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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            The Return

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I told myself I’d never come back to Ash Pines, but here I was, haunted and home.

      

      

      The old sedan’s air conditioner rattled like a tooth in a glass. Harper steered with her left hand, two fingers bracing the wheel as the road bled away from four lanes to two, then one. The dying sun cut through the windshield and lit up every speck of dust on the dash. She traced the cracks in the vinyl, remembering a time she’d mapped escape routes on her father’s old Ford like it was a prison break.

      

      She passed the county line, sign creased and weeping flakes of blue paint, the letters ASH PINES slumping beneath the weight of too many seasons. A buzzard wheeled overhead, indifferent. The scent of honeysuckle punched through the air vents, thick and oversweet, at odds with the stench of brake fluid that clung to her skin.

      

      On her right, the slumped horizon of the town stuttered by: gas station, abandoned ice cream parlour, the First Baptist’s gutted steeple. From somewhere unseen, a dog barked, sharp and insistent. Harper let her eyes drag over the faces at the minimart pumps, the pairs of old men shellacked to benches, the sullen clusters of teenagers who lived for the promise of any other Friday. In each, she felt the chill of an unblinking, unkind attention. The town had a long memory, and it wore its grudges like a funeral veil.

      She turned down Elderberry Lane, the street already familiar despite the decade. The corners curled in on themselves, yards studded with rusty swing sets and the detritus of lives in slow decay. Her hands prickled. She clenched and unclenched her jaw, rolling her tongue over the back of her teeth as she coasted to a stop at the lightless intersection.

      

      The palliative care facility had once been a Methodist parsonage. Now its edges bristled with chain link and dying azaleas. She killed the engine, sat for a beat in the parking lot, staring at the building’s blank face. Her heart thudded like a drumline beneath her ribs. She ran her fingers through the mass of her red hair—now an angry, sun-bright tangle—and checked her reflection in the rearview. The freckles were still there, scattered across her nose.

      

      Inside, the antiseptic air was thick enough to chew. The lobby smelled of ammonia and lilacs, neither able to outfight the other. The nurse at the desk didn’t look up until Harper was a stride away.

      

      “Here to see?” the nurse asked, voice tarred by a lifetime of unfiltered menthols. She wore a smile shaped by resignation more than welcome.

      “Robert Lane,” Harper said softly. “I’m his daughter.”

      

      The smile sharpened, became a tool. “Of course.” The nurse’s eyes, pale and predatory, flicked to the visitor’s log. “Haven’t seen you in, well, welcome back.”

      

      Harper’s skin bristled. She signed the sheet, her pen trembling only at the end. The nurse handed over a laminated badge, the kind designed to make you feel simultaneously important and suspect.

      

      She walked the hallways slowly, boots squeaking on freshly mopped tile. The doors here had no locks, just battered plaques with names already half-worn away. Her father’s room was at the end, past the ice machine and a rec alcove where two women played cards in silence.

      

      Harper lingered on the threshold. Her father was a collapsed shape under a grey fleece blanket, eyes barely open. He looked boiled down to his component parts: a collection of joints, bones and mottled skin, the force of him somewhere else entirely. For a second, Harper thought he was asleep—or worse—until one bony hand waved her in.

      

      “About damn time,” he croaked.

      

      Harper pressed her lips together, felt them twitch into something that might’ve been a smile. “You look like hell, Dad.”

      

      “Feels worse.” His laugh snagged in his chest, became a cough. He pushed himself upright with a defiance that would have been funny if it weren’t so painful. “Still running from things?”

      She dropped into the chair beside his bed. The old vinyl squealed under her weight. “Only from ghosts.”

      

      He grinned, toothless and sharp, the same smile she’d seen a hundred times, usually when he wanted to scare her straight. “Town says you’re the ghost.”

      

      “They always did talk too much.”

      

      He reached for her hand. The warmth was surprising, a live current despite the wasted limbs. “Missed you,” he said, voice gone soft around the edges.

      

      Harper squeezed, steadying herself. His eyes, fogged but shrewd, caught hers. They held the old intelligence, the old warning. The moment hovered, both tender and flayed.

      

      They talked, meanderingly, about nothing that mattered: the new nurse who played gospel in the mornings, the birds that nested in the window ledge, the weather (never changes, just finds new ways to suck). He asked her if she was eating enough, if she’d stopped biting her nails. He didn’t ask about the night she’d left, and Harper was grateful.

      

      Within minutes, his words started slurring together. Sleep stalked him, persistent and greedy. She watched his head tilt back, jaw gone slack, his chest rising and falling in erratic waves. She studied the veins in his hands, the blue rivers beneath his thin skin. She remembered how those hands could break an axle or build a birdhouse, sometimes in the same afternoon.

      

      Harper sat with him until his breathing steadied into the kind of sleep she knew he wouldn’t wake easily from. She stood, careful not to rouse him, and brushed the back of his knuckles with her thumb. He didn’t stir.

      

      The nurse from the desk hovered at the door, hands folded, eyes bright with a curiosity she tried to hide.

      

      “He’s…doing better than they expected,” the nurse said, her tone artful in its neutrality. “He perks up with company.”

