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For the ones who remember what they were never supposed to.

And for those still trapped in the maze...

you were never lost. They just changed the map.
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​PROLOGUE
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The boy wakes in the snow.

No name. No coat. Just the taste of copper and static clinging to his tongue like an unfinished sentence. Above him, the clouds spiral in impossible geometries, each flake falling slower than the last. Beneath, the ground pulses, heartbeat slow, beneath a thin crust of frost.

He doesn’t remember how he got here. Only that something was taken.

The tree line watches, bark split with sigils that crawl when he looks too long. A red mitten flutters on a broken branch. He thinks it’s his. Or maybe it was his sister’s. Or maybe there never was a sister, just the echo of one, stitched into the static between thoughts.

A woman stands at the edge of the woods.

Black coat. Blacker eyes. She lights a cigarette with a match that burns blue, the flame dancing against wind that doesn’t blow. Her voice is smoke and gravel, soft as a lullaby recited in reverse. “You’re early.”

He tries to speak. His voice doesn’t work.

She crouches, presses something cold and sharp into his hand. A puzzle piece. Jagged edges. Blue as frostbite. “You dropped this.”

The boy stares. The piece hums. It’s warm in his palm, pulsing like a second heart. The symbol carved on its face means something. He doesn’t know what. Not yet.

“Next time,” she says, already vanishing, “remember to run.”

The world hiccups. The snow swallows her.

Somewhere in the distance, a grandfather clock chimes 3:47.  

Again.

The boy curls his fingers around the blue shard and walks toward the lights that shouldn’t exist, into the town that forgot how to forget.

Welcome to Wintervale.
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​The Invitation

––––––––
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Rain needled the city with a rusty persistence, turning alleyways into veins of reflected neon. 

Ethan Carter’s apartment was a tomb of half-finished puzzles, crossword grids yellowing on the fridge, a Rubik’s Cube fossilized at almost solved on the windowsill. The envelope on his desk didn’t belong. No postmark, no stamp, just his name slashed in ink that gleamed like a fresh bruise. He sliced it open with a switchblade he kept for nostalgia, not protection. Inside: a cipher, angular and hungry, and a one-way ticket to Wintervale. Departure in six hours. The paper smelled of cedar and burnt hair. Walk away, hissed the voice that still flinched at sirens, the same voice that had gone mute three years ago when he’d cracked the Blackwater code, only to watch his mentor’s career bleed out in a D.C. alley. But the cipher... It wasn’t just a puzzle. It was a dare. Symbols coiled like serpents, hissing You missed something. He traced them with a calloused finger, nail bitten to the quick. The third layer mirrored his own handwriting, the looping E, the jagged C. A code only he could’ve built.

A knock.

Through the peephole, a courier stood haloed by flickering fluorescents, shoulders straining a jacket stripped of its logo. A scar notched his earlobe, pale as a grub. 

“Sign.” The man’s voice rasped like a match strike. Ethan scrawled his name. The courier vanished, leaving the scent of menthols and wet concrete.

Back inside, the cipher throbbed under the sushi joint’s neon glow. It wanted something. Not to be solved. To be followed. His laptop spat error codes. Familiar. Too familiar. The syntax matched his abandoned thesis, the one locked in a Pentagon vault. The one that had cost him his marriage when he’d whispered fragments of it to empty whiskey glasses. Rain drummed the fire escape. His watch, a relic from his father, its face cracked, shivered backward a minute. 6:17 p.m. Then 6:16. The second hand ticked backward, again, Not the first time. Never explained.

He packed: cipher wheel, .38 revolver, a flask of bourbon older than his regrets. The ticket burned in his pocket. At the door, he hesitated. The envelope glue had dried on his collar, a glossy streak. Sloppy, Claire would’ve said. You never finish what you start. Claire had said it after his thesis defense. After the miscarriage. After the funeral. She was always right.

LaGuardia at dawn was a mausoleum of flickering departure boards. A janitor mopped the same three tiles, water sluicing into the cracks. 

The flight attendant took Ethan’s ticket, her smile a razor cut. “Wintervale?” Her name tag read Sarah, but the S had been clawed off. 

“Problem?” 

She glanced at his collar. “They don’t get visitors. Just... returns.”

