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			Chapter 1

			Welcome to Hemlock Hollow

			The control room smelled like dust and old wood and something electrical that had been running too long. Eli pushed the door open with his shoulder, arms full of equipment cases, and let his eyes adjust to the dim interior. The morning light barely penetrated the single grimy window. The bulb overhead flickered, weak and inconsistent.

			He set the cases down carefully. The room was smaller than he’d expected, tucked into what must have once been a storage shed behind the main barn. Plywood walls. Concrete floor. A folding table that looked like it had survived several wars and maybe a flood. Not exactly the professional setup he was used to, but he’d worked with worse.

			The soundboard came out first. Eli unpacked it slowly, checking for damage as he went. Cables next, sorted by length and connector type. Then the speakers, still in their protective foam, each one labeled with masking tape in his own handwriting from previous gigs.

			He worked in silence, checking connections as he went. The power strip needed testing. He plugged it in and watched the indicator light glow steady and orange. Good. The main board followed, and he spent several minutes just looking at it after it powered up, watching the levels settle, listening to the faint hum of electronics coming to life.

			This was what he understood. Frequencies and decibels. Cause and effect. You pushed a slider up, the volume increased. You adjusted the EQ, the sound changed in predictable, measurable ways. No mystery. No magic. Just physics and electricity and knowing which button did what.

			The maze’s existing wiring was a disaster. Eli traced the cables running along the walls and winced at the electrical tape patches, the splices that looked like someone had done them in the dark, the connectors that didn’t match their sockets. He’d have to map the whole system before opening night, figure out which speakers went where, which zones needed their own channels.

			He pulled out his notebook and started sketching the layout. The maze had been described to him as having five main sections, each with its own theme and scare points. His job was to provide the audio backbone for all of it. Screams on cue. Creaking doors. Whispering voices that seemed to come from nowhere. The atmospheric dread that kept people moving forward even when they wanted to turn back.

			Outside, voices drifted past the window. Staff arriving for the day. Someone laughed, bright and easy. A truck door slammed. The seasonal work crew gathering for another day of prep before the maze opened to the public in three days.

			Eli ignored it all and kept on working. He mounted the first speaker on its stand and angled it toward the door, then connected it to channel one. The test tone came through clean. He adjusted the gain, checked for feedback, made a note of the settings.

			The second speaker took longer. The mount was stripped, and he had to jury-rig it with zip ties and a prayer. Not ideal, but it would hold. He made another note to ask about replacement hardware, though he suspected the answer would be something about budget constraints and making do.

			By the time he’d positioned all six speakers around the small room, sweat had started to gather at the small of his back despite the cool morning air. He stood in the center and did a sound check, playing a pre-recorded effect through each speaker in sequence. A scream. A crash. A low, ominous rumble. The room filled with manufactured terror. This part was working.

			He noticed other things as he worked. The walls weren’t just plywood. Someone had painted them black years ago, and the paint had peeled in long strips, revealing older colors underneath. Green. Yellow. A deep burgundy in one corner. The concrete floor had stains that might have been oil or might have been something else entirely. And there, in the back corner, a child’s drawing was scratched into the wood. A stick figure house. A lopsided sun.

			This place had history. Layers of it. The thought made him vaguely uncomfortable in a way he couldn’t quite name.

			He was calibrating the third channel when the door banged open hard enough to rattle the frame.

			“You must be the sound guy!”

			Eli spun around, startled. A man stood in the doorway, backlit by a morning sun so bright it hurt to look at him directly. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Moving with the kind of energy that suggested he’d never encountered a room he couldn’t dominate just by entering it.

			Eli pulled off his headphones. “Eli. Sound engineer.”

			“Right, right. Engineer.” The man stepped inside, and Eli got his first clear look at him. Maybe thirty. Dark hair that looked like he’d run his hands through it repeatedly and didn’t care how it landed. Sharp cheekbones. Eyes that seemed to take in everything at once, bright with the kind of intensity that made Eli want to take a step back. “I’m Liam. Scare director. Welcome to Hemlock Hollow.”

			He said it like he was welcoming Eli to a kingdom, not a seasonal corn maze in rural nowhere.

			“Thanks,” Eli said. He gestured at the equipment spread across the table. “Still getting set up. Should be ready to run full tests by this afternoon.”

			Liam barely glanced at the soundboard. Instead, he was looking at Eli with an expression that might have been assessment or might have been amusement. “Claire said you came highly recommended. Worked some big venues in the city.”

			“A few.”

