him in the chrome of the napkin dispenser rather than directly, the steam from the kitchen drifting forward to obscure the faces in the rear of the room like a stage curtain that was never fully drawn.

			Grace Turner arrived without fanfare. She came around the end of the counter with the efficiency of someone who had covered this particular distance thousands of times, set a thick ceramic mug in front of him before he had opened his mouth, and filled it from a pot that had been sitting long enough for the coffee to take on the scorched, almost caramel bitterness of the very end of a brew cycle. She was in her early thirties, dark chestnut hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her face was open and expressive in the way of someone whose livelihood depended on making strangers feel briefly at home. She looked at him with warm hazel eyes that were doing something more careful than warmth behind their surface.

			“Passing through?” she asked. The question was friendly. The phrasing was deliberate.

			Mark wrapped both hands around the mug and let the heat work into his palms. “Staying a few days,” he said. “I’m a journalist. Working on a piece about the region.”

			Something in Grace’s posture adjusted, barely perceptible, a slight drawing-in at the shoulders. She moved the coffee pot to her other hand. “What kind of piece?”

			“Historical, mostly. The mining heritage.” He kept his voice easy, the way he’d learned to do in any room where the wrong emphasis could close a door before he’d gotten a foot through it. “I heard there was some kind of incident at the old Granger site recently. Structural issues.”

			Grace set the coffee pot down on the warmer behind the counter with a small, precise movement. “There was an accident,” she said. “Last week. The company put out a statement. Structural failure, they said. Old timber giving way.” She picked up a cloth and ran it along the counter in a slow, methodical arc, not meeting his eyes. “It’s been hard on people. The town doesn’t need the attention right now.”

			The clinical evenness of her phrasing snagged his attention the way a loose thread catches a sleeve. Structural failure, they said. The attribution was not an accident.

			“Anyone hurt?” he asked.

			“One man. He’s in the hospital in Charleston.” The cloth paused its arc. “They’re saying he’ll recover.”

			They’re saying. Again the careful distance between Grace and the official version. Mark lifted his coffee, drank, and said nothing, letting the silence do the work that questions sometimes couldn’t.

			Three stools down, Earl broke it for him.

			He was a man in his late sixties, built like someone who had spent forty years doing physical work and another decade sitting very still while his body processed the damage. He hadn’t looked at Mark since Mark sat down. He was addressing his own reflection in the curved glass of the pie case. His voice carried the particular quality of a man speaking to the room through the pretense of speaking to no one.

			“Season for vultures,” Earl said. He turned his coffee mug a quarter rotation. “Town’s not even cold yet.”

			Mark looked at him. Earl didn’t return it.

			“I’m sorry?” Mark said.

			“You heard me.” Earl turned the mug another quarter. “City plates. City shoes. City way of asking questions that sound like something else.” He looked up, and his eyes were the flat, bloodshot brown of someone who had been angry for so long it had stopped feeling like anger and started feeling like weather. “We had one of you here eight years ago. After the Hensley boy went into the shaft. Wrote his piece, moved on. Town’s still carrying the scar.”

			Mark held the man’s gaze and kept his hands loose on the counter. He had been in enough rooms like this to know that responding to hostility with hostility was the fastest way to become the story instead of finding it. “I understand that,” he said.

			“You don’t,” Earl said, and turned back to his reflection.

			Grace had materialized at Mark’s elbow with a slice of cherry pie he hadn’t ordered, sliding it in front of him with the smooth misdirection of a woman who had defused versions of this exchange before. She leaned slightly forward as she set down a fork, and her voice dropped to a register that wouldn’t carry past the two of them.

			“Before the accident,” she said, not looking at him, her eyes on the counter, “people were seeing the light again. Up on the north ridge, moving along the tree line. The old-timers call it the Gray Miner’s light.” She straightened and picked up the coffee pot. “It shows up before something bad happens at that mine. Every time, going back to the thirties.”

			Mark had his notepad halfway out of his coat before he caught himself. He pulled a paper napkin from the dispenser instead, folded it once, and wrote two words in the margin: GRAY MINER. He looked at what he’d written for a moment, then folded the napkin and tucked it into his breast pocket.