The plane was a relic, propellers feathered with ice, seats cracked like old leather wallets. Across the aisle, a man in a trench coat slept upright, a newspaper splayed on his lap. The headline: LOCAL BOY VANISHES, 1987. The photo showed a child’s face half-eaten by shadows. Ethan’s throat tightened. His chin. His cowlick. His breath caught. It couldn't be. The photo aged like a bruise in his memory, blurry, familiar, wrong. Was it him?

The engines growled. His watch died at 6:17. As the wheels left asphalt, the city’s skyline fractured in the window, neon dissolving into the storm’s maw. The cabin reeked of diesel and mothballs. His seatbelt dangled, buckle missing.

The attendant’s parting words linger, invited, not welcome. And as the engines roar, Ethan finds fresh ink on his ticket stub: a symbol from the cipher, pulsing like a heartbeat.

The trench-coated man shifted, fingers tattooed with sheet music. “First time?”

Ethan stiffened. “You?”

“I’m always going.” The man peeled a glove off, revealing a wedding band etched with symbols from the cipher. “They say the snow there... listens.”

A tremor rocked the cabin. Ethan gripped his armrest, leather cracking under his nails. Outside, the clouds curdled into shapes: a child running, a mansion’s silhouette, a well with no bottom.

The co-pilot emerged, clutching a thermos. His uniform hung loose, buttons mismatched. “Coffee?”

Ethan shook his head. The man’s neck bore a scar, maggot-pale, notched earlobe. The courier from his apartment. The man’s grin split his face like a zip-tie, silver caps glinting. Same scar, same minty stench. Only now his pupils were vertical slits, cat’s eyes in the cabin’s jaundiced light.

“Suit yourself.” The co-pilot smiled. “It’ll be colder than you remember.”

As he retreated, Ethan spotted a crate stamped with a blackwood tree emblem, roots knotted into a noose. Through a crack in the crate’s slats, he glimpsed a tangle of wires, glinting metal, something child-sized frozen at 3:47...

The plane banked sharply. Ethan’s Zippo slid toward the aisle, flame flickering without fuel. Impossible. The trench-coated man laughed, low and wet, as frost crept over the window: WELCOME HOME, LEO, unless Ethan had been someone else all along.

Ethan’s breath stalled. The cabin lights died. In the dark, something brushed his wrist, cold, deliberate, familiar, before the engines screamed. Below, the storm had carved the snow into a colossal cipher, its loops mirroring the scars on Claire’s palms the night she left. Lights came on again.

The bourbon in Ethan’s flask tasted like regret, smokey and sour. He’d stolen it from his mentor’s office the day after the funeral, the label peeling like sunburned skin. Claire had hated the stuff. “Liquid cowardice,” she’d called it, her voice sharp as the knife she’d used to sever their shared phone plan. Now, it burned his throat as the plane shuddered, the co-pilot’s shadow stretching too long across the aisle.

The trench-coated man leaned closer, his breath reeking of cloves and decay. “You ever play piano, Mr. Carter?”

“No.”

“Pity. Music’s the only code that can’t be cracked.” He tapped his tattooed fingers, A minor, B flat, against the armrest. “Wintervale’s got a song. You’ll hear it soon enough.”

Ethan’s cipher wheel rolled again, landing on Ψ - soul. He pocketed it, fingers brushing the Polaroid of Claire. Her smile, once a lifeline, now felt accusatory. You’re chasing ghosts again. He could almost hear her laugh, small, brittle, already breaking before she did.

The co-pilot reappeared, thermos sloshing. “Change your mind?”

“What’s in the crate?”

The man’s grin widened. “What’s left.”

Ethan’s gaze dropped to the cargo hold. The child’s watch glinted, its frozen hands mocking him. 3:47. The same minute his father’s timepiece had stopped the night he’d walked into the Allegheny River, pockets stuffed with lottery tickets and lithium batteries.

Outside, the storm writhed. Snowflakes hissed against the glass, etching symbols that shifted when he blinked. One blink revealed an omega. The next, an eye. Were they on the glass, or inside it? The trench-coated man hummed tunelessly, his wedding band catching the dim light. The cipher symbols on it matched those in Ethan’s letter.

“Why me?” Ethan muttered, more to himself than anyone.

The man’s laugh was a dry cough. “You’ve always been there, Leo. You just forgot the melody.”

The plane lurched. Ethan’s Zippo clattered to the floor, its flame dying as the cabin lights flickered. In the sudden dark, the child’s grip on his wrist tightened, small, cold, desperate, before vanishing with the light. The plane screamed into the storm’s throat, and as the lights died, Ethan’s wrist burned where the child’s fingers had been, the skin now blistered, raw as a cipher seared into his flesh. 