			“This isn’t the city.” Liam’s smile was sharp. “Out here, we do things differently. The scares have to feel real. Not just sound real. Feel real. There’s an art to it.”

			Eli’s jaw tightened. “Sound is part of that art. If the timing’s off or the levels are wrong, your scares won’t land no matter how real they feel.”

			“Oh, I know sound matters.” Liam moved closer, and Eli caught the scent of coffee and something herbal. Sage, maybe. “But it’s support. The foundation. What we do with the actual performances, the physical presence, the psychology of fear? That’s where the magic happens.”

			Magic. Eli resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I’ll make sure the foundation doesn’t collapse, then.”

			Liam laughed, sudden and loud. “I like you. You’re going to hate it here.”

			Before Eli could figure out how to respond to that, Liam had turned and was examining the speaker setup with a critical eye. He reached out and tapped one of the stands, making it wobble. “These stable?”

			“They will be once I’m finished.”

			“Good. Can’t have equipment falling on customers. Lawsuits and all that.” He flashed another grin. “Not that we’re worried. Our liability waivers could survive a nuclear winter.”

			Eli watched him move around the small space, touching things, picking up cables, generally making himself impossible to ignore. Everything about Liam seemed designed for maximum impact. The way he gestured when he talked. The volume of his voice. Even the way he stood, like he was perpetually on stage.

			It was exhausting just watching him.

			“So,” Liam said, spinning back around. “You believe in ghosts?”

			The question came out of nowhere. Eli blinked. “What?”

			“Ghosts. Spirits. Things that go bump in the night.” Liam’s expression was completely serious now, the showmanship dialed back. “Do you believe?”

			“No,” Eli said flatly. “I believe in speakers and soundboards and people paying good money to get scared by things that aren’t real.”

			Liam’s smile returned, but there was something else in it now. Something that looked almost like satisfaction. “Perfect. This is going to be fun.”

			He headed for the door, then paused and looked back. “Come find me when you’re done here. I’ll give you the full tour. Show you where all the magic happens.” He said the word like a challenge.

			Then he was gone. The door stood open behind him. The scent of sage lingered.

			Eli stood alone in the control room, surrounded by his carefully organized equipment. This job was going to be significantly more complicated than he’d anticipated.

			He turned back to his soundboard and pulled his headphones back on. Work. That’s what he was here for. Just work.

			But his hands weren’t quite steady as he reached for the next cable.

			+ + + + + +

			The maze looked different in daylight. Less menacing. Just corn stalks and plywood walls and paths that twisted through what was essentially an elaborate agricultural puzzle. Eli followed Liam through the main entrance, past the ticket booth where someone was testing the card reader, and into the first section.

			“This is the Harvest Gone Wrong zone,” Liam said, gesturing broadly. “Classic rural horror. Scarecrows. Rusted farm equipment. The whole aesthetic of wholesome Americana turned sinister.”

			Eli looked around, taking mental notes about speaker placement. “How many scare points in this section?”

			“Five major ones. Three secondary.” Liam walked backward as he talked, somehow managing not to trip over the uneven ground. “But it’s not just about jumping out at people. That’s amateur hour. Real fear is about atmosphere. Building dread. Making them feel like something’s wrong before they even see the threat.”

			“That’s what the sound design is for.”

			“Partly.” Liam stopped and turned. “But sound is just one layer. You need the visual. The physical presence. The commitment from the actor to fully inhabit the horror.”

			He demonstrated without warning. One moment he was standing there, animated but human. The next, his whole body changed. Shoulders hunched. Head tilted at an angle that looked painful. His expression went slack and then sharpened into something predatory. He moved toward Eli with a jerky, unnatural gait. Every instinct in Eli’s body screamed to back up.

			Eli held his ground. Barely.

			Liam broke character and smiled. “See? That’s method. I’m not just wearing a costume and jumping out. I’m becoming the thing that terrifies you.”

			“It’s very theatrical,” Eli said, keeping his voice neutral.

			“Thank you.”

			“That wasn’t a compliment.”

			Liam’s grin widened. “I know. Come on. There’s more.”

			They moved through the maze, and Liam pointed out each scare point with the enthusiasm of an artist showing off a gallery. The hidden alcove where a scarecrow actor would suddenly animate. The false dead end with the breakthrough scare. The narrow passage with the overhead drop.

			“This one’s my favorite,” Liam said, stopping at a corner where the path split. “We call it the choice. Guests have to decide which way to go, and both options lead to different scares. Creates anxiety. Makes them second-guess themselves.”

			Eli examined the junction. “You’ll need speakers on both paths. Probably ambient sound on one, something more aggressive on the other. Guide them without making it obvious.”