			Grace moved away down the counter before he could ask anything else. Her ponytail swung once as she turned toward the kitchen, her face already resettled into its professional warmth for the couple in the middle booth.

			Mark looked down at the counter, then at the pie. It smelled of industrial cherry filling and canned sweetness. He ate a forkful anyway, because his stomach had been empty since noon and because refusing the gesture would have been its own kind of message. The coffee was bad. The pie was worse. The fluorescent light buzzed its single unpleasant note above his head. Behind him, the two men in the back booth had resumed their conversation at a register just low enough that he caught the cadence but not the words.

			Earl completed a full rotation of his mug and did not look at Mark again.

			The prickling at the back of Mark’s neck had not gone away. It had settled in along his hairline, present and specific, the way a new bruise makes itself known not at its center but at its edges.

			+ + + + + +

			The Granger Motel’s gravel lot was empty except for a pickup truck with a cracked rear windshield and Mark’s sedan, sitting in the red-washed light like something that had taken a wrong turn and not yet been told. He sat in the car for a moment after killing the engine, watching the moths batter themselves against the lobby’s glass door. They had the patient, purposeless persistence of things that couldn’t help what they were drawn to. The buzzing vacancy sign above the entrance cycled through its rhythm, flooding the gravel in red, pulling back, flooding again. He had stayed in worse places. He couldn’t immediately think of one.

			The lobby smelled of furniture polish and damp carpet, the combination producing something that was neither clean nor dirty but simply arrested. It was the smell of a room maintained without ever being renewed. A rack of tourist brochures stood beside the door, its plastic sleeves holding pamphlets for caverns and scenic drives. Nobody had touched them recently enough to leave fingerprints in the dust on the rack’s frame. Behind the small reception desk, a deputy sheriff’s uniform was the first thing Mark registered, and then the man inside it: mid-twenties, solid build, light brown hair neatly trimmed, clear blue eyes that were already running a thorough assessment before Mark had fully crossed the threshold.

			Deputy Lucas Reed had the look of someone performing a role he had practiced carefully and not yet fully inhabited. His posture was correct without being comfortable, and he set both palms flat on the desk as Mark approached in the manner of someone who had been told that conveying authority begins with stillness. A faint scar traced the skin above his right eyebrow, pale against his complexion, the kind of mark that had been there long enough to become part of a face rather than an interruption of it.

			“Checking in?” Reed asked. His accent was local, a soft Appalachian lilt he had evidently worked to flatten in professional contexts without fully succeeding.

			“Mark Gallagher,” Mark said. “I called ahead. Two nights, possibly more.”

			Reed typed something into a computer that belonged to a previous decade and studied the screen with careful neutrality. “D.C.,” he said, reading from whatever the reservation showed. It was not a question.

			“That’s right.”

			Reed looked up. “We don’t get much D.C. out here.” He said it without inflection, which was its own kind of inflection.

			“I imagine not.” Mark kept his voice pleasant. He had played this particular opening before, in coal towns in Kentucky and mill towns in Ohio, in a paper company’s captured county in northern Maine. It was the gatekeeping that wasn’t quite hostile enough to be a warning and wasn’t quite neutral enough to be mere curiosity. Reed was deciding something. Mark had enough experience with young law enforcement in small jurisdictions to know what the decision was: whether he was a problem that needed managing or one that could be ignored.

			“What brings you out?” Reed asked.

			“Research,” Mark said. “Regional history. The mining heritage.”

			Something shifted in Reed’s expression, quickly suppressed. He reached below the desk and produced a heavy brass key on a plastic fob, setting it on the counter between them with a small, deliberate placement. “Room 104,” he said. “End of the block, ground floor. Ice maker’s been running loud. Maintenance knows.” He paused with his hand still near the key. “City folk sometimes find it quiet out here at night. Different kind of quiet than they’re used to.”

			Mark picked up the key. The brass was cold and heavier than expected, the fob worn smooth at its edges by years of other hands. “I’ll manage,” he said.