Through the chaos, Ethan sees patterns in the blizzard below: the same fractal cipher from the letter, carved into the mountains.
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​The Arrival at Wintervale 

––––––––
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The plane touched down on a runway narrower than a coffin, snow clawed at the landing gear as they skidded. No control tower. No hangars. Just a shack leaning into the wind, its roof sagging under the weight of ice. Ethan stepped onto the tarmac, duffel slung over his shoulder, his exhale drifted out like ink in water. The cold bit through his coat, not the sharp sting of winter, but the gnawing ache of something older.

Wintervale’s airstrip dissolved into the whiteout behind him. Ahead, the town hunched under a shroud of mist, its streets choked with snowdrifts that glittered like crushed glass. No footprints. No tire tracks. Just the creak of frozen pines and the low moan of wind through empty storefronts. A sign dangled from a rusted chain: WELCOME TO WINTERVALE, POP. 213. The number had been scratched out, replaced by ??? in jagged charcoal.

The pilot hadn’t spoken. Just pointed him toward the door. Ethan never booked this.

Ethan’s boots sank into the snow with a wet crunch. Ten steps. He looked back, his footprints were already half-gone, erased as if the ground itself were hungry. Like the well, he thought, though he didn’t know why.

The cipher in his pocket throbbed against his thigh, its symbols whispering in a language his bones recognized but his mind couldn’t name.

The snow hadn’t fallen since he arrived, yet his tracks vanished behind him.

The main street was a graveyard of false fronts. A diner’s neon spat fizzed pink static, EAT, while the letters HE lay dead in the snow. Frost gnawed at a pharmacy’s display: sun-bleached mannequins in swimsuits, their smiles chipped into snarls. Ethan paused, breath held. A face pressed to the glass, his own, but younger, lips moving in a silent scream. Then gone, as if something unseen was editing everything in real time. The mannequins had turned toward him, their chipped smiles now pointed at the spot where he stood.

The butcher stood behind his glass, arms motionless, eyes glazed, like he’d forgotten how to blink.

Ethan followed the curve of the road, snowflakes spiraling like ash. A church steeple speared the clouds, its cross tilted sideways. The inn stood at the town’s heart, a three-story relic with boarded windows and a porch swing chained in ice. A brass key hung from the knob, tagged 12A. His flight seat number. The door groaned open, exhaling air that smelled of burnt toast and wet dog.

Inside, the lobby was a museum of decay. Faded wallpaper peeled like scabs. A grandfather clock stood sentinel, its hands frozen at 3:47, the same time as the watch in the crate. Ethan’s fingers brushed the dust-caked desk. A ledger lay open, names scrawled in frantic loops:

Leo Blackwood – Room 3 – 1987. The ink was fresh. Ethan touched it, his fingertip came away red. Not ink. Blood. His blood type, noted on his dog tags from Blackwater.

Ethan Carter – Room 12A – [Today’s Date]

Footsteps creaked overhead. Ethan froze. “Hello?”

Silence.

Then a thud, a door slamming? A sob? Followed by the skitter of something small and fast across the ceiling. His .38 was in his hand before he could think, the weight familiar, the safety already off.

Upstairs, the hallway stretched too long, doors warped and numbered out of order. 12A waited at the end, its knob crusted with ice. The key turned with a scream.

The room was spare: an iron bed, a desk, a window sheathed in frost. On the pillow lay a note, the paper brittle as old skin.

Decode me:

Λ Ψ Δ

Ethan’s cipher wheel spun in his trembling hand. Λ – hidden truth. Ψ – soul. Δ – change.

The window rattled. Outside, the storm had paused mid-fall, frozen flakes twitching like pinned insects.

.  

In the street below, a figure stood watching, a boy in a red coat, his face upturned. Ethan’s face. Age twelve. Ethan staggered back from the glass, a fist pressing to his mouth before he could stop himself. The cipher wheel spun uselessly in his trembling fingers.

The boy’s red coat was too bright, the only color in Wintervale’s corpse-pale void. He held up a hand, palm scarred with the same looping E from the cipher, before the snow devoured him.

Ethan wanted to reach through the frost, to shout a warning. But what would he say? Don’t become me?