      

      Harper nodded. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

      

      “We’ll keep him comfortable.” The nurse’s gaze lingered, a silent inventory: the cut of Harper’s jaw, the fresh band of freckles, the faded wrist scar that no one ever mentioned. “He talks about you.”

      

      Harper swallowed. The air felt heavier in her lungs. “Not all stories are worth telling.”

      

      The nurse smiled, thin and knowing. “That’s for you to decide, I guess.”

      

      Harper stepped into the hallway. The tiled floors reflected the jaundiced lights overhead, stretching her shadow into something monstrous. She signed out at the front desk, the nurse’s pen already waiting for her.

      

      Outside, the day had bled into a muted gold, air thick with the promise of rain. Harper leaned against the car, feeling the hood’s sun-warmth soak through her shirt, and looked out over the skeletal lines of the town she’d tried so hard to escape.

      

      She thought about her father, the way his eyes still saw too much. She thought about the town, the people who watched and waited. Most of all, she thought about the thing she’d buried ten years ago—the reason she’d left, the reason Ash Pines would never really let her go.

      

      The sky hung low, heavy and full. Somewhere in the near distance, thunder rumbled, just quiet enough to pretend it wasn’t coming.

      

      Harper didn’t move for a long time.
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        * * *

      

      She drove the slow circuit of Ash Pines, watching the years collapse into themselves like a folding knife. Every corner felt shrunk, as if the town had turned brittle in her absence and no one dared to stretch too wide for fear of breaking.  The streets were mostly empty, and the ones who did walk them stared only at the ground or their own hands. Harper rolled her window down, let the warm damp air curl her hair and stick her shirt to her skin.

      

      She ran on autopilot until she hit Main Street, where the buildings crowded together like old men at a bar, each waiting its turn to die, none quite willing to be first. The gas station sat at the intersection, sagging beneath the weight of three faded awnings. She needed fuel, and maybe a chance to reorient her pulse.

      

      Harper pulled in slow, her tyres crunching over a litter of broken glass and gravel. The boy at the register, old enough to be bored, young enough not to mask it, watched her get out. His name tag said TOMMY in chipped gold. He kept his thumb in a comic book and pretended not to stare.

      

      She swiped her card and started the pump. Static filled the air, charged with some invisible friction. It was quiet except for the clatter of the numbers ticking up, the wet slop of gasoline hitting the tank, and the wind rattling the flags up top.

      

      “Didn’t think you’d come back,” said the attendant, sudden as a gunshot.

      

      Harper flinched, then turned. Tommy was in the doorway, arms folded, comic book forgotten. He studied her face like he was looking for answers he hadn’t known he’d lost.

      

      “Neither did I,” Harper said. Her voice came out raw, like it hadn’t been used in a while.

      

      “They say you’re here for your dad. Sorry about all that.”

      

      She nodded, not trusting herself to reply.

      

      He hesitated, gaze darting to the orange streaks in her hair, then to the old tattoo ghosting her wrist, “People around here still talk, you know.”

      

      “They always did, and I am sure they will continue long after we are all old and grey,” she said, softer this time. “Gives them something to be alive for.”

      

      He grinned, but it slipped off his face almost immediately. He seemed about to say something else, but the beeping from the register called him back inside. Harper finished filling up, clicked the pump back in place, and wiped her hands on her jeans. When she glanced through the window, Tommy was already on the phone, eyes locked on her through the greasy glare.

      

      She left before he could build up the courage to step out again.

      

      The next stop was the diner, Marvella’s, according to the sign out front, but everyone just called it The Pie. It was one of those relics that survived only because no one could imagine it not existing. Harper ducked inside, nostrils instantly assaulted by a grease-and-sugar bouquet. The air was heavy with syrup and stories.

      

      She took a stool at the end of the counter, back to the wall. The waitress appeared as if conjured, coffee pot already in hand. Her nametag read RUTH in all-caps, though the rest of her was in lowercase: small, brisk, the kind of woman who could kill you with a look then eulogise you without a catch in her throat.

      

      “Haven’t seen you in a minute,” Ruth said, pouring Harper a cup without asking.

      

      “I got lost,” Harper said, eyes fixed on the battered menu.

      

      “Easy to do in a place like this. Or maybe it’s easy to get found.” Ruth gave a smile that wasn’t a smile, just the ghost of one. “You want anything with that?”

      

      Harper shook her head, took the mug between her palms, and let the heat ground her. She listened to the low hum of the other customers: a pair of teachers dissecting the school board’s latest tragedy, an old man muttering into his eggs, two teenage girls slicing through their pancakes and staring over their shoulders at Harper with open, predatory curiosity.

      

      Every time she looked up, someone was looking back. She felt the way a deer must, wandering into a clearing only to discover the world was all hunters and open sky. She sipped her coffee, let the burnt bitterness coat her tongue, and tried to remember how to relax her shoulders.

      

      She studied the reflection in the napkin dispenser, her own face, not quite familiar, shadowed and slightly out of true. Behind her, the door banged open. A rush of cold air swept the room. She didn’t turn, but she knew every cell in her body was suddenly awake, bristling.

      

      A man’s voice said something, just a greeting, casual, but it ricocheted through the diner and set Harper’s teeth on edge. She kept her head down. Ruth appeared and refilled the mug to the brim, eyes flicking from Harper to the newcomer and back again.