			Reed held his gaze for a beat longer than the transaction required. “Just so you know, people come out here chasing ghosts, Mr. Gallagher, they tend to find something. Whether it’s what they were looking for or not.” He said it the way a man delivers a line he has been holding since the conversation began. Then he returned his attention to the computer screen as though he hadn’t said it at all.

			Mark walked to Room 104 along an exterior concrete walkway, the overhead light above each door throwing small isolated pools of yellow onto the wet surface. The rain had eased to a fine mist that collected on his coat in droplets too small to feel individually. By the time he reached the end of the block, his shoulders were damp. He worked the key into the lock, which required lifting the handle slightly before the mechanism would turn, the particular resistance of a door that had been through too many wet seasons.

			The room was a time capsule of a specific decade’s idea of comfort: a bulky television on a pressed-wood dresser, a bedspread in a pattern of mauve and sage flowers that had faded to something closer to brown and tan, foam pillows in cases washed so many times the fabric had gone thin. The air held coal dust and old rain, with the faint chemical sweetness of a room deodorizer that had given up some months ago. Mark set his bag on the luggage rack, which groaned under its weight in a way that suggested the rack had made its peace with structural failure as an eventual outcome.

			He crossed to the window. The curtains were heavy, a tea-stained fabric that had once been cream-colored, bunched on their rod at an angle that suggested they hadn’t been fully opened or fully closed in some time. He pulled at them and got resistance, the plastic hooks catching on bends in the rod. Then they gave all at once, and he was looking at the northern ridge through the rain-misted glass.

			The mine was there. Of course it was there. The lift tower’s iron frame rose against the sky, its silhouette reduced by distance and fog to something almost abstract, a dark vertical construction that his eye kept trying to resolve into something familiar. The entrance to the shaft was not visible from this angle, only the upper works and the processing shed’s collapsed roofline. He knew precisely where the entrance was, and his gut registered it anyway, a low tightening that had been present since he first saw the ridge and had not since released.

			He let the curtains fall back and stood in the dim room, the neon from the vacancy sign pulsing red through the gap he hadn’t managed to fully close. He opened his laptop on the small desk and stared at the screen’s glow without typing anything. After a moment he closed it.

			Outside the window, at the base of the drainpipe where it met the gutter, something lay in the shadow of the overhang. He almost missed it. He looked back at it from the corner of his eye, the way you catch things at the edges of vision in insufficient light, and then he leaned close to the glass and looked directly.

			A canary, dead in the gutter. Small and yellow-bright even in the red-washed light, its feet turned up, its wings slightly open as though it had simply stopped mid-motion. In the mines, they had used canaries as early warning systems, their small bodies sensitive to gases that accumulated invisibly in the shafts. When the canary went silent, you got out.

			Mark stared at it for a long moment.

			He pulled the curtains closed, both panels, working each hook along the rod until the gap was gone and the room’s only light was the thin red seep around the edges that he couldn’t fully block. He sat on the edge of the bed. The foam gave under him unevenly, one side more compressed than the other from years of use, and the springs produced a sound that was more complaint than creak.

			He took his notepad from his coat pocket, opened it to the first page, and wrote: GRANGER HALL, DAY 1. Below that, the two names from the plaque: WILKES. BOONE. Below those, from the napkin now folded in his breast pocket: GRAY MINER. He looked at the three entries for a while. Then he added a fourth line, not a name but an observation, the kind he had been writing in the margins of notebooks for twelve years in cities that had at least the decency to be loud about what they wanted from him.

			In Granger Hall, even the silence feels like a threat.

			He closed the notepad, set it on the nightstand, and lay back on the bed without taking off his coat. The ice maker down by the lobby hummed its low, irregular note through the wall. Outside, the mist had thickened back toward rain, and the drops struck the window in an intermittent, uneven rhythm, no particular pattern, no intention of stopping.