The inn’s lobby clung to the smell of wood rot and burnt coffee, a stale breath trapped for decades. The grandfather clock stood crooked by the stairs, its pendulum swinging in jagged arcs. Tick. Three seconds. Tock. Seven. The face read 3:47, but the hands twitched like live wires. Ethan traced the dust on its oak frame, fingers coming away gray. “It’s been broken since before I was born,” a voice said.

The innkeeper emerged from a back room, a woman with hair the color of cigarette ash and a sweater frayed at the cuffs. Her name tag read Marnie, the ‘ie’ scratched out. “Still keeps time. Just... differently.”

Ethan nodded at the ledger. “Who else is staying here?”

Marnie’s laugh was dry. “Just you and the ghosts, Mr. Carter.” She slid a key across the desk, its teeth rusted. “Third floor’s closed. Pipes burst in ’87,” she said, though her glance slid toward the stairs like a secret already broken.

1987. The year in the newspaper. The year the boy vanished.

He took the stairs slowly, the steps groaning under his weight. On the second-floor landing, a maid scrubbed the same patch of floor, her mop water black with grime. She hummed a tune Ethan almost recognized, a lullaby his mother had sung, or something darker.

“Cold out,” he said, testing.

She didn’t look up. “Colder inside.”

Room 12A was a cell of peeling wallpaper and a bed frame stained with shadows. The window offered a view of the town square, where a man in a moth-eaten parka shoveled snow into a pile that never grew. Ethan watched him work, the rhythm hypnotic, until the man paused and stared directly up at him. No eyes, just hollows, deep and glistening.

He jerked back, heart hammering. When he looked again, the man was gone.

The diner across the street buzzed a sickly pink neon. Inside, vinyl booths crackled with every shift of weight. Two farmers nursed coffees at the counter, their faces carved from the same worn leather. Ethan slid onto a stool. “Black coffee.”

The waitress set a mug down. “You’re the cipher man.”

He froze. “Who told you that?”

“Wintervale knows.” She wiped the counter in slow circles, rag leaving streaks. “Blackwoods knew too. Before.”

The farmers stiffened. One whispered without looking up, “Best not to wake sleepers.”

Ethan leaned in. “What happened to them?”

The waitress glanced at the clock: The time refused to budge from its silent accusation, same as the inn. “Leo Blackwood’s still here. In the snow. In the walls.” She dropped a sugar cube into his coffee. It dissolved without a trace.

Back outside, the wind carried voices from an alley. Two women huddled under a flickering street lamp, scarves masking their faces. “Found another one near the well,” one whispered. “Same marks on his hands...”

They fell silent as Ethan passed. One clutched a necklace, a blackwood tree pendant.

“Lose something?” he asked.

The woman’s eyes widened. “You’re already found,” she hissed, retreating into the mist.

The grandfather clock greeted him in the lobby, its ticking now frenzied. Tick-tick-tock. Ethan gripped the desk. “What aren’t you telling me, Marnie?”

She polished a key that didn’t need polishing. “Secrets keep better here. Like peaches canned in glass.  

Sweet, till they rot.”

Upstairs, his room had changed. The cipher note on the pillow now read:

Decode me:

Λ Ψ Δ Γ

The new symbol Γ, meant trap. Trap. Not change. Not evolution. Something wanted him here.

Footsteps echoed, too light to belong to a man. Ethan cracked the door open. The hallway was empty. Yet the floorboards creaked, one after another, in deliberate pursuit.

He slammed the door, breath ragged. The clock below struck an hour that didn’t exist, its chimes warped and sour.

Under the bed, Ethan finds a child’s drawing dated 1987, a man with his face standing beside a well, the snow around him red. But he’d never seen this picture before. Had he?
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​The Silent Town

––––––––
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Wintervale’s outskirts were a cemetery of scorched timber and frozen ash. Ethan picked through the ruins, snow hissing under his boots like static. Burned-out homes sagged under the weight of ice, their door frames blackened claws reaching for a sky the color of old bones. He kicked a charred plank, revealing a child’s doll beneath, its porcelain face split by a crack that mirrored the town’s steeple.

The pathways were sealed with chains thicker than his arm, padlocked and crusted with rust. NO TRESPASSING signs hung askew, the letters bleached to ghosts. Ethan tested a chain, brittle, flaking red dust, and it shattered like a dried wishbone. Beyond, the forest swallowed the road, pines bent double as if whispering secrets to the ground.

