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Chapter 1 — The Pines Remember
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By the time Evelyn Hart reached the old forestry road, the snow had started falling sideways.

Not beautifully. Not softly.

It came hard off the black trees in thin, needling gusts, catching in her lashes and turning the beam of her flashlight into a trembling white tunnel. The rental car sat thirty yards behind her with its back tires buried in a drift, its hazard lights blinking red against the pines like a weak pulse.

She should have turned around at the first warning sign.

ROAD CLOSED AFTER DUSK.

The second warning waited beneath it.

Not printed.

Scraped.

Someone had dragged a blade through the frost coating the old green metal, carving five words with enough force to expose the paint underneath.

GO HOME, EVELYN.

For a moment, all she heard was the wind moving through Hollowmere Pines.

Then her own breath.

Thin.

Uneven.

Ridiculous, she told herself. It was ridiculous to stand in the middle of a snow-choked road at the edge of the town she had spent eight years avoiding and let a vandalized sign make her hands shake.

There were explanations. There were always explanations.

But tomorrow morning felt very far away.

The forest pressed close on both sides of the road, dense with black trunks and snow-heavy branches. The pines here were taller than she remembered. Now they looked watchful.

Her phone showed one bar.

Then none.

"Perfect," she whispered.

The word disappeared into the trees.

She turned back toward the car, boots crunching over packed snow. The sedan sat crooked near the ditch, one rear wheel half-buried where she'd slid trying to reverse. She had told herself she could make it another mile. The GPS had promised there was a smaller road that cut behind Hollowmere Pines and came out near town.

The GPS, apparently, had never met Hollowmere.

Evelyn opened the driver's door and leaned inside, cold air spilling over the seat. The engine was still running, warm air blowing uselessly against the windshield while the hazard lights clicked in steady rhythm.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Like a countdown.

She grabbed her gloves from the passenger seat and looked again at the cardboard box belted into place beside them.

Her mother's files.

Three decades of legal records, town clippings, sealed envelopes, and a key Evelyn had found tucked inside a Christmas tin labeled FOR WHEN YOU HAVE TO GO BACK.

Not if.

When.

She had spent two weeks pretending she could ignore it. Then the dreams started. Pines outside her apartment window where there were no pines. Snow falling in July. A boy's voice calling from somewhere dark.

Caleb's voice, sometimes.

Noah's, once.

She shut the car door too hard.

The sound cracked across the road and vanished quickly, swallowed by the trees.

Something moved in the woods.

Evelyn went still.

Not wind. Not falling snow. Something low and deliberate passed between the trunks to her left, disturbing the branches without snapping them. She lifted the flashlight, and the beam shook despite her effort to keep it steady.

"Hello?"

The forest held the word.

No answer came.

The sound moved again.

Closer.

She swept the flashlight across the tree line. Bark. Snow. Frosted needles. A fallen branch. The dark mouth of a game trail leading deeper into the pines.

Then the beam caught claw marks.

Three long gouges ran down the nearest trunk, fresh enough that pale wood showed beneath torn bark. Sap gleamed darkly along the cuts, already freezing in the cold.

Evelyn stared.

The marks were too high for a dog.

Too deep for any animal she wanted to imagine.

Her breath thinned.

"Caleb?" she called.

His name left her before she could stop it.

The forest seemed to absorb it differently than it had absorbed hello. Like the pines recognized the shape of it.

She had not said Caleb Mercer's name aloud in eight years.

Not when her mother drove them out of Hollowmere before dawn with both hands locked white around the steering wheel. Not when Evelyn asked where Noah was and got only silence in return. Not when the local news printed one paragraph about a missing Mercer boy and then nothing else.

Not when she cried into her pillow for three nights because Caleb never called.

The woods creaked.

Evelyn backed toward the car one careful step at a time.

A howl rose somewhere beyond the road.

Distant.

Low.

Not distant enough.

She reached for the door handle, fingers stiff inside her gloves.

The woods went silent.

That was worse.

The driver's door opened only six inches before something struck the side of the car hard enough to rock it.

Evelyn gasped and stumbled back. Her flashlight slipped from her hand, hit the snow, and rolled, throwing wild strips of light across the road.

A shape crossed in front of her.

Large.

Low.

Fast.

Too fast.

She scrambled for the flashlight, but her palm found only snow and gravel. The shape vanished between the trees, leaving behind deep tracks in the road.

Almost wolf.

Almost not.

The hazard lights kept clicking.

Red washed over the snow.

Darkness.

Red again.

Her throat tightened around Caleb's name, but she did not call it this time.

Then a man stepped out of the forest.