      

      “You hear about that thing up at the quarry?” the newcomer asked.

      

      A woman three booths down answered, “Bunch of kids messing around, wasn’t it?”

      

      “That’s what they say.” The man laughed, low and mean. “Kids are always messing around.”

      

      Harper’s fingers gripped the mug so tight the rim bit into her palm. She pressed her thumb to the heat, let it burn a little. Tried to focus on anything else: the hum of the fridge, the radio static, the pattern of cheap tile under her boots.

      

      But as she stared at the coffee’s oil-slick surface, a memory rose up like a bubble. The quarry, moonlight sharp as a blade, soil caked under her fingernails. Eric’s voice in her ear, urgent and tender and scared all at once. The silhouette of him against the dark water, the shiver of his hand in hers. The taste of iron and adrenaline on her tongue.

      

      She snapped back so fast she almost knocked over the cup. Coffee sloshed onto the counter.

      

      “Everything alright, hon?” Ruth’s tone was gentle, but her eyes were all business.

      

      “Fine,” Harper lied, and wiped up the spill. “Just jet lag.”

      

      She finished the cup and left a crumpled five by the saucer. As she slid out the door, she heard the murmur behind her pick up again. She tried not to listen, but she caught the shape of her name, syllables stretched and spat.

      

      Outside, the sky had gone grey, thunder hunkering on the horizon. Harper shoved her hands in her pockets and walked, head down, along the uneven sidewalk. The town pressed in from all sides, history bleeding through every brick and signpost.

      

      She passed the alley behind the old library and felt a flash, just a second’s worth, of a memory so bright it seared: Eric leaning against the wall, shirt smeared with grease, looking at her like she was the last real thing left on earth. His hand on her wrist, anchoring her to the moment. The way he said her name, so careful, so fragile, as if he knew it might shatter them both.

      

      The memory flickered and was gone. Harper shoved it down, buried it deep. But the pulse it left behind thrummed all the way up her arms.

      

      She circled the block, kept to the shadows, then doubled back to her car. She got in, locked the doors, and sat for a while, listening to the sounds around her. She exhaled, slow and shaky, and tried to remember how to breathe without the town’s eyes on her.

      

      Ash Pines had not forgiven her. It never would. But it was watching, and waiting, and Harper knew she was a fool to think she could slip through unnoticed.

      

      The wind picked up, rattling the loose siding on the laundromat across the street. In the rearview, she caught the briefest glimpse of a shape, a figure on the sidewalk, just beyond the edge of the lot. Watching. Waiting.

      

      She didn’t look again. She started the engine and kept moving.

      

      Her father’s house had not changed, not in the ways that mattered. The siding still peeled in uneven strips, and the porch stopped low like a supplicant, as if the weight of every year since she left had pressed the place deeper into its foundation. The windchimes by the door—beer cans strung with twine—still made their sad metallic clatter, each gust sending a slightly different chord down the length of the porch.

      

      Harper parked at the curb, letting the car idle for a moment. The sun had dropped behind the neighbour’s hickories, leaving the yard in a wash of blue and shadow. She stared at the crooked steps, then at the front windows, expecting some sign of movement. But the glass only glared back, unreadable.

      

      She cut the engine, grabbed her duffel from the backseat, and trudged up to the door. The key turned stiff, stubborn from years of neglect. When she stepped inside, the familiar scent of old wood and Lemon Pledge washed over her. For a second, she was sixteen again, coming home too late, steeling herself for her father’s brand of discipline, sharp, quick, and always followed by the gentle touch of apology.

      

      She set the duffel by the threshold and flicked the light. The bulb hummed, then fizzed to life, leaking amber across the living room’s tired furniture. Same green couch. Same TV, crooked on its stand. The floor creaked beneath her boots, protesting every step. In the kitchen, the fridge chugged and rattled, sounding exactly like she remembered.

      

      Harper ran her fingers along the counter’s chipped laminate, then paused at the fridge door. Old magnets, auto parts stores, a Mexican restaurant from the next county over still clung there, along with a photo of her and her father at the state fair. Her hair had been short then, wild and sunburnt, her smile braced with hardware and mischief. Her father, arm around her shoulder, grinned into the camera like he owned the world.

      

      She popped open the fridge. It was mostly empty: an old six-pack, a half gallon of milk, a cluster of cheese sticks. The shelves were clean, though, and the emptiness felt less like neglect and more like a deliberate kind of waiting.

      

      She moved through the house on muscle memory: down the hall, past the bathroom (faint mildew, a whiff of her father’s aftershave,) into her old bedroom. The door stuck, but she shouldered it open. Her old posters still lined the walls, bands she’d worshipped, local legends, a faded flyer for a protest she never went to. The bed was stripped but made, hospital-cornered and stiff.

      

      She dropped onto the mattress. The springs squealed. Harper stretched out, stared at the ceiling, and tried to slow her pulse. The quiet was immense, but it wasn’t empty. It was crowded with the ghosts of every argument, every secret, every frantic midnight that had driven her away.

      

      She didn’t unpack. Not yet. Instead, she drifted room to room, touching things she hadn’t seen in a decade. Her hand skimmed the dent in the hallway where she and her father had wrestled over a phone call he didn’t like. The kitchen cabinet where she’d once hidden a pack of cigarettes, discovered two months later and met with an eyebrow and a grudging, “I get it, kid.” The bathroom mirror, edges flecked with black, where she’d first practised the smile that said nothing could touch her.

