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​Chapter 1: Homecoming
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Eva Morton hated small towns, and this one in particular.

It wasn't the crooked picket fences or the rusting mailboxes that irritated her—though those hadn’t changed in ten years—it was the silence. The kind of silence that didn’t mean peace, but memory. A silence that looked you dead in the face and dared you to flinch first.

She pulled up in front of her childhood home just past dusk, headlights cutting through the fog like twin blades. The Morton house sat at the end of a winding gravel road, next to a cluster of bare-limbed apple trees—the orchard her father once pruned with military precision. Now, the trees stood wild and claw-like, reaching toward the house as if trying to reclaim it.

Eva cut the engine. For a moment, she stayed in the car, fingers still on the steering wheel. From here, the house looked like a photograph someone had tried to burn but only managed to singe at the corners. The white paint peeled in long strips, and the porch light flickered faintly—like a dying firefly clinging to its last spark.

Her phone buzzed on the passenger seat. A message from Will:


"He’s stable. Nurse said he asked for you. Be gentle, Eva."


Gentle. A word that didn’t belong in her vocabulary. Especially not today.

She grabbed her bag and stepped out, boots crunching the frosted grass. The cold bit through her coat like teeth, but she welcomed it. It kept her alert. The town might be small, but its shadows were long. Every creaking porch board or flapping shutter reminded her she wasn’t just coming back to care for her father—she was walking into the mouth of something left unfinished.

The door opened before she could knock.
“Eva,” said a voice.
Tall, wiry, with graying hair and an overworked frown, Nurse Sheila stood in the doorway like a gatekeeper to a secret. She had known Eva since she was a girl and looked at her now with the kind of cautious warmth usually reserved for bad weather.
“You look like hell,” she added, stepping aside.

“Nice to see you too,” Eva said, brushing past her.

The inside of the house smelled like antiseptic and old wood. The furniture was in the same place, but covered in plastic, like ghosts in mourning. Machines beeped gently from the living room, where her father lay on a reclining hospital bed, thin and pale, more bone than man.

His eyes opened when she entered. They were dull at first—until they weren’t.

“Hi, Dad,” Eva said, keeping her voice level.

He didn’t respond. Just stared. Then his mouth twitched.
A sound came out. A whisper.
“...Orchard...”
Eva blinked. “What?”

He repeated it.
“Orchard...”
Sheila came in with a clipboard. “That’s all he says. Over and over. Doctor says it’s cognitive displacement. He recognizes you, though.”

Eva nodded absently, but her eyes stayed fixed on her father. Her mind ticked back ten years. To the last night she saw Marianne Carter, her best friend. To the orchard. The moonlight. The screaming.

To what she had buried—literally and figuratively—just beyond those trees.

“Anything else?” she asked the nurse.

“No. But he’s been gripping this all day.” Sheila reached into a drawer and pulled out a weathered object. A rusted key, tied to a piece of red string.

Eva took it slowly. Cold to the touch. Heavy. Familiar.

“What does it unlock?” she asked.

The nurse shrugged. “You tell me. He pulled it from under the floorboard in his room.”

A key. A whispered word. An orchard.

The pieces were starting to move.

And Eva realized—whatever had started a decade ago...wasn’t finished.

Not even close.
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​Chapter 2: The Key
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Eva couldn’t sleep. Not in this house. Not with the key burning a hole into her mind.

She sat on the edge of her childhood bed, long stripped of posters and dreams, with the rusted key dangling from her fingers. The red string—frayed and darkened with age—was knotted tight, almost ceremonial. It felt intentional, like someone wanted it found, eventually. Like her father had been saving it for her.

“Orchard,” he’d said again before falling asleep, eyes foggy but locked on hers. No other words. No other effort.

The heating barely worked upstairs. She wrapped a blanket around herself and stood, pacing the creaky floorboards like a detective in an old noir film. The walls were still covered in faded wallpaper—floral and soft, the exact opposite of how this house felt now.

She walked to the hallway closet. It still smelled like mothballs and cedar. A box of Christmas lights sat on the top shelf, along with an old pair of binoculars and her father's battered toolbox. She moved them aside—nothing.

Then she turned to the floorboards.

Eva dropped to her knees and ran her fingers along the seams of the wood. There. One plank, near the baseboard, was slightly darker than the rest. She pried at it with her nails. It didn’t budge.

She stood, grabbed a flathead screwdriver from the toolbox, and wedged it under the plank. It groaned, lifted, then popped out.

A hollow space beneath.

She reached in and pulled out a small, dust-covered box.

Her hands trembled. She hadn’t realized she was breathing hard.

The box was locked. Of course it was.

She slipped the key in. It turned with a satisfying click.

Inside, there was a single item: a polaroid photo.

Four teenagers stood in the fading sunlight of a long-forgotten summer. Eva. Marianne. Will. Clara. Smiling, carefree, arms slung around each other like they were invincible. Behind them, the orchard stretched into golden blur.

Eva turned it over. In thick black marker:
“That was the last day.”
Her chest tightened.

She sat back, heart pounding.