He moved without hurry, which somehow frightened her more. Broad shoulders under a dark winter coat. Wet hair. Rough jaw. Boots quiet in the snow. He carried no flashlight, but his gaze found her immediately, as if darkness had never been much of an obstacle.

Caleb Mercer stopped at the edge of the road.

For one suspended second, neither of them spoke.

Eight years had changed him.

It had carved the softness from his face and left something quieter in its place, something worn the way old wood wears — still solid, every grain showing. He was broader now, rougher in the way men became when life gave them more weight than rest. Snow clung to his hair and shoulders. His jaw was shadowed dark, his mouth set like he had forgotten how to smile without permission.

But his eyes were the same gray-green she remembered.

Summers behind the ranger station. Late-night dares. His hand catching hers once when she slipped on wet rocks near Black Hollow Creek. The last terrible morning before she left Hollowmere and told herself never to look back.

His gaze moved over her quickly.

Face.

Hands.

Coat.

The car.

The trees behind her.

"You hurt?"

The question was plain, practical, almost too ordinary.

Evelyn swallowed. "No."

"You sure?"

"I'm cold. Scared. Angry at my GPS. But not hurt."

A faint shift crossed his face. Not amusement exactly. Recognition, maybe. Then it was gone.

"You shouldn't be on this road after dark."

"I gathered that from the personalized vandalism."

His attention sharpened. "What vandalism?"

Evelyn pointed toward the sign.

Caleb was already moving past her before she finished the gesture. Snow gathered on his shoulders as he stopped in front of the sign. He read the words without touching the metal.

For the first time, she saw something break through his control.

Not fear.

Anger, held very still.

He looked back at her. "Who knew you were coming?"

"No one."

"Evelyn."

The way he said her name caught somewhere beneath her ribs. Low. Careful. Familiar without being soft.

"No one," she repeated. "I didn't even know I was coming until yesterday."

His eyes moved to the box visible through the passenger window. "Your mother?"

Evelyn's hand tightened around the edge of her coat.

"She died three weeks ago."

Something shifted in his expression.

A small thing.

Enough.

"I'm sorry," he said.

She looked away first. "Thank you."

The old grief inside Hollowmere had a different texture than it did anywhere else. In Boston, her mother's death had been hospital corridors, paperwork, quiet casseroles from neighbors who didn't know what to say. Here, it felt like the town itself had been waiting to hand grief back to her in its original language.

Snow.

Pines.

Silence.

Caleb turned toward the woods again. His head angled slightly, listening.

Evelyn heard nothing but wind.

That somehow made her certain he heard more.

"Get in my truck," he said.

"I have a car."

"You have a stuck car and something circling the road."

The pines creaked around them, heavy with snow and listening silence.

Evelyn lifted her chin. "Are you going to tell me what it is?"

Caleb's jaw tightened.

His eyes moved again to the trees.

"No."

The answer should have irritated her.

It did.

But beneath that, beneath the old hurt and fresh fear, something inside her recognized the way he positioned himself between her and the forest.

Not dramatic.

Not possessive.

Simply there.

Like his body had made the decision before the rest of him could argue.

A low growl rolled through the pines.

Caleb turned toward it before Evelyn even understood what she'd heard. His shoulders lowered slightly, his body going still in a way that made him seem less like a man preparing to run and more like one holding something back.

"Evelyn," he said, voice quiet. "Truck. Now."

This time, she obeyed.

His truck waited beyond the bend, half-hidden beneath snow-heavy branches. It was older than she expected, dark green, with a cracked leather seat and a dent near the rear fender. It smelled faintly of cedar, coffee, cold metal, and something wilder beneath it she couldn't place.

Evelyn climbed in, hands clumsy from the freezing air, and watched through the windshield as Caleb stood in the road with his back to her.

The forest beyond him shifted.

For a moment, moonlight broke through the clouds.

Evelyn saw the tracks in the snow behind him.

Not one set.

Dozens.

All facing the road.

Her breath fogged the glass.

Caleb did not turn around immediately. He stood there as if listening to a conversation she couldn't hear, shoulders still, hands loose at his sides. The wind lifted the edge of his coat. Snow gathered along the collar.

Then he looked toward the deepest part of the trees.

Whatever was out there went quiet.

Caleb returned to the truck.

He opened the driver's door and got in, bringing winter with him. He started the engine, checked the mirrors, then locked the doors.

Only then did she notice the blood on his knuckles.

"Caleb."

"I'm alright."

"You're bleeding."

He didn't look at his hand. "Not mine."

The truck's headlights cut through the falling snow as something in the trees began to move with them.

Caleb put the truck in gear.