			“Exactly. See? You’re getting it.”

			“I’m doing my job.”

			“Your job is art whether you admit it or not.”

			Eli pulled out his phone and took photos of the area, marking the angles and distances. “Art is subjective. Sound engineering is science. Frequency response. Acoustic properties. Inverse square law.”

			“Boring,” Liam sang out. Then he was off again, moving deeper into the maze with the kind of energy that suggested he might spontaneously combust if he stayed still too long.

			They reached the older section of the maze, and Eli noticed the change immediately. The newer areas had clean plywood painted to look distressed. This part had actual age. The walls were weathered wood, some pieces looking like they’d been salvaged from an old barn. The corn grew denser here, taller, the stalks pressing in close enough that the paths felt claustrophobic.

			“This is the original maze,” Liam said, his voice dropping slightly. “Been here for decades. My grandfather used to work this section when he was a teenager.”

			“It’s atmospheric.”

			“It’s haunted.”

			Eli looked at him. Liam’s expression was serious, the showmanship dimmed. “You can’t actually believe that.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because ghosts aren’t real.”

			“You’ve never seen one, you mean.”

			“I’ve never seen one because they don’t exist.” Eli gestured at the walls. “This is old wood and psychological suggestion. People expect it to be scary, so their brains fill in the rest.”

			Liam studied him for a long moment. “You really don’t believe in anything you can’t measure?”

			“I believe in what’s provable.”

			“Must be a lonely way to live.”

			The words hit harder than they should have. Eli shoved his phone back in his pocket. “It’s a practical way to live. Magic and ghosts don’t pay bills or fix broken equipment.”

			“Neither does being too rigid to see what’s right in front of you.” Liam moved closer, and Eli caught that scent of sage again, mixed now with sweat and autumn air. “This maze has history. Stories. Things that happened here that don’t fit neatly into your frequency charts.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like lights that flicker when there’s no electrical issue. Sounds that come from speakers that aren’t connected. Cold spots in places that shouldn’t be cold.” Liam’s voice had gone quieter, more intense. “People who work here know. We feel it.”

			“Feelings aren’t data.”

			“Sometimes feelings are the only data that matters.”

			They stared at each other. The corn rustled around them, and somewhere in the distance, someone laughed. A crow called out, harsh and mocking.

			Eli broke first, looking away. “I should get back to the control room. Finish the setup.”

			“Running away from the conversation?”

			“Ending a pointless conversation. There’s a difference.”

			Liam shook his head, but he was smiling again, that sharp, knowing smile. Eli had the sudden, unwelcome thought of kissing him quiet, just to stop the arguments. The thought appeared fully formed before he could stop it. Heat crawled up the back of his neck.

			Not helpful. Not professional. Not happening.

			“You know what I think?” Liam said as they started walking back toward the entrance. “I think you’re scared.”

			“Of what?”

			“Of being wrong. Of finding out the universe is bigger and stranger than your equipment can measure.”

			“I’m not scared of being wrong. I’m just not interested in believing things without evidence.”

			“Same thing.”

			They emerged from the maze into the open air of the compound. Staff members moved around them, carrying supplies, testing props, calling out to each other. The cider stand was being set up near the entrance, and Eli could smell fresh doughnuts frying.

			Liam stopped at the maze entrance and turned back to face Eli. “I’ll make you a deal. Work here with an open mind. Don’t just dismiss everything that doesn’t fit your worldview. And if you’re right, if there’s nothing here but wiring and wood and psychological suggestion, I’ll personally apologize.”

			“And if you’re right?”

			“Then you buy me dinner and admit that some things can’t be explained by science alone.”

			It was a ridiculous bet. Childish, even. But something in the way Liam looked at him, challenge and curiosity mixed together, made Eli nod before his better judgment could intervene.

			“Fine.”

			“Fine.” Liam’s grin was triumphant. “This is going to be fun. You ready for the real demonstration?”

			Before Eli could ask what he meant, Liam let out a bloodcurdling scream. The sound was so sudden, so visceral, that Eli actually jumped. Around them, several staff members spun around in alarm.

			Then Liam laughed, bright and unrepentant, while a woman near the barn yelled something unflattering about his parentage.

			“That,” Liam said, still grinning, “is commitment to the craft.”

			Eli stared at him. This man was going to drive him completely insane, and they’d only known each other for an hour.

			“I’m going back to work,” Eli said, already turning away.

			“See you tonight for the full crew meeting,” Liam called after him. “Wear something you don’t mind getting scared in.”