			The mine was still up there on the ridge. He didn’t need to see it to know.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Podcaster Appears

			The woods at the edge of the Granger mine were still dark when Tyler Boone crouched in the frost-stiffened undergrowth and pressed the power button on his EVP recorder, listening to the small machine hiss to life. The readout glowed red in the pre-dawn dark, a single pixel of warmth in a landscape that had no use for it. He’d driven out here at 4:30 AM along a road his phone’s GPS had given up on entirely, navigating by memory and by the particular shape of the ridge against a sky that was only slightly less dark than the tree line beneath it. His uncle Caleb had told him once that this was how you found your way home when the lights went out.

			He ran a calibration check on the thermal camera, watching the viewfinder render the tree line in spectral greens and pale oranges, the living warmth of the Appalachian woods made visible and strange. The rotting timber frame of the mine entrance sat at the upper edge of the frame, dead cold. He tilted the camera away from it.

			The smell here was pine sap, sharp enough to sting the back of the throat, and underneath it the loamy, decaying exhale of wet leaves and root matter. Below that sat something else, something metallic and thin. It was the smell the EVP recorder gave off when the battery contacts were fresh, like ozone, or the particular stillness before a storm. Tyler had spent two years of fieldwork training himself to associate that smell with readiness. It meant the gear was live. It meant he was in the right place.

			He wasn’t sure it was working tonight.

			He touched the lighthouse tattoo on the inside of his left forearm, a reflex so habitual he barely registered it anymore, just two fingers pressing the ink the way another man might reach for his keys. The tattoo was small, old enough that the lines had softened, a lighthouse rendered in simple geometry: the tower, the beam, the suggestion of water beneath. He’d gotten it the year after the accident, when he was twenty and still flinching at headlights. His therapist at the time had called it an anchor object. Tyler had called it a reminder that some lights existed for navigation and some were just for keeping the dark from feeling total.

			He set up the tripod for the thermal camera, positioning it to capture both the mine entrance and a sweep of the tree line where local accounts placed the Gray Miner’s apparitions. The frosted ground crunched under his boots with each adjustment, a sound that felt too loud in the pre-dawn stillness. The woods were full of sound if he let himself hear it. Water dripped somewhere inside the mine, slow and hollow and patient, a rhythmic plip-plop against stone. Above that sat the high-pitched carrier hiss of the EVP recorder, and above everything else the low susurrus of the canopy shifting in a wind that hadn’t reached the ground.

			He clipped the directional microphone to its stand, checked the levels, and picked up the handheld mic for the intro recording. The familiar weight of it steadied his hands. This part he could do. This part was just performance.

			“Good morning, Haunted America,” he said, his voice dropping into the warm, easy register he’d spent two years calibrating, just intimate enough to feel like a confidence, just professional enough to signal he knew what he was doing. “It is five-oh-seven in the morning and I am standing at the edge of what used to be the Granger Number Three colliery, a coal mine that produced approximately eight hundred thousand tons of bituminous coal between 1901 and 1937, and also, depending on who you ask in this town, a considerable quantity of unfinished grief.”

			He paused for effect, tilting the camera toward the mine entrance. “The entrance is about forty feet from where I’m standing. Rotted timber framing, rusted warning signs, and a significant section of sagging barbed wire that someone had strung across what used to be a working entrance, what used to be, by any reasonable accounting of history, a place my family had a right to stand.” He let that sit a moment, then shifted register, the podcast voice dropping its warmth by a fraction. “Speaking as someone who’s navigated a fair number of abandoned industrial sites, that kind of maintenance tells you a lot about how seriously the current owners take their obligations to the past.”

			He lowered the mic. Off the record.

			A branch snapped somewhere in the undergrowth to his left, a single dry crack, and every calibrated warmth in Tyler’s voice collapsed. His head turned before he’d decided to turn it. His hand tightened on the mic. He was scanning the tree line before the sound had finished registering, running the inventory of threats the way you did when you’d spent a portion of your childhood understanding that the dark was not a neutral space.

			It was a deer. He knew that before he saw any evidence of it. The probability was enormous. The probability of anything else was near zero.

			His hands were shaking slightly.