Evelyn looked back once through the rear window at her abandoned rental, its hazard lights blinking red beneath the pines. The carved warning sign stood beyond it, already disappearing under fresh snow.

GO HOME, EVELYN.

Too late, she thought.

The truck rolled forward.

And somewhere deep inside Hollowmere Pines, something howled her name.
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Chapter 2 — The Cabin Beyond The Boundary
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The road disappeared beneath snow within minutes.

Evelyn sat curled into Caleb Mercer's passenger seat with both hands wrapped around the paper coffee cup he had silently pushed toward her at a dark intersection somewhere deep in Hollowmere Pines. The heat had already faded from the cardboard, but she kept holding it anyway.

Outside, the forest thickened.

The pines stood close together here, their dark trunks swallowing the truck's headlights before the light could travel very far. Snow drifted steadily through the beams in long silver ribbons. Every few minutes Evelyn caught movement between the trees, shadows pacing the road at a distance she could never fully judge.

Caleb drove without speaking much.

Not tense exactly.

Focused.

One hand rested low on the steering wheel while the other stayed loose beside the gearshift, scarred knuckles flexing occasionally as if he was fighting stiffness. He wore exhaustion the way other people wore winter coats — heavily and without complaint.

The truck heater hummed softly. Somewhere beneath cedar and coffee lingered cold pine sap and the metallic trace of snow melting off boots.

Evelyn glanced at him. "You always pick people up in the middle of horror movies?"

"Usually tourists stop before the warning signs."

"I did stop."

"You ignored them after."

"That's technically different."

A quiet sound escaped him. Not quite a laugh, but close enough to warm something unexpectedly fragile in her chest.

The truck climbed another narrow stretch of road. Snow brushed the undercarriage. Somewhere beyond the trees came the distant groan of wind bending heavy branches together.

Evelyn stared out the window. "Someone wrote my name on that sign."

"I know."

"You didn't seem surprised."

Caleb was silent long enough that she thought he might not answer.

"People notice when outsiders come through the boundary roads."

"I'm not an outsider."

His jaw tightened slightly.

"No," he said. A beat too long for the word. "Not anymore."

She looked at him. "That's a different answer than you meant to give."

He kept his eyes on the road.

Neither of them pursued it.

She remembered rain rattling the old diner windows downtown while she and Caleb stole fries off each other's plates after football games neither of them cared about. The smell of wet wool and coffee inside the general store during storms. Back then Caleb had smiled more easily. Before Noah disappeared. Before whispers followed the Mercer family through town like fog. Before Evelyn's mother packed their lives into boxes and drove them away before sunrise without explaining why her hands shook the entire trip.

Evelyn turned the coffee cup between her palms. "Did you know she was sick?"

Caleb's grip shifted slightly on the steering wheel.

"Yes."

"You stayed in touch?"

"Sometimes."

"With my mother?"

"She checked on the town."

Not Hollowmere. The town. Like the place itself required monitoring.

Snow lashed harder across the windshield. Caleb slowed around a curve where the forest pressed especially close to the road.

Evelyn watched his profile in the dim dashboard glow. Time had roughened him but not hardened him completely. There was still gentleness there beneath the restraint — the way he eased around icy bends instead of fighting the road, the way he kept glancing toward the trees like he was tracking dangers before they reached her.

"You never left," she said quietly.

"No."

"Why?"

He hesitated. The silence stretched long enough that she thought he might ignore it entirely.

"Some people can't."

Before Evelyn could press further, the truck slowed.

Ahead, a rusted metal gate stood half-buried in snow. Beyond it, the forest opened into a clearing washed pale beneath moonlight. A cabin sat near the tree line. Not picturesque. Not decorative. Practical cedar siding. Wide porch. Smoke lifting steadily from a stone chimney. One lantern glowing beside the front steps.

Safe.

The realization came too fast and too intensely for someone who had only just arrived.

Caleb killed the engine.

"The roads won't clear tonight. Storm's getting worse."

"You're saying I'm stranded."

"I'm saying you're staying here."

Something in his tone made the words sound less like inconvenience and more like responsibility he had already accepted.

The cabin creaked softly as they stepped inside.

Warmth wrapped around Evelyn almost painfully after the cold. Cedar smoke lingered in the air alongside coffee, wool, and something faintly wild she still couldn't place. Old pine floors. Heavy blankets folded over the couch. Lanterns glowing low against rough timber walls.

Nothing about the place felt temporary.

This was where Caleb Mercer had built his life.

Her gaze drifted toward the deep scratches running along the inside frame of the front door.

Not decoration.

Not accidental either.

Caleb noticed where she was looking.

