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The Sound She Made

The first time Alena Gale saw a dead woman, she was six years old and wearing red rain boots with yellow ducks on them.

She remembered the boots.

For years, that was all she remembered.

Not the forest road. Not the smell of wet pine needles and gasoline. Not the way her father’s hand swallowed hers as he led her past the old timber gate where the NO TRESPASSING sign hung crooked from one rusted nail. Not the woman in the ditch, her hair darkened by rain, one arm folded beneath her as if she had lain down to sleep and forgotten how to wake.

Only the boots.

Yellow ducks, smiling up at a gray sky.

“Stories,” her father told her that night, kneeling until his eyes were level with hers. “Stories are where we put what we cannot keep.”

His voice was gentle. Her father’s voice was always gentle, which was the first lesson Alena ever learned about monsters: they did not need to roar.

They could whisper.

He had a silver pen in his coat pocket. Blue ink. He took out a folded paper map and drew a small circle where the forest road bent like a broken finger.

“See?” he said. “This is where the story begins.”

Alena did not look at the map. She looked at the woman. She looked at the rain gathering in the hollow of the woman’s throat. She looked at the trees standing all around them like witnesses who had agreed to stay silent.

The woman made a sound.

It was small. It might have been the wind. It might have been water moving under leaves. It might have been the last part of a life trying to leave a body that did not want to be left.

Alena opened her mouth to scream.

Her father placed one finger against his lips.

“Not yet,” he said.

Then he took the silver pen, wrote three words in blue ink on the map, and slipped the paper into Alena’s coat.

For twenty-nine years, she would not remember the words.

For twenty-nine years, she would write them anyway.

​

PART ONE: THE LETTER OPENS

​
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The Woman Who Invented Monsters

At thirty-five, Alena Gale was paid very well to imagine the worst things human beings could do to one another.

Her readers called her brave. Her critics called her depraved. Her publisher called her reliable, which was the most intimate compliment the book industry knew how to give.

She had written seven novels in eleven years, each one darker than the last. There was The Orchard Wife, in which a missing bride was found beneath the roots of a crabapple tree. Glass Rooms, where a killer preserved women’s last breaths in jars. Borrowed Teeth, a book so unsettling that a morning-show host asked Alena whether she worried about “feeding the wrong minds.”

Alena had smiled for the camera and said, “The wrong minds were hungry before I arrived.”

The clip went viral. Her sales doubled.

She lived in a restored brick townhouse on the old side of Coveport, a city of maritime fog, ruined mills, fashionable grief, and bookstores that sold more tote bags than books. Her office occupied the third floor. It had one wall of windows, one wall of shelves, a long walnut desk, and a locked cabinet containing every letter she had ever received from readers.

There were thousands.

Some thanked her. Some confessed things. Some begged her to read their manuscripts. Some proposed marriage. Some accused her of knowing too much.

Alena kept the disturbing ones in a black archival box marked FANS: CONCERNING.

The letter arrived on a Tuesday in November, two weeks after the release of her seventh novel, The River’s Third Daughter.

It came through her publisher first, then to her agent, then to her assistant, then finally to Alena’s desk, because fame was a machine designed to delay intimacy.

The envelope was ordinary: cream paper, no return address, her name written by hand in blue ink.

Ms. Alena Gale.

Not “Alena.” Not “Dear genius.” Not “Dear sick woman.”

Ms. Alena Gale.

She should have given it to security. She should have photographed the envelope. She should have placed it in a plastic sleeve and called someone whose job involved gloves.

Instead, because writers are professionally trained to open doors they should not open, Alena slit the envelope with her letter knife.

Inside was one page.

The handwriting was precise, tilted slightly to the left, as if every letter leaned away from its own meaning.

You described her perfectly.

But you forgot the sound she made.

Alena read it once.

Then again.

Then a third time, which was how long it took for the room to become unfamiliar.

A delivery truck groaned on the street below. Somewhere in the house, the old radiators knocked like a polite corpse. Her coffee steamed beside her laptop, untouched.

She turned the page over.

No signature.

Only a small drawing in the lower right corner: a map symbol. A circle with an X through it.

Alena knew the symbol.

She had used it in The Orchard Wife to mark where the bride was buried.

She had invented it.

Hadn’t she?

The phone rang.

Alena flinched so violently that coffee spilled across the desk. The letter remained dry. She watched the brown tide stop a quarter inch from the paper, as if the letter possessed its own perimeter of refusal.

The caller ID read JONAH CALDWELL.

Her agent.

She answered without looking away from the handwriting.

“Please tell me you’re dressed,” Jonah said. “You have the Harrow Review interview at noon.”

“I got a letter.”

“You get letters every day.”

“Not like this.”

There was a pause. Jonah knew the difference between Alena performing unease and Alena actually feeling it.

“Read it to me,” he said.

She did.

The silence on the other end lengthened.

“Could be a prank,” Jonah said at last.

“Yes.”

“A nasty one.”

“Yes.”

“Did they mention a character? A book?”

“No.”

“Then it’s vague by design. People do this. They want you to fill in the terror yourself.”

Alena picked up the envelope. The postmark was smudged but legible enough: HALEWICK, MAINE.

She had not heard the name Halewick in twenty years.

Her father had died there.

At least, that was what she had been told.

“Cancel the interview,” she said.

“Alena—”

“Jonah, cancel it.”

She ended the call and opened the locked cabinet.

The black archival box waited on the bottom shelf.

For an hour, she sorted through old reader letters. Love letters, hate letters, ornate threats, childish poems, newspaper clippings with underlined phrases. Nothing matched
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