			He lifted the mic again. “And that,” he said, his voice returning, lighter now, leaning into the joke the way you leaned into a guardrail on a bad stretch of road, “is what we call ambiance. Genuine, authentic, complimentary ambiance, provided at no extra charge by whatever lives in these woods and has apparently decided that five in the morning is an excellent time to remind me that I am, in fact, a person with a fully operational startle reflex.”

			The recorder light blinked steadily. He exhaled through his teeth and let his shoulders drop.

			He returned to the formal intro, covering the technical context: the 1933 mine collapse, the twelve men killed, the disputed safety records, the series of unexplained lights and sounds documented by Granger Hall residents in the decades since. He kept his voice measured and informative, the register that said he had done the research. He had done the research. He always did the research. It was the only thing that made the rest of it feel legitimate.

			“My family had roots here,” he said, more quietly. He hadn’t planned to say it this early in the episode, but the dark and the smell of the woods and the sound of the mine dripping had released a pressure at the back of his throat he hadn’t known he was holding. “The Boones were Granger Hall before Granger Hall was whatever it is now. My uncle Caleb worked this mountain. His father worked it before him. And somewhere in the gap between then and now, something happened that my family doesn’t discuss directly, something involving a man named Wilkes and a labor dispute and a sum of money that allegedly never reached the men it was owed to. The net result is that the Boone name in this town gets written in smaller type than the Wilkes name, when it gets written at all.”

			He looked at the mine entrance. The thermal camera’s viewfinder rendered it as a solid black rectangle, colder than the ground around it, colder than the pre-dawn air, colder than anything living had a right to be.

			“Which is one of the reasons I’m here,” Tyler said. “To read the small print.”

			The recorder light blinked. The mine dripped. Somewhere above the canopy, the sky was beginning, almost imperceptibly, to lighten, the ridge line acquiring its first thin edge of definition against the dark. Tyler Boone did not look at it. He kept his eyes on the mine entrance, on the black gap in the hillside where the timbers framed nothing but absence, and he told himself the shiver that moved through him was only the cold.

			+ + + + + +

			Mark heard him before he saw him.

			The voice came through the trees ahead on the access path, bright and unhurried, carrying the particular confidence of someone accustomed to performing for an audience that couldn’t talk back. Mark slowed, one hand going to his breast pocket where his notepad sat. He’d studied the approach on the county survey map that morning, logging distances and signage before he left the motel, and he hadn’t expected company at 7:00 AM.

			He came around the last bend in the path and stopped.

			The man at the mine entrance had his back half-turned, speaking into a handheld microphone with the focused ease of someone in the middle of a thought. He was average height, agile and lean in layered outdoor gear, dark hair damp at the edges from the morning fog. A thermal camera sat on a tripod to his left, its lens pointed at the mine opening. An EVP recorder occupied a second stand to his right. Between the two pieces of equipment, a third device Mark didn’t immediately recognize blinked with a slow amber light. The whole arrangement had the considered geometry of a professional setup. That was the first thing that surprised him. The second was the small rainbow decal affixed to the side of the handheld microphone.

			“What are you doing here?” Mark said.

			The man turned. He had expressive dark eyes and a smile that arrived quickly and stayed, the kind of smile that had learned to make itself useful in difficult situations. “Recording an intro segment,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

			“I’m working.”

			“So am I.” The smile didn’t shift. “Tyler Boone. Haunted America podcast.” He didn’t offer his hand, perhaps because both of his were occupied with equipment, or perhaps because he’d already read something in Mark’s posture that suggested the gesture wouldn’t land well.

			“Mark Gallagher.” Mark looked at the equipment array, then at the mine entrance behind it, then back at Boone. “This is private property.”

			“It is,” Tyler agreed pleasantly. “It’s also a documented historical site with a public interest exemption that I’ve confirmed with the county assessor’s office, which you probably know if you’ve done your homework.” He glanced at the notepad outline in Mark’s breast pocket. “And given the look of a man who hasn’t slept particularly well, I’m going to guess you have.”