A shadow flickered at the tree line. Ethan froze. Fifty yards off, a figure loomed. Tall, yes, but wrong, its limbs shivering in place like a glitch in film. The head lolled sideways, then snapped upright too fast, like a marionette under a drunk puppeteer. He took a step; it mirrored him. His .38 trembled in his grip, safety off. “Hey!”

The figure dissolved into the mist, leaving no footprints. Just the echo of laughter, high and thin, swallowed by the wind. 

The general store’s bell jangled a discordant note. Dust motes swam in the weak light, shelves lined with canned goods fossilized by time. A newspaper rack leaned against the counter, headlines screaming in yellowed ink:

BLACKWOOD ESTATE FIRE CLAIMS HEIR!

December 12, 1987

Ethan’s breath hitched. He flipped to page four: a photo of Leo Blackwood, age nine, grinning beside a Christmas tree. The same face from the ledger. The same face he’d seen in the window.

But the date was wrong.

In his pocket, the cipher letter’s header glared: October 3, 1987. Two months before the fire. Before Leo’s death. Before everything.

He skimmed a column titled ‘Town Hall Plans to Fill Old Well.

The shopkeeper materialized behind the counter, apron stained with oil or blood. “Find what you’re looking for?”

Ethan folded the paper. “Just history.”

The man’s smile was a scalpel. “History’s a bad dog here. Bites when it’s hungry. You're not the first to come looking for Leo...”

The wind sharpened, carving through Ethan’s coat as he trudged back to town. A mailbox leaned drunkenly, its flag raised. Inside: a stack of letters, brittle as autumn leaves. The top envelope bore his name.

Ethan Carter

Room 12A

Wintervale Inn

No postmark. No stamp. The same blood-dark ink. He tore it open, snowflakes settling on the message:

Γ Σ Φ

Trap. Secret. Sacrifice.

The inn’s silhouette loomed ahead, windows glazed with frost. On the third floor, closed for pipes, a light flickered. A shadow passed behind the glass. Too tall. Too still.

Ethan’s boots froze mid-step. The snow erased his presence behind him. Like the world didn’t expect him to survive. His footprints had already vanished, the snow smooth and untouched as fresh skin.

The wind whispered like her voice once had. Maya. He hadn’t thought of her in months. Or had it been years?

The path to the Blackwood estate was a scar in the snow, half-hidden by drifts that leaned like drunk sentinels. Ethan’s breath crystallized in the air, each gasp sharper than the last. The ruins emerged through the storm, a skeleton of stone columns and charred timbers, the roof peeled back to reveal ribs of blackened beams. Snowflakes hissed as they kissed the ash, dissolving into gray sludge.

He knew this place. Or maybe he only thought he did, tricked by the déjà vu Wintervale breathed like poison.

It wasn’t the scorch marks or floorplan. It was the ache in the walls. Like the house remembered him, and hated him for it. The sour tang of wet charcoal that clung to his tongue. Glass snapped underfoot like brittle candy, the sound too loud in the muffled silence. A fireplace gaped empty, its mantle split by a crack that mirrored the one in his father’s watch.

In the foyer, a mirror hung askew, its silvered glass webbed with fractures. Ethan approached, pulse throbbing in his temples. The reflection showed a hallway behind him, walls papered in damask, a chandelier dripping crystal teeth. A boy stood there, nine years old, cowlick defiant, red mittens dangling from his coat sleeves. Leo Blackwood. The red mittens flared against the ash like coals. Ethan’s knees buckled for a second, memory surged, not of Wintervale, but of his sister’s scarf, once lost in a storm just like this. He gritted his teeth, forcing the past back into its box.

Ethan spun.

Empty ruins. The gale keened through shattered windows, swallowing his footprints as fast as he made them. The mirror now reflected only the storm, but the boy’s mittens lay at his feet, wool still damp.

Upstairs, the nursery door swung on rusted hinges. A crib sat intact, its bars twisted inward as if something had clawed its way out. Ethan’s flashlight beam trembled over wallpaper stained with smoke and something darker. Tiny handprints, dozens of them, smeared toward the closet.

He wrenched the closet door open.

Empty. But the air smelled of talcum powder and ozone. A music box lay on the shelf, its lid engraved with a blackwood tree. Ethan cranked it. The box hiccupped, then spilled a melody played in reverse, notes stumbling over themselves like children falling down stairs.