Something was wrong with that photo. Not the people—but the angle. None of them had a camera. No one else was supposed to be there.

So who took the picture?

She flipped the photo again, stared at it under the yellowed ceiling light.

They all looked so happy. But she remembered that day vividly. She and Marianne had argued. Will had left early. Clara had cried over something she wouldn’t explain. And hours later, Marianne had vanished. Vanished as if the orchard had swallowed her whole.

Eva hadn't thought about it in detail for years. Not on purpose. But now...

Now her father's whisper, this key, the photograph—it was pulling her back into the past like quicksand.

She opened her laptop. The Wi-Fi was slow, but it worked. She logged into an encrypted folder she hadn’t opened in five years. It was where she stored her personal notes from the few times she tried—unsuccessfully—to investigate Marianne’s case on her own.

She clicked through old police reports. Her father had led the search team. Filed the reports. But so many things didn’t add up. No footprints. No signs of struggle. No leads. And then—just silence. The town had let it go.

She hadn't.

She clicked on her old notes from an anonymous tip she'd received years ago—someone claiming to have seen Marianne the night after she disappeared.

The message was unsigned:


"The orchard saw what you didn’t. And it’s not done with you yet."


Eva shivered.

Suddenly, she heard a thud downstairs.

Her breath caught.

Another thud. This time closer. Someone was in the house.

She grabbed the screwdriver, heart pounding in her ears.

Footsteps creaked up the stairs.

She stood in the hall, screwdriver in hand, every nerve screaming.

Then—silence.

“Hello?” she called out. “Who’s there?”

Nothing.

A few more steps. Then a shadow fell across the top of the stairs.

Eva raised the screwdriver—

And from the dark came a familiar voice.

“Eva?”
It was Will.
She exhaled sharply, not lowering the tool. “What the hell are you doing in my house?”

“I heard you were back,” he said, hands raised. “I came to check on you. The front door was unlocked.”

Eva narrowed her eyes. “That doesn’t give you the right to come creeping up the stairs like a stalker.”

He gave a sheepish smile. “I knocked. No answer. Figured you were asleep.”

“In this town? With everything that’s happened?” she said. “I don’t sleep easily.”

He stepped closer, still in the shadows. “You found something, didn’t you?”

She froze.

“What?” she asked, voice low.

Will’s face was unreadable. “You wouldn’t come back after ten years just for a stroke and a reunion. You came back to finish digging.”

Eva met his gaze. “And what if I did?”

Will stepped into the light.

“I’d tell you,” he said carefully, “some things are buried for a reason.”
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​Chapter 3: That Summer
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Eva didn’t sleep after Will left. She waited for the sound of his car to disappear into the woods, then locked every door, pulled the curtains shut, and stared at the photograph again.

There it was—That was the last day. It sat heavy in her hands like evidence in a trial that had never happened.

What did Will mean—some things are buried for a reason?

Had he been watching her? Had he been watching her even back then?



The next morning was fog-drenched and quiet, the sky overcast and stubborn. Eva poured herself a mug of bitter black coffee, wincing as the steam stung her tired eyes. Her father lay sleeping, hooked up to machines, chest rising and falling with the rhythm of fragile life.

She looked out the kitchen window.

The orchard loomed.

Rows of tangled, crooked trees. Some still bore shriveled fruit, but most were just skeletal fingers grasping at the air. When she was young, this orchard had felt endless. Magical. A world apart. Now it looked like something out of a Grimm fairy tale—twisted and abandoned.

Eva put on her coat and stepped outside.

The cold clung to her like a second skin. She walked through the frost-covered grass and ducked beneath the low-hanging branches, memories crashing into her like waves.

She had been sixteen that summer. A long, strange summer. The year before she left town. The year Marianne disappeared.

Eva, Marianne, Will, and Clara had spent every day together, orbiting one another like planets—pulling closer and pushing away. Secrets had lived in their laughter. Rivalries had thrived under the surface.

She stopped at the heart of the orchard. There, just as she remembered, was the stone circle—a small arrangement of rocks they’d once used as a fire pit, where they used to gather and talk about leaving town. About escape. About lives they’d never live.

She knelt down and brushed the frost off one of the stones.

Carved into it, barely visible, were four initials:
E. M. C. W.
She hadn’t thought about this in years.

Eva stood and walked past the circle, deeper into the orchard, to a part they’d called “the hollow.” It was where they’d built a rope swing. It was also the last place she remembered seeing Marianne—smiling, spinning, wind in her hair—before she was gone.

Suddenly, her boot hit something. She stumbled and looked down.

A piece of fabric poked out from the soil. Faded red. Weather-worn.

She crouched and pulled gently. It gave way too easily.

It was a scarf.

Marianne’s.

Eva recognized it immediately—the red scarf she always wore when it got chilly, even in summer.

She stood frozen. Her hands shook.

Then her phone buzzed.

Blocked number.

She hesitated. Answered.

A voice, disguised. Warped.


“You should stop digging, Eva. The orchard remembers more than you do.”


Click.

The line went dead.

Eva’s breath caught. She turned instinctively—but the orchard
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