			Mark studied him for a moment. The accent was Appalachian, melodic and unhurried, but the syntax underneath it was precise. The outdoor gear was worn in the right places, not performance-worn, actually used. The equipment was good quality, not hobbyist-grade. “You’re a podcaster,” Mark said.

			“Paranormal investigator and content creator,” Tyler said. “You’re a journalist. The notepad gives you away. Also the coat. Also the way you looked at my equipment like you were pricing it for a court exhibit.” He tilted his head slightly. “Which outlet?”

			Mark told him.

			Tyler’s expression did something brief and complicated that resolved back into the easy smile before Mark could fully read it. “The serious press,” he said. “And you’re here because of the accident.”

			“I’m here because of the history.” It was the cover framing, true enough on its surface to carry conviction. “The mining heritage. Regional economic decline.”

			“Sure,” Tyler said, in the tone of a man who found this politely unconvincing. He turned back to his equipment and began adjusting the thermal camera’s angle with the practiced efficiency of someone who didn’t need to look at what his hands were doing. “You want to know what the mine’s doing at night. You want to know why a man ended up in Charleston General with injuries that don’t match a routine structural failure. You want the Wilkes company on record saying something they’ll regret.” He paused. “How am I doing?”

			The accuracy of it put a low tightening across Mark’s shoulders. Without thinking, his left hand moved toward his ring finger, found the pale compressed band of skin, pressed it once, and stopped. He pulled his hand back and kept his voice level. “And you want ghost footage,” he said.

			“I want the truth,” Tyler said, without heat, turning back to face him. “We just disagree about what kind of truth is available here.”

			Mark stepped closer, just the body following the argument forward. They were close enough now that he could see the detail of the lighthouse tattoo on the inside of Boone’s left forearm, the ink softened with age, and the faint dampness of the morning fog on the collar of his jacket. Something registered in Mark’s throat before his mind had any useful comment on it. He filed it away and kept his voice level. “The truth available here is that twelve men died in 1933 because someone made a decision that prioritized production over safety,” he said. “The same company is still operating under the same logic ninety years later, and a man nearly died last week to prove it. There’s nothing supernatural about negligence.”

			“No,” Tyler said. “But there’s something worth asking about a town where the same tragedy keeps happening to the same families, in the same place, for the same reasons. Nobody in a position of power has ever once been held accountable for any of it.” He held Mark’s gaze without blinking. “Doesn’t that feel like something to you? Even a little?”

			“It feels like a systemic failure with a paper trail.”

			“Maybe it’s both.”

			Mark looked at him. The morning light was coming up behind the ridge now, thin and flat, turning the frost on the undergrowth to a dull silver. The mine entrance framed Tyler from behind, the timbers rotted through from the inside out, the kind of structural failure that looked fine until the moment it didn’t. Mark filed that observation away. He filed away the other one too, the fact that Tyler’s eyes, behind the easy smile, were not easy at all.

			“The marker on Route 12,” Mark said. “By the pull-off before town. I stopped on the way in.”

			Tyler went still. Not visibly, not in any way that would have registered to a casual observer, but the quality of his stillness changed, the way a held breath changes a face, everything going carefully neutral. “What about it?” he said.

			“Caleb Boone Senior,” Mark said. “Head Face Foreman, 1933. Is that your family?”

			The easy smile came back, but it arrived a half-second too late and sat slightly wrong on his face, the way a picture hangs level when the wall behind it isn’t quite plumb. “Distant relation,” Tyler said. “Old family name. Half the county’s got Boone somewhere in the tree.” He began breaking down the EVP recorder stand with efficient, deliberate movements. “You said you were working. Don’t let me keep you.”

			Mark didn’t move. He was watching the hands on the recorder stand, the particular controlled efficiency of them, and thinking about the way Tyler’s voice had carried through the trees before, confident and warm and performing, and how the performance was still running now but the engine behind it was working considerably harder.

			“I’m going to be at the diner in an hour,” Mark said. “If you want to compare notes.”