			Eli didn’t respond. He just walked back toward the control room, his heart still beating too fast from that scream, from the challenge in Liam’s eyes, from the uncomfortable realization that this job was going to test more than just his technical skills.

			Behind him, he heard Liam humming something cheerful and off-key. The sound carried across the compound, somehow both annoying and oddly compelling.

			Warmth spread through Eli’s chest. Just irritation, he told himself.

			He almost believed it.

			+ + + + + +

			The afternoon sun slanted through the corn stalks, casting long shadows across the prep area where crew members hauled props and tested mechanisms. Eli stood near one of the speaker towers he’d just mounted, double-checking the angle while Liam paced nearby, gesturing to a small group of scare actors about commitment and presence.

			Eli pulled out his tablet and brought up the audio zones he’d mapped that morning. Five sections. Seventeen primary speakers. Another dozen for ambient fill. The math was straightforward. Sound traveled at roughly 343 meters per second at sea level. Factor in the maze’s layout, the acoustic dampening from corn and plywood, the way crowds would absorb frequencies differently than empty corridors. All predictable. All manageable.

			Liam’s voice carried across the prep area. “Fear isn’t rational. You can’t calculate it on a spreadsheet.”

			Eli looked up. Liam was watching him now, the scare actors dismissed and wandering off toward the break room. That sharp, assessing look.

			“Actually,” Eli said, keeping his tone even, “you can. Fear responses follow measurable patterns. Heart rate elevation. Cortisol spikes. Startle reflexes. All quantifiable.”

			Liam walked closer, hands shoved in his pockets. “You’re talking about biology. I’m talking about art.”

			“You’re talking about manipulating those biological responses. Which is exactly what my sound design does, just more reliably.”

			“Reliably.” He shook his head, amusement flickering across his face. “You know what’s reliable? A jump scare. Loud noise, sudden movement, boom. Works every time. Also boring every time. What I do is create an experience that lingers. That gets under your skin and stays there.”

			Eli saved his notes and slid the tablet into his bag. “What you do is improvise and hope it works. What I do is engineer specific responses at specific moments. There’s a difference.”

			“Yeah, there is. Mine requires actual talent.”

			Eli’s jaw tightened. He kept his expression neutral. “Talent is useless without discipline. You can have all the dramatic flair in the world, but if the timing’s off by half a second, the scare falls flat. That’s my job. Making sure your talent actually connects.”

			Liam stepped closer. They were nearly the same height, and Eli found himself noticing details he’d tried to ignore earlier. The way those dark eyes caught the light. The faint smell of sage and coffee that clung to him.

			“You think I don’t understand timing?” Liam’s voice had gone quieter, more intense. “I’ve been studying fear my whole life. Not from textbooks. From experience. From watching people’s faces when they encounter something that terrifies them. I know exactly when to move, when to breathe, when to let the silence stretch until they’re begging for something, anything, to happen.”

			“That’s not the same as technical precision.”

			“No. It’s better. It’s human.”

			Eli laughed, sharp and humorless. “Human is unpredictable. Human makes mistakes. Human gets sick or tired or distracted and ruins the entire effect.”

			“And human creates moments that no soundboard ever could.” Liam gestured around them, at the maze, at the whole operation. “These people don’t come here for perfect acoustics. They come for the rush. The adrenaline. The story they’ll tell later about how scared they were. That’s what I give them.”

			“Built on a foundation I provide.”

			“A foundation isn’t art.”

			“Without a foundation, your art collapses.”

			They stared at each other. Around them, the prep area continued its organized chaos. Someone hammered somewhere. A truck engine rumbled to life. The ordinary sounds of work happening, oblivious to the argument playing out between them.

			Liam broke first, but not by backing down. He smiled instead, that sharp grin that made Eli want to either walk away or say something he’d regret. “You really can’t see past your cables and calibrations, can you?”

			“I see what matters. Results. Consistency. Professionalism.”

			“You see what’s safe.” The edge had left Liam’s voice, replaced by something quieter. “You measure and test and verify because that way you never have to take a real risk. Never have to trust something you can’t control.”

			Eli’s chest constricted. He refused to let it show. “This isn’t therapy. This is work. And my work is going to make your dramatic gestures actually effective.”

			“Keep telling yourself that.” Liam turned to go, then paused and looked back. “You know what I think? I think you’re terrified of anything you can’t explain with math. That’s why you hate what I do. Because it works and you don’t understand why.”

			“I don’t hate what you do. I just think it’s inefficient.”

			“Same thing to someone like you.”