      

      She ended up in the living room, sunk into the couch, watching the last light fade through the nicotine-stained curtains. She let her mind slip sideways, the boundaries of now and then blurred by fatigue. For a moment, she almost forgot why she’d ever left.

      

      The spell broke with the slam of a car door outside. She jerked upright, heart thudding. Peered through the blinds: nothing. Just her car in the driveway, a dog trotting by on the sidewalk in the distance, tail flagging. Still, the feeling lingered, a pressure just behind her eyes.

      

      Harper forced herself up and grabbed the trash bag from the kitchen. She needed air. She needed to move. Out on the porch, the twilight had gone blue-black, the street lamps just waking up. She tossed the bag into the bin, watched as a moth battered itself senseless against the light.

      

      She turned to go back in and stopped dead.

      

      There was a note tucked under the windshield wiper of her car, a thin strip of yellow paper fluttering in the wind. Harper walked to it, every step measured, her fingers going numb.

      

      I SAW YOU.

      

      No signature. No clue, except the echo of a threat so old and sharp it still tasted of iron.

      

      Harper stared at the note for a long time. The porch light flickered. The moth kept fighting the glass. She stood there, bare arms prickled with cold, while the last of the day guttered out.

      

      Someone knew she was back. Someone wanted her to remember.

      

      She crumpled the note, shoved it deep in her pocket, and let the darkness fold around her.

      

      She stood motionless in the blue-black dark. She pulled the note out again and looked at it like it might reveal something different, it didn’t, the note felt damp in her fist, the distant rumble of an engine crept up the street. Harper froze, not out of fear, not quite, but a kind of animal bracing, her senses sharpening as headlights swept the curb and rolled up her drive.

      

      The truck was the same make and model her father had always said was ‘built for dying in a ditch,’ but this one had its rust patched, paint matte black, windows tinted dark as secrets. It crunched to a stop beside her, idled low and menacing. The engine cut. For a second, there was only the ring of silence, the hum of summer insects, and Harper’s own heartbeat.

      

      The driver’s side window rolled down slowly.

      

      He looked exactly like she remembered, no, that was a lie. He looked like the version of himself she used to dream about, aged ten years and dragged through every rough edge Ash Pines could throw at a man. Eric Ransom’s jaw was more defined, dark hair a little longer, and his eyes, even from across the gap, burned with an old, slow fire.

      

      They said nothing. The air between them crackled with the static of unsaid years.

      

      Harper forced her shoulders back, summoned something close to defiance. She tossed the crumpled note onto the hood of her car, let it sit there like a challenge.

      

      Eric’s eyes followed the paper, then flicked up to her face. He didn’t smile, but the ghost of one threatened his mouth.

      

      “You shouldn’t have come back,” he said, voice low and even, stripped of accusation but heavy with warning.

      

      Harper squared up, every old grudge and unfinished sentence sharpening the angles of her face. “I didn’t come back for the town.”

      

      “Doesn’t matter.” He leaned out the window, resting his elbow on the door. In the porch light, his knuckles were nicked and stained, the hands of a man who’d never learned how to quit working. “It’s not about what you want. It’s about what’s waiting for you.”

      

      She stepped closer, close enough to see the dark stubble on his chin, the scar on his eyebrow she’d given him with a bottle, years ago, in a fight that had ended with both of them laughing and bleeding. Close enough to smell the cigarette on his breath.

      

      “You’re still good at being cryptic,” she said, keeping her voice steady. “But if you’re here to scare me, you’re wasting your time.”

      

      He looked at her, really looked at her, the way he used to when they’d lie in the bed of his old truck, talking about escape routes and how nothing in this shithole town could touch them if they stuck together.

      

      “You’re not scared?” he asked quietly.

      

      “I’m tired.”

      

      For the first time, something like sadness crossed his face. Not pity, Eric Ransom was never that soft, but a brief collapse of all the bravado, the mask slipping to show the bruise underneath.

      

      He drummed his fingers on the window. “You get a note?” he said, briefly shifting his eyes to the crumpled paper rocking slightly in the breeze on her hood.

      

      Harper’s stomach turned over. “That was you?”

      

      He shook his head, almost imperceptible. “No, but I knew you’d get one. I did.”

      

      She hesitated, unsure if the prickle on her skin was relief or colder dread. “Who else knows?”

      

      “In Ash Pines? Everyone. Or nobody.” He smiled, but it was the wrong shape, humourless. “Same as it’s always been.”

      

      A long silence stretched, the kind that used to mean something between them. Now it just felt like waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      

      Eric glanced past her, up at the porch light. “You staying at your dad’s?”

      

      She nodded. “For now.”

      

      “Don’t stay long.” His hand gripped the wheel, the tendons in his forearm taut. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      

      She wanted to ask—what, exactly? If it ever got easier, if the guilt faded, if there was a version of this story that didn’t end with someone in a ditch. But all she said was, “Yeah. I know.”

      

      Eric put the truck in gear and looked at her in a way that made her insides constrict. “See you around, Harper Lane.”