"The wood swells during storms," he said evenly.

The lie arrived too quickly.

"You were always terrible at lying."

A muscle shifted in his jaw. "Yeah. I know."

He took her coat carefully, hanging it near the fire before crouching beside an old black stove in the kitchen. Every movement carried restrained efficiency. He checked locks without seeming aware he was doing it.

Checked windows too.

Protector by habit.

Not performance.

Evelyn wandered through the small living room. Bookshelves. Stacked firewood. A heavy wool blanket folded over the couch with military precision. An old radio near the fireplace beside a hunting knife and several weathered maps marked in faded pencil.

One map caught her attention.

The forest surrounding Hollowmere had been divided into rough sections with hand-drawn circles and warning marks she didn't understand. Several areas were crossed out entirely.

Black Hollow. North Ridge. Old Quarry Line.

"You map storms now?"

Caleb looked over from the kitchen. His attention sharpened the instant he saw the map in her hands.

"Leave that alone."

Not angry.

Immediate.

The response surprised both of them. Caleb exhaled quietly and crossed toward her.

Evelyn handed the map back and didn't make the joke she'd been about to make. The crossed-out sections were a different kind of terrible than she'd expected.

"You keep a list of the places you've lost," she said.

He slid it beneath a stack of books without answering.

"You hungry?"

"A little."

"I've got soup."

"You cook now?"

"I heat things adequately."

That earned a real smile from her. Small. But real.

The storm pressed harder against the cabin windows as Caleb moved around the kitchen. He worked quietly, shoulders broad beneath his dark thermal shirt, the lines of him roughened by years outdoors. No sharp charisma. No deliberate charm.

Just steadiness.

The kind that made exhaustion feel survivable.

Evelyn sat near the fireplace while he filled two bowls. Firelight flickered across the room, softening the hard edges of winter pressing beyond the glass.

"You still draw?" Caleb asked.

She looked up in surprise. "You remember that?"

"You used to sketch on diner napkins."

A strange warmth moved through her chest.

"I design book covers now. Mostly fantasy novels. A lot of forests and castles."

"You like it?"

"Most days."

He nodded once like the answer mattered.

The lights went out.

Darkness swallowed the cabin instantly.

Evelyn jerked upright.

Caleb was already moving. "Stay there."

The command came low and calm from near the kitchen. A drawer slid open. A second later warm lantern light bloomed through the room, painting gold across timber walls and shadowing the sharp planes of Caleb's face.

Outside, something hit the cabin wall.

Hard.

Evelyn flinched.

Caleb didn't.

He crossed slowly toward the window, lantern glow catching old scars along his forearm where his sleeve had pulled back slightly. His posture changed — not fearful, not panicked.

Contained.

Listening.

Another impact shuddered through the outer wall.

Closer.

Evelyn stood despite herself. "What the hell is out there?"

Caleb kept his eyes on the dark beyond the glass.

For several long seconds, only wind answered.

Then a howl rose through the trees so close it vibrated in the floorboards beneath her feet.

Human grief threaded through the sound.

Something cold moved slowly down Evelyn's spine.

Caleb finally spoke without turning around.

"They know you came back."

The lantern flame trembled once between them.

Then claw marks scraped slowly across the front door.
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Chapter 3 — The Thing At The Door
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The sound did not stop.

Claw against wood.

Slow.

Deliberate.

Not frantic scratching. Not an animal trying to force its way inside.

Something letting them know it had found them.

Evelyn stood frozen beside the fireplace while lantern glow shook softly across the cabin walls. Outside, wind drove snow against the windows in heavy bursts, but beneath the storm she could still hear breathing on the porch.

Large.

Close.

Caleb moved toward the door without haste.

"Don't," Evelyn whispered.

He glanced back once. "It won't come in."

"That is not comforting."

A faint shift touched his expression, gone almost immediately. Then he crouched near the stone hearth and reached beneath a wooden bench. When he stood, a long hunting rifle rested loosely in one hand.

Not raised.

Not threatening.

Prepared.

"You keep that under the furniture?"

"Storm country."

"That's not a normal storm-country answer."

"No. It isn't."

The scratching stopped.

Silence filled the cabin so completely Evelyn became aware of tiny sounds she hadn't noticed before — the fire settling in the grate, the whisper of snow against glass, Caleb's breathing steady and controlled beside the door.

Then came a low whine from outside.

Not aggression.

Recognition.

Caleb closed his eyes briefly, and for the first time she saw genuine exhaustion pull at him.

"Go home," he said through the door.

The thing outside answered with a low growl that carried strange intelligence beneath it.

"You can talk to it?"

"No."