			Liam walked away before Eli could respond. He moved with that same fluid confidence, somehow making even a simple exit look theatrical. Several crew members greeted him as he passed, and he responded to each with easy warmth, the intensity he’d shown Eli completely vanished.

			Eli stood alone near the speaker tower. His hands had curled into fists. He forced them open, flexed his fingers, breathed out slowly.

			This was going to be impossible. Working with someone who not only dismissed technical expertise but took active pleasure in needling him about it. Someone who thought precision meant cowardice and showmanship meant skill.

			Someone whose criticism had burrowed deeper than Eli wanted to admit.

			He pulled out his phone and opened his notes app, typing quickly. He needed to establish clear boundaries. Professional communication only. No more philosophical debates. Just mark the cue points, run the tests, deliver the effects on time.

			His phone buzzed with a text from Claire, the maze manager. Crew meeting at six. Mandatory. Pizza provided.

			Perfect. Hours more of watching Liam perform for an audience, probably using the meeting to demonstrate more of his method acting philosophy while Eli sat in the back and counted ceiling tiles.

			He checked the time. Three hours until the meeting. Enough to finish the preliminary sound map and maybe test the fog machine integration that nobody had bothered to mention in the initial tech specs.

			Work. That was the answer. Do the job well enough that even Liam couldn’t find fault with it. Prove that technique and precision mattered just as much as theatrical flair.

			Prove that his way worked.

			Eli gathered his equipment and headed back toward the control room. Behind him, the maze spread out in its twisting paths and manufactured shadows. In a few days, it would be full of screaming customers and performing actors and all the chaos that came with opening night.

			He just had to survive until then without strangling the scare director.

			A smile tugged at his mouth despite everything.

			+ + + + + +

			The cider stand smelled like cinnamon and sugar and the particular sweetness of apples simmering in their own juice. Ben wiped down the wooden counter for the third time in ten minutes, not because it needed cleaning but because his hands needed something to do during the slow afternoon lull.

			He’d set up early, the way he always did. Strung the fairy lights himself, tested the warming plates, arranged the doughnut display so the dusting of cinnamon sugar caught the light just right. The stand was his domain, and he took quiet pride in making it welcoming. A bright spot at the edge of all that manufactured terror.

			A few staff members had already stopped by. Marcus, the veteran scare actor, had grabbed two doughnuts and a coffee, paying with exact change and a wink. Claire had picked up cider for her and the maintenance crew. Each transaction was familiar, comfortable. Ben knew their orders by heart.

			He was refilling the napkin dispenser when he noticed the young man hovering near the edge of the stand’s glow. Tall but hunched, like he was trying to take up less space. Dark curly hair falling into his eyes. Hands shoved deep in the pockets of a jacket that looked too warm for the mild afternoon.

			Ben recognized him from the morning briefing. Oscar. New scare actor. First season at the maze.

			The young man kept glancing at the stand, then away, then back again. His weight shifted from foot to foot. Ben had seen that particular dance before. People wanting something but not quite ready to ask for it.

			He grabbed a clean mug and filled it with fresh cider from the warmer, added a cinnamon stick, then walked around to the front of the stand. “Hey. You’re Oscar, right?”

			Oscar startled, eyes going wide. “Oh. Um. Yes. Yeah. I’m Oscar.”

			“Ben.” He held out the mug. “You look like you could use this.”

			A stare at the offered cider. “I don’t. I mean, I didn’t order anything.”

			“On the house. First day nerves are free.”

			A pause. Then Oscar reached out and took the mug with both hands, careful not to spill its contents. His fingers were long and slender, the nails bitten short. “Thank you. That’s really nice.”

			“How’s it going so far?” Ben leaned against the stand’s corner post, casual and unthreatening. “The scare actor training, I mean.”

			Oscar wrapped his hands around the mug like he was trying to absorb its warmth. “It’s. Um. It’s intense. Liam is very. Passionate.”

			Ben laughed. “That’s a diplomatic way to put it. Don’t worry. He seems scary at first, but he really does know his stuff. And he looks out for his people.”

			“I’m not scared of him.” The words came quickly, then Oscar reconsidered. “Well. Maybe a little. But mostly I’m just scared I’m going to mess everything up.”

			“You won’t.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“Sure I do. You showed up. You’re trying. That’s already more than some people manage.” Ben nodded toward the mug. “How’s the cider?”

			Oscar took a sip, and his expression softened. “It’s really good. Perfect, actually.”

			“Secret family recipe. Well, secret grocery store spice blend, but my mom taught me the proportions.” Ben grinned. “Makes everything better. Turns that terrifying first day wearing a monster costume in front of
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