      

      He rolled up the window and pulled away, tyres whispering on the asphalt. Harper watched his taillights recede down the street, a pair of red eyes blinking out one by one.

      

      She stood there a long time, breathing slow, letting the night settle over her like a second skin. She reached for the note on her hood, smoothed it flat with trembling hands, and read the words again.

      

      I SAW YOU

      

      This time, she wondered who else might be watching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Ghosts at the Garage

          

        

      

    

    
      She slept little, and not well. The house was more foreign than any hotel, she drifted in the shallows of half-memories, every thump of the fridge or wind shift at the eaves resurrecting old phantoms in adolescent whispers. She dreamt of water, the quarry, headlights roving the trees like searchlights, and the sickly thrill in her chest as the world threatened to collapse. She woke to predawn greyness and a headache that felt like it started in her teeth.

      

      She drank instant coffee in the kitchen, standing, staring out the window at nothing. The neighbour’s rooster crowed like a throat wound. Harper checked her phone: no new messages. It was early, but she wanted to see her father before he drifted into the chemical fog that ruled most of his afternoons.

      

      The drive to the facility was short, but she made it last, rolling through empty intersections where the only motion came from dogs and the occasional old man walking for no reason except to prove he still could. The sky was a solid, leaden slab. Harper half expected rain, but the clouds just pressed down, thick and inert.

      

      Inside, the palliative ward was even quieter than the street. Hallways gleamed with the kind of shine that only comes from endless bleach and monotony. The air vibrated with fluorescent buzz and something almost sweet, an undercurrent of lavender meant to mask the more honest smells of decay.

      

      She signed in. The nurse at the desk had changed; this one was younger, with hair netted back so tight it gave her eyes a permanent look of surprise. She greeted Harper by name. The sound of it made Harper flinch, though she kept her face blank.

      

      Down the hallway, Room 204 waited with its door ajar. Her father was propped in bed, neck at an odd angle, mouth slightly open. For a moment, she thought he was gone, but as she crossed the threshold, his eyes flickered open, found her, and sharpened with a glint of the old blue steel.

      

      “Hey, kid,” he said. His voice was less a sound than a scrape.

      

      “Hey, old man.” She set her bag on the side table and perched on the edge of the visitor’s chair. She pretended not to notice the commode by the bed, the haphazard tangle of IV lines, the chart hooked to the doorframe like a threat.

      

      He watched her, unblinking. She wondered if he’d slept at all, or if he just waited in this perpetual twilight between worlds.

      

      “Brought you the sports section,” she said, pulling the thin wad of newspaper from her bag. She’d scavenged it at the gas station, dated, regional, and mostly about high school football, which he hated. It was a dumb ritual, but they kept it up. “Some real nail-biters this week.”

      

      He snorted. “Nothing changes.”

      

      She unfolded the paper, smoothed the crumples. The first words stuck in her throat, so she cleared it and tried again, reading aloud the names of schools, scores, and coaches quoted as if the fate of the world depended on the next game.

      

      He listened, head cocked, eyelids drifting down until she thought he’d slipped under. But every time she paused, his fingers tapped the blanket, impatient, like he was timing her. On the back page was an ad for a used truck lot. She read it with mock seriousness: “Zero down, guaranteed approval, even for the criminally irresponsible.”

      

      He smiled, which meant something close to a smirk. “Maybe you can get yourself a real car this time.”

      

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re one to talk. Last time I checked, you drove a deathtrap.”

      

      He coughed, the sound dry and rattling. “That was a classic. You never had taste.”

      

      The banter cost him. His breath came in shallow, uncertain puffs. Harper watched the rise and fall of his chest, the way the thin hospital gown hung off his body like a loose flag. She could see every rib, every bruise the nurses tried to keep covered.

      

      A lull settled. Harper traced circles on the newsprint, trying to remember what it was like to sit here and not count the seconds, not measure every gesture against a shrinking clock.

      

      After a while, she looked up. His eyes had closed again, but the line of his mouth was tense.

      

      She reached over, placed her hand on top of his. The skin there was paper, veins rising like roads on a relief map. He flinched, then squeezed back, faint but unmistakable.

      

      “Still here,” she said, the words barely more than a breath.

      

      He didn’t answer, but his hand held on.

      

      A shuffle at the door. The nurse from the desk, hovering with practised unobtrusiveness.

      

      “Miss Lane?” she said.

      

      Harper extricated her hand from her father’s, slow, not wanting to startle him. “Yeah?”

      

      “Could we—” The nurse gestured out into the hallway, apology written in the tilt of her chin.

      

      Harper stood, smoothed her shirt, and followed. The nurse led her down the corridor, past the rec alcove with its always-silent TV, past a dry-erase board that read TODAY IS: WEDNESDAY in desperate capital letters.

      

      The nurse stopped by the water fountain, out of sight from the patients’ rooms. She spoke softly, as if any louder would tip the balance in the entire building.

      

      “I wanted to update you,” she said. “He’s more alert in the mornings, but his numbers—” She paused. “They’re declining faster than we expected. The doctor wanted to prepare you. A few weeks, at most.”

      

      Harper nodded. The words hit like a punch, but she kept her face neutral. She knew how to take a blow—her father had taught her, directly and otherwise, and her brother had pre warned her before her arrival of his decline.