"That sounded very conversational."

Caleb ignored that. He slid the deadbolt into place even though it was already locked, then stepped away from the door and set the rifle against the wall.

"You said they know I came back." Evelyn folded her arms. "Who's they?"

"The woods."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I've got tonight."

"You expect me to accept that?"

"No." He pulled another lantern from the shelf. "I expect you to stay away from the windows."

The calm practicality in his voice irritated her more than fear would have.

Evelyn moved closer instead. "You don't get to pull me out of the storm and then disappear into one."

His gaze lifted to hers fully.

Too direct.

Too tired.

"You think I wanted you here?"

The words landed harder than she expected. Not because they were cruel — Caleb had never been cruel. But because beneath the frustration she heard something else buried there.

Worry.

Evelyn looked away first.

The fire cracked softly between them.

Outside, another howl rolled through Hollowmere Pines, farther away now but answered by others deeper in the forest. The sound threaded through the storm like a warning passed between shadows.

Caleb exhaled slowly. "Eat before it gets cold."

"You really know how to change the subject."

"Yeah."

He handed her the bowl anyway.

The soup was simple — potatoes, broth, rosemary, something smoky — but the warmth spread through Evelyn painfully fast, making her realize how cold she had truly become.

Caleb leaned against the kitchen counter across from her with his own untouched bowl.

"You're not eating."

"I will."

"That sounded fake."

His mouth twitched. "You still notice everything."

"I noticed you bleeding in the truck too."

"That's healing."

The answer slipped out before he could stop it. Silence followed. Caleb looked briefly annoyed with himself.

Evelyn set the bowl down. "Healing."

"Forget I said it."

"No, I don't think I will."

Wind slammed against the cabin hard enough to rattle the windows. The lantern flames flickered low for half a second before steadying again.

Evelyn studied him.

The scars on his hands. The way he held himself too still whenever the forest made noise outside. The deep fatigue beneath his eyes. And underneath all of it, something tightly leashed.

Not violence.

Effort.

Like every second required control.

The cabin settled softly around them. Old timber creaked in the storm. Somewhere deeper in the house, pipes groaned briefly before falling quiet again.

"Do you live out here all year?"

"Yes."

"Alone?"

Hesitation.

Mostly.

That single word sharpened her attention immediately.

"Mostly?"

Caleb rubbed one hand slowly across the back of his neck. "Depends on the season."

"Caleb."

"You're safer not knowing certain things tonight."

The answer should have frightened her. Instead it made him sound tired in a way she couldn't stop noticing. Not dangerous.

Overburdened.

She glanced toward the bookshelves. "You still carve wood?"

His eyes shifted toward the small hand-carved wolf sitting near the radio. A softer silence entered the room.

"Sometimes."

"You made me one once."

"I remember."

"It was terrible."

That finally pulled a real reaction from him — brief, rough amusement lowering his shoulders slightly.

"You said it looked heroic."

"I lied because you looked proud of it."

"That's cruel."

"You survived."

The warmth that flickered briefly between them startled Evelyn almost as much as the noises outside. For a few seconds the years between Hollowmere and Boston seemed thinner somehow.

Then something scraped slowly across the porch roof.

The sound dragged long and heavy overhead.

Both of them went still.

Caleb's attention lifted instantly toward the ceiling.

"That's not tree branches."

"No."

The scrape came again. Slow circles crossing the roofline. Something large enough to bend old cedar beams beneath its weight.

The lantern light trembled softly.

"Tell me honestly how concerned I should be."

Caleb considered the question longer than she wanted him to.

"Very."

That honesty chilled her more than lies would have.

A low thump sounded overhead.

Then another.

Measured movement.

Pacing.

"How is something that heavy moving around without the roof collapsing?"

Caleb did not answer. His silence answered enough.

The thing on the roof stopped moving.

For one terrible second the entire cabin held still with it.

Then came a low sniffing sound directly above them.

Evelyn's skin prickled painfully.

"It can smell us," she whispered.

Caleb's gaze shifted toward her immediately. Not because she was wrong.

Because she had understood too quickly.

Outside, the storm intensified again, snow striking the windows hard enough to sound like handfuls of thrown gravel. The fire popped sharply behind her.

The thing overhead moved toward the front of the cabin. Then slowly descended. The porch groaned beneath the sudden weight.

Heavy footsteps crossed the boards outside.

One.

Two.

Three.

Until they stopped directly outside the front door.

Evelyn realized she was holding her breath.

The deadbolt rattled softly.

Not forced.

Tested.

Caleb reached for the rifle again.

The porch fell silent.

Then came three slow knocks against the door.

Human knocks.
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