			Tyler looked up from the equipment. Something moved briefly across his face, unguarded and quick, there and gone before Mark could name it. “I’ll think about it,” he said.

			Mark turned and walked back up the path. He didn’t look back. Behind him, he heard the equipment cases clicking shut, one after another, and then the sound of Tyler Boone’s boots on the frosted ground, and then nothing but the mine dripping in the dark and the early birds starting up in the canopy overhead.

			He pulled out his notepad as he walked. Added three words beneath the entries from the night before.

			BOONE. KNOWS MORE.

			+ + + + + +

			The Granger Diner occupied the ground floor of a narrow brick building on Main Street, its plate glass window fogged at the corners from the heat inside, the word OPEN buzzing in red neon above the door handle. Tyler pushed through into the smell of sizzling bacon and floor wax and the particular sweetness of coffee that had been sitting too long on a burner. He stood for a moment in the doorway, letting his eyes adjust.

			He’d gotten there first.

			Mark Gallagher was not yet at any of the booths or stools, which gave Tyler approximately the length of time it took to choose a seat to decide how he wanted to play this. He chose the counter. It put his back to the wall and gave him a clear view of the door and of the diner’s only other occupied table. Two men in work shirts sat over eggs without speaking, the particular silence of men who had exhausted the useful parts of their shared vocabulary years ago. They didn’t look up when he came in. Nobody did. The diner had the self-contained quality of a room that already knew everyone in it and had rendered its verdict on the roster long before Tyler Boone’s family name had been quietly removed from the ledger.

			Grace Turner was behind the counter. She was in her early thirties, chestnut hair pulled back, a soft expressiveness in her face that Tyler had learned in the first thirty seconds of their phone call three days ago to read as genuine warmth over careful guardedness, in that order. She set a mug in front of him before he asked.

			“Figured you’d be in,” she said.

			“Grace.” Tyler wrapped both hands around the mug. The ceramic was almost too hot, a welcome sharpness against fingers still cold from the mine. “I appreciate the call last week. The tip about the lights on the north ridge.”

			“Wasn’t much.” She was already refilling the carafe, her eyes moving to the window as a company truck rolled slowly past on Main Street, its smoked windows catching the morning light. She watched it until it cleared the frame. Then she came back. “You want the usual?”

			“I want whatever you’re willing to tell me about the 1933 collapse that isn’t in the county records.”

			Grace set the carafe down. She had the particular stillness of someone who had expected this question and had been deciding for some time what to do with it. “You’ve been reading the county records,” she said.

			“All of them.”

			“Then you know about the safety inspection that didn’t happen.”

			“I know the notation that should record it isn’t there,” Tyler said. “That’s not the same as knowing what that means.”

			Grace looked at him for a moment, then down at the counter. She took a cloth from her apron pocket and began wiping a surface that didn’t need wiping, the motion of someone who thought better with her hands occupied. “My grandmother worked in the company office in 1932 and 1933,” she said quietly. “Not as anything important. Filing clerk. But she was there when Arthur Wilkes came in one morning and had the inspection logs pulled from the current files and sent to off-site storage in Charleston.”

			“When?”

			“Six weeks before the collapse.”

			Tyler’s grip tightened on the mug. The heat pressed into his palms. “She reported it?”

			“She mentioned it,” Grace said, with a particular flatness. “To her supervisor. Who mentioned it to no one. Because Arthur Wilkes signed the payroll, and in 1933 in Granger Hall, that was the end of most conversations.” She looked up. “My grandmother told my mother. My mother told me. I’m telling you because someone ought to know it before the next man ends up in Charleston General.”

			The bell above the door rang.

			Tyler could tell from the particular shift in Grace’s expression, her eyes moving past him with the careful recognition of someone who had already filed him under a heading she wasn’t yet ready to share, that it was Mark Gallagher.

			He looked anyway.

			Mark came in with his collar up and his notepad already in his breast pocket, scanning the diner with the systematic efficiency of someone who had been doing this long enough that it was no longer a conscious act. His eyes found Tyler at the counter and registered something that hadn’t quite resolved into a legible expression. He crossed to the counter and sat down one stool away.