      

      “We’ll keep him comfortable,” the nurse said. “If you have questions, about care, or, you know, arrangements, we have a counsellor on site.”

      

      “Thank you,” Harper said. She watched the nurse’s face, looking for anything other than the script, but the eyes gave nothing away.

      

      “He likes when you visit,” the nurse added, as she turned to go.

      

      Harper didn’t answer. She went back to the room, but her father was asleep, mouth slack, head sunk into the pillow. She stood in the doorway, suddenly afraid to get closer, as if the act of watching might speed the process.

      

      She left the newspaper on the side table, next to the glass of water and the plastic-wrapped package of hospital crackers. She lingered a moment longer, then backed out, closing the door with a hush.

      

      The walk to the car was automatic. She moved like she was underwater, every motion slowed by the gravity of what the nurse had said. Outside, the sun had finally clawed up above the treeline. It didn’t warm her.

      

      She sat in the driver’s seat, closed the door, and waited for the numbness to lift. It didn’t. Instead, a tightness started in her chest and radiated outward, a pressure with nowhere to go.

      

      Harper gripped the steering wheel. She let her forehead fall to the curve of her arms. She stayed like that for a long minute, breathing slow, until the ache receded into something manageable.

      

      When she straightened, her hands were steady, but her knuckles had gone white against the wheel.

      

      She started the engine, pulled out onto the empty road, and headed toward home, counting every mile as if it were a reprieve.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Harper woke to a dull ache behind her eyes and the taste of metal in her mouth. She lay in bed, watching the light crawl over her old bedroom’s ceiling, feeling the pressure of everything she had to do and none of the will to do it. When she finally got up, she found herself going through the motions: teeth, hair, clothes, coffee black as axle grease.

      

      The plan was simple: drive to the bank, sort her father’s bills, pick up food that didn’t taste of freezer burn and Formica. Keep her head down, stay invisible.

      

      The town had other plans.

      

      She was halfway down Main, radio muttering low, when the car started to whine. At first, it was a mosquito’s buzz, so faint she almost convinced herself she imagined it. By the next intersection, the sound had metastasised into a full-blown metallic shriek, a banshee in the engine bay. The whole front end juddered, threatening to rip loose and leave her stranded in the crosswalk.

      

      She yanked the car over in front of the Dollar King, popped the hood, and stared at the steaming, complicated mess. The smell of hot antifreeze crawled into her sinuses, chased by a note of something worse. She prodded a few hoses, jiggled a loose cap, and realised she was way past the limit of what YouTube and three semesters of auto shop could teach her.

      

      A pickup rolled by, its driver rubbernecking with open delight. Harper muttered a curse, slammed the hood shut, and leaned against the fender, phone in hand. She scrolled through the local numbers. The one for roadside assistance led to a menu that didn’t recognise Ash Pines as anywhere worth rescuing.

      

      Her thumb hovered over the next obvious contact: ERIC RANSOM, all-caps in her phone, as if shouting would keep him at bay. She hesitated just long enough to hate herself, then dialled.

      

      It rang twice, then kicked to voicemail, a man’s voice, unreadable, “You know what to do.” She hung up, jaw tight. The memory of last night’s encounter still pulsed, equal parts warning and lure.

      

      She got back in the car. The dash lit up with angry red sigils. She coaxed the shuddering machine into gear and limped it the half-mile to the only garage in town that didn’t look like a meth lab.

      

      Ransom Automotive was a low, cinderblock box at the edge of the rail yard, paint peeling in long sunburnt strips. A faded sign with a wrench and a flame hung above the bay door, which was open despite the hour. The lot was studded with the wreckage of a dozen half-gutted cars, their bones gleaming in the wet morning light.

      

      Harper killed the engine and sat a moment, hand on the key. The air outside was thick with the smell of oil, ozone, and something citrus, a cleaner, maybe, or just the memory of oranges from the breakfast she skipped. Her pulse went brittle in her wrists.

      

      She got out, crossed the gravel, and peered into the garage.

      

      Eric Ransom was the kind of man who could ruin you with one look, and Harper was already unravelling.

      

      Eric was bent over the guts of an ancient Cadillac, the hood propped high like an open jaw. He wore a stained T-shirt and jeans with knees ripped out, arms braced on the frame as he worked some stubborn part loose. His hair was longer than she remembered, curling damply at the nape, and his skin glowed the faint copper of too many hours outdoors. He hadn’t seen her yet, or was pretending not to.

      

      Harper watched him work. There was a violence to it, the way he levered the wrench, shoulders straining, jaw set against the world. She remembered other times those hands had gripped her, held her steady, pushed her to the edge of what she thought she could survive.

      

      She inhaled sharply, the sound louder than she meant. Eric looked up, dark eyes finding her at once.

      

      He didn’t smile. The old warmth was gone, replaced with something leaner, stripped of excess.

      

      “Car trouble?” he said, wiping his hands on a rag already saturated with black.

      

      “It’s making a noise,” Harper said. “A bad one.”

      

      “They usually are.” He didn’t move, just watched her for a second that lasted a year.

      

      “Can you look at it?”

      

      A shrug. “You want to pop the hood, or should I?”

      

      She bristled, but crossed back to the car and yanked the lever. The hood sprung protesting, and Eric was there before she’d even rounded the fender.

