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    For the ones who listen when a place feels heavy,
who believe that truth still echoes even when history is buried.
For the witnesses, the truth-tellers,
and every brave soul willing to carry a lantern into the dark—
this story is for you.
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Chapter 1 — Red Sky, New Girl
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The first thing the town gave Wren Ashby was a color.

It trickled in through the car windows when they crested the last rise of County Road 9—a strange, bruised red pooling in the notch of the hills. The GPS had glitched a dozen times since the interstate, offering directions that ended in timber roads and a cemetery lane, so Mom had stopped counting on it and followed the power lines. The new rental keys chimed in the cup holder like nervous teeth. Wren, knees up in the passenger seat, kept her sketchbook flat against her legs and tried to catch the shape of the ridge before it shifted shades again.

“Almost there,” Mom said for the third time.

“You said that by the grape stand,” Wren said, chewing the tip of her pencil.

“Okay. For real now.”

The town wasn’t a dot on the map so much as a seam: Hallowford stitched its old mill buildings along a river that bucked like it had regrets. The red came from the hill that rose behind them—Crimson Hill—its slopes planted with scrub pine and the ribs of a busted trestle. From certain angles the soil looked ordinary brown. But at this hour, when the sun slid behind it just so, the hill lit like a coal left stubborn in the ash.

The rental was a half-house at the edge of town, a saltbox peeled like an onion and stapled back together. The old owner had left a note on the door with a doodle of a dog who didn’t exist and a warning: Radiators hiss. They’re not snakes. Inside, the rooms were a parade of wood floors and thin light. The kitchen window framed the hill like a portrait that had moved in before they did.

“Cozy,” Mom said, which was code for a lot of things. Temporary, maybe. I’m doing my best, definitely. She jingled the keys again and set them on the counter.

Wren carried the first box upstairs. It was labeled with her old address, crossed out, and three new addresses beneath it, also crossed out. The fourth line, 2B, Harlow Street, Hallowford, was written in Mom’s neat teacher handwriting, as if writing it right would make it stable. In her room, Wren set the box down and leaned her forehead against the cool windowpane. The glass hummed faintly—maybe the traffic, maybe the river, maybe the radiator snakes.

She breathed until her shoulders lowered. If she made her breath a metronome, the rest of her would follow. In for four, hold for two, out for six. Coach Anders’s voice from the old team drifted through on muscle memory. She’d quit the team when they moved the first time. Then joined at the second. Quit at the third. By the fourth, a meet-day panic had sent her into the bleachers to read the spectator rules instead of running her heat. She had not told Mom. She had told no one. The ache of it still felt like being late to the starting line and pretending you meant to spectate all along.

This time, she promised herself, would be different. No team yet. No uniform. Just a run to learn the edges of a town. One foot, then the other, until the map of Hallowford stitched into her bones.

“Want help with your bed?” Mom called up the