			“You thought about it,” Mark said.

			“I did.” Tyler turned his mug in his hands. “Turns out I’m persuadable.” He nodded toward Grace. “She’s already ahead of us both.”

			Grace returned Mark’s nod with the measured warmth of someone who had already taken his measure the previous evening and was prepared to be civil without being open. She poured his coffee and set it down without ceremony, then moved to the far end of the counter to collect the work-shirt men’s plates.

			Mark watched her go. “What were you two talking about?”

			“The weather,” Tyler said.

			Mark picked up his coffee. “She knows something.” He said it the way a man confirms a suspicion he’d gone to sleep with the night before, flat and certain. “She was the same way last night. Helpful right up to the edge of useful and then not.”

			“Everyone in this town knows something.”

			“She’s afraid of the company trucks.” Mark’s voice was flat, factual. He’d clocked the window-watching, then. Of course he had. “She looked at that truck the way my ex-wife used to look at the phone when she knew it was her mother calling and had already decided not to answer it.” He paused, seeming to register that he’d said that, then moved past it with the deliberate efficiency of a man who had considerable practice redirecting himself. “What did she actually tell you?”

			Tyler considered him. Mark was looking at the counter, not at Tyler, turning his coffee cup a quarter-turn and back with the precise, repetitive motion of a man whose hands needed something to do while his brain worked. The thin scar beneath his left eyebrow caught the diner’s overhead light. The set of his jaw was careful in a way that looked habitual, like something practiced into muscle memory.

			“She told me the inspection logs were pulled from the active files six weeks before the 1933 collapse,” Tyler said. “Sent to off-site storage in Charleston. On Arthur Wilkes’s direct instruction.”

			Mark’s cup stopped moving. “That’s evidence of foreknowledge.”

			“It’s evidence of something.”

			“Does she have documentation?”

			“It’s oral history. Her grandmother was a filing clerk in the company office.”

			Mark was quiet for a moment, his jaw working slightly, the way it did when he was running calculations that hadn’t come out yet. Then Grace came back to their end of the counter, refilling Tyler’s mug with the particular efficiency of someone who had more to say and was deciding the geometry of saying it.

			She leaned on the counter. Not toward Mark. Toward Tyler. “You know what they say about the Boones in this town,” she said, her voice dropping to the register she used when she didn’t want it carrying.

			Tyler kept his face easy. “I’ve heard a few versions.”

			“The Wilkes family built this town,” Grace said, with the careful flatness of someone reciting a text they had been made to memorize but had never fully believed. “That’s what people will tell you. That’s what they’ll tell the both of you, if you ask around. The Boones were here before them, sure, but they were always trouble. Labor agitators. Unreliable. That’s the word that comes up.” She met Tyler’s eyes. “Unreliable.”

			“Unreliable meaning what, exactly?” Tyler said.

			“Meaning they asked questions,” Grace said. “Meaning they kept records of their own.” She set down the carafe and kept her voice low. “Silas Boone, your great-great-uncle or however the line runs, stood up in the company office in August of 1933. He told Arthur Wilkes directly that Shaft Number Three had compromised supports and the inspection hadn’t been completed. The official record says he was dismissed for insubordination.” She paused. “The unofficial record, which is what the old families actually know, says he was escorted off the property by two Wilkes men. They told him that if he spoke about the shaft condition to anyone outside the company, his family would be without a house by winter.” Her voice went quieter still. “Six weeks later, the shaft came down.”

			The name hit the back of Tyler’s jaw like pressure from a bruise he hadn’t known was there. Silas Boone. He knew that name from Caleb’s rare, unguarded moments, from the way his uncle went quiet at certain angles of conversation. He had not known this part. He kept his hands around the mug and his expression level and said nothing, because the diner had ears and Grace had just handed him something breakable.

			Grace straightened and moved away to attend to a new customer at the side door. Tyler’s shoulders drew in without his permission, the diner’s sudden quiet registering somewhere between his shoulder blades.

			Mark turned his cup another quarter-turn
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