      

      He leaned in, close enough that she caught the musk of sweat and soap and gasoline. His arms boxed her in, not touching, but she felt their gravity.

      

      He poked at the engine, muttering to himself, then stood upright. His T-shirt stuck to his back in a stripe of damp.

      

      “Alternator’s shot,” he said. “Belts are shredded. You drive it another mile, you’re walking.”

      

      “Can you fix it?”

      

      He studied her, a mechanic’s cold appraisal, but something softer behind it. “Give me an hour.”

      

      Harper started to thank him, but he turned away, all business. She retreated to the edge of the bay, where a folding chair and a dirty mug implied she could sit if she dared. She stayed standing.

      

      Inside, the garage was a chaos of tools, oily rags, and boxes of parts scavenged from other failures. The air was thick and hot, light slanting in through a high window and catching on the particulate haze. Somewhere in the office, a radio burbled static and old country songs.

      

      Harper watched Eric work. He moved with purpose, stripping the belts with swift, practised gestures, his hands so sure it seemed impossible they could ever hesitate. She caught herself staring, then looked away, finding herself reflected in the window: pale, hunched, too much space in her eyes.

      

      She thought about the last time she’d seen him up close, the night everything had changed. The quarry, the moon on his shoulders, his voice thick with promises they both knew he couldn’t keep. How he’d held her afterwards, shaking, neither of them able to say the words that might have made any of it mean less.

      

      He glanced up, caught her staring again.

      

      “What?” he said.

      

      “Nothing,” she lied.

      

      He wiped his brow with the crook of his arm, leaving a streak of black. “You look like hell.”

      

      “Thanks. You look worse.”

      

      For a flicker, his mouth twitched, the beginnings of a smile, but it vanished before it found purchase.

      

      He ducked back under the hood, and they fell into the old rhythm: her watching, him working, the past hangin between them like a chemical haze.

      

      After a while, he straightened. “Have you seen your dad?” he asked.

      

      “My father,” she said. “He’s…not well.”

      

      Eric nodded, not pressing. “Sorry.”

      

      He gripped the alternator with one hand and ran the other down the belt, fingers sure and unhurried. Harper tried not to watch him, but it was like telling yourself not to look at the sun. She stood off to the side, arms folded, letting the weight of the day settle in her joints.

      

      He stripped off the old belt with a swift motion and reached for the new one. His hands, always broad and blunt, moved with a kind of animal confidence that made the work seem trivial. Even with the grime, the cuts, the black under every nail, there was something precise about the way he fit things back together. Like he could put the whole world right if he just kept moving.

      

      “You hear what they’re saying?” he asked, eyes not leaving the pulley as he threaded the new belt through the engine’s maze.

      

      Harper’s voice was ice. “I don’t listen.”

      

      “You should.” He set the belt and gave it a testing twist. “Town’s been talking since you got back.”

      She bristled, all the old defences sparking to life. “Yeah? Let them. None of their business.”

      Eric laughed, low and humourless. “It’s always their business. You know that.”

      

      She wanted to tell him he sounded just like her father, but she bit down on it. “You still get off on telling me what to do?”

      

      “Not lately,” he countered, with a quick glance that made her breath stall.

      

      He let the silence stretch, only the scrape of metal and the click of a ratchet breaking it.

      

      He leaned over the engine, close enough that Harper caught the clean salt of sweat on his skin, the edge of something sharper, cigarettes, maybe, or memory. He pointed at a pulley tucked deep in the machinery. “You see that?”

      

      She stepped closer, peering down where he indicated. The space was tight; she was hyperaware of his elbow brushing her bicep, the warmth radiating off him like static. She refused to flinch.

      

      “That’s what went,” he said. “Spins too fast, burns out the bearings. Once it goes, everything else does too.”

      

      She was still looking at the mechanism, trying to follow the logic, when Eric turned his head. His mouth was a handspan from hers. For one fractured instant, nothing existed but the thin air between them.

      

      Harper felt her pulse jump. She stepped back, quick and clumsy, bumping her hip on the fender.

      

      He didn’t say anything, just tightened the last bolt and wiped his hands on the rag.

      

      “You didn’t have to come here,” he said, almost gentle.

      

      “You didn’t have to help,” she shot back.

      

      They stared each other down across the open hood, words scraping at the walls inside her chest.

      

      “Coming back was a mistake,” he said.

      She snorted, chin up. “Then why are you still here, Eric? You had every chance to leave.”

      His smile was sad, an old wound. “Some people don’t get to leave.”

      

      For a moment, she wanted to reach across the engine, grab him by the collar, and pull him into something messy and furious and real. Instead, she looked at her feet.

      

      He closed the hood with a sharp, definitive slam. The echo hung in the air.

      She fished her wallet from her bag, but he shook his head.

      

      “Don’t insult me,” he said.

      “Don’t make me owe you,” she countered, the words catching.

      “Too late,” he said softly.

      

      She turned to go, the urge to run nearly overwhelming. But as she reached the driver’s side, he called her name.

      

      “Harper.”

      

      She stopped, half in, half out of the car, the door heavy in her hand.

      

      He stood under the bay light, shoulders squared. “Take care of your dad,” he said.