A floorboard creaked behind him.

He turned, .38 raised. The room was empty, but the crib rocked gently, its springs squealing. Outside, the wind screamed Leo’s name.

In the study, a desk drawer held a leather-bound journal. The pages crackled as Ethan flipped through them, entries in a child’s blocky script.

Dec 10, 1987: Daddy says I’m special. Says the mirror men are coming to play.

Dec 11, 1987: They don’t have faces. I don’t like their songs.

The final entry, Dec 12, was a single sentence: I don’t want to be Leo anymore.

Ethan’s hands shook. The date was impossible; Leo died in the fire, not before. But the fire was that night. Wasn’t it?” he muttered, voice snagging on the edge of disbelief. 

Outside, the storm paused, snowflakes hung, not shimmering like stars this time, but twitching as if trying to flee some unseen gravity. A shadow flitted across the window, too tall, limbs too long. Same wrong height. Same hungry stillness. He was starting to think there was only one shape behind every shadow.

The staircase was wrong. Too many steps. Too few. His sense of depth cracked like the glass. The music box downstairs began to play again, faster now, the song spiraling into a feverish waltz. Ethan ran, boots skidding on ash, but the stairs had vanished. Only a hole remained, its edges glowing faintly red.

At the bottom, the mirror waited. Ethan stared. His reflection met his gaze. Same coat. Same gun. Same bleeding knuckles.  

Except it smiled. And he didn’t.

The reflection lifted its hand to the glass. Ethan didn’t.

Behind him in the glass, the boy mouthed two words: Find Maya. Then the mirror shattered, shards embedding in Ethan’s palms like frozen tears.

​
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​The First Code
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The floorboard groaned under Ethan’s boot, a hollow sound that didn’t belong. He knelt, fingers probing the warped wood until a nail snagged his thumb. Blood welled, dark and insistent, as he pried the board free. Beneath lay a tin box, its lid crusted with rust. Inside, a slip of paper, brittle as a dead moth’s wing:

RIVVK RI XLI WXST

Child’s play. A Caesar cipher, shifted by four. HELLO FROM THE STYX. The letters bled at the edges, ink dissolving into the paper’s grain.

Ethan’s watch read 3:47, the town’s favorite hour. Downstairs, the grandfather clock choked on its own gears, the sound like bones rattling in a tin can. He mapped the cipher’s coordinates to the town square, where a well crouched under a shroud of ice.

Night gnawed at the edges of Wintervale, the cold so sharp it tasted of copper. The square lay deserted, street lamps burned out, snow devouring the cobblestones. The well’s stone rim was webbed with frost, its bucket long rotted to splinters. Ethan aimed his flashlight downward. The beam died ten feet down, swallowed by blackness.

He looped his belt around the crank handle and lowered himself, the rope biting into his palms. The well’s walls closed in, slick with moss and something thicker, older. Halfway down, the flashlight flickered. Words clawed into the stone:

REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE

The letters pulsed faintly, raw and jagged, as if carved with bare hands. Ethan traced them. The stone was warm.

A laugh echoed above, high, brittle, gone before he could look up. The rope snapped.

He hit the water hard, the plunge stole his breath like an iron claw to the chest. The flashlight sank, its dying glow revealing more words beneath the surface:

THEY MADE YOU FORGET

Ethan clawed upward, gasping air that reeked of wet ash. The well’s lid slammed shut above him, plunging him into dark. The darkness pulsed, once. Then the world shattered like surface ice.

He woke in his room, soaked and shivering, the cipher note still clutched in his fist. Dawn bled through the frosted window, pale and anemic. His boots stood by the door, caked with mud that hadn’t been there last night.

Marnie met him at the stairs, her sweater reeking of camphor. “You look like hell, Mr. Carter.”

“The well,” he croaked.

Her smile faltered. “Ain’t no well in the square. Not since ’87.”

He pushed past her.

The square was pristine, snow unbroken. No well. No stones. A mouth-shaped patch of ice gaped where the well should’ve been.

Back in his room, the cipher note had changed.

RIVVK RI XLI WXST → REMEMBER WHO YOU ARE

Underlined three times.

Ethan’s reflection wavered in the grimy mirror. For a heartbeat, a stranger's childhood peered back through his own face.

The knock came at midnight, three sharp raps, followed by the whisper of paper sliding under the door. Ethan froze, bourbon burning his
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