      

      She didn’t answer. She got in, started the engine, and let the smooth purr lull her into something almost like relief. She backed out slow, watching him in the mirror, motionless, arms folded, the rag dangling from his hand like a flag of surrender.

      

      She drove until the garage was just a memory behind her, until the only thing left was the taste of regret and the promise of things still broken, still waiting to be fixed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Message in the Woods

          

        

      

    

    
      The first drops of rain hit the windshield as Harper nosed the truck off the main road and onto the old logging trail. They landed in constellations, fat and indifferent, smearing the dust into streaks. Each rut in the path rattled up through the tyres and into her bones. Dusk had already blurred the edges of the forest, and the canopy crowded out what little light was left. In the rearview, the county road receded, then vanished behind a curtain of green.

      
      Harper drove by memory, counting the turns the way a gambler counts cards. She kept the windows cracked, letting in the mossy tang of the woods, wet leaves, distant pine, the cool hint of mud ready to swallow anything foolish enough to go wandering at night. The beams of her headlights sliced the gloom into ragged slabs. At times, the car creaked so loud it sounded like the forest was grinding its teeth.

      
      She hit a deadfall where the path dipped toward the river, two pines mouldering into each other like lovers who’d given up standing. She cut the engine, let the silence settle. The tick of cooling metal and the hush of rain on leaves. The woods were thick with the kind of dark that wanted to get inside you.

      
      Harper reached behind the seat for her old field jacket and pulled the hood up. She killed her phone’s flashlight until she was at the mouth of the trail. No reason to advertise. No one should be here. That was the point.

      
      The first few yards were a fight, vines snatching at her boots, dead branches snapping underfoot with the sharp report of gunfire. Every step forward was an act of muscle memory, her body refusing to forget the path even when the rest of her wanted nothing more than to never see it again. The rain made the loam slick, and twice she almost lost her footing, one hand going out to catch a sapling, the other pressed to the ache in her ribs.

      
      As she moved deeper, the green-black hush thickened, muffling everything except her own breath. A screech owl punctured the dark somewhere off to her right, and Harper’s pulse jumped in her throat. She remembered the night ten years ago, how the woods had been louder then, full of crickets, and frogs, and the sound of Eric’s voice as they argued over whether to dig deeper, how much blood would show, and how fast anything rotted when it was buried shallow.

      
      The grave was nearly a mile in, just past where the trail cut back from the river and veered up a ridge. Harper’s boots sucked at the mud with every step. Her lungs stung with the cold damp, but she pushed on, quickening her pace as the trees thinned. At the edge of the clearing, she paused, listening for anything out of place.

      
      Nothing. Just the drip of rain and the creak of limbs overhead.

      
      She stepped into the open.

      
      It looked the same, almost. The ground, still patched with wild grass and the dying heads of ironweed. The marker, a chunk of river stone, hunched in the moss just as they’d left it. But as she drew closer, heart galloping against her sternum, the wrongness telescoped into focus.

      
      The stone was tagged with a single line of paint, crude but unmistakable—red, electric under the haze of her phone light, bleeding down the face like a wound.

       

      I SAW YOU.

       

      The words punched through her like a tire iron. Harper staggered, boots skidding on the soft earth, and dropped to her knees beside the grave. The paint was fresh—she touched it with her thumb and it came away slick, sticking in the creases of her skin.

       

      She scrabbled at the dirt, searching for disturbance. The ground was soft from the rain but otherwise untouched; the grass still matted in a circle where they'd tamped it down with their feet, a decade ago. She pressed her ear to the soil, as if she might hear some subterranean stirring, but all she caught was the faint, metallic taste of her own terror.

       

      Harper wiped her hands on her jeans, fighting the urge to vomit, and fumbled her phone from her jacket. The signal flickered, then resolved into a single, trembling bar. She dialled Eric, knuckles white with cold.

       

      It rang once. Twice. Then, his voice—tired, wary, like he'd already guessed who it was.

       

      “Yeah?”

       

      She couldn’t speak at first. Her breath came in short, shuddering hits.

       

      “Harper?” he said, and there was a charge behind the name, some old muscle waking up.

       

      She looked at her hand, at the paint congealing in the web of her palm. “Someone was here,” she said, voice thin and scraping the bottom of her control. “The marker⁠—”

       

      “Slow down.” His words were calm but razor-edged. “What happened?”

       

      “They tagged the stone. Red paint. It says…” She couldn’t finish.

       

      He didn’t need her to. “You sure nobody followed you?”

       

      She scanned the tree line, half expecting to see a figure standing between the trunks. There was nothing but the deeper dark. “No one. I made sure. But it’s fresh, Eric. I can still smell it.”

       

      A beat of silence. Then: “Get out of there.”

       

      “I have to check,” she said. “Make sure⁠—”

       

      “Don’t be stupid.” Now there was heat, the kind that seared and didn’t let go. “Just go. I’ll meet you at the crossroads.”

       

      “I can’t—” She pressed her fist to her mouth, hard. “I can’t leave it like this.”

       

      He swore under his breath. “You think it’s a game? That’s what they want. To see you run.”

       

      She thought about that for a moment. The woods, the grave, the scarlet script bleeding through the night. Maybe he was right. Maybe the whole point was to see how far she’d go before she broke.

       

      Harper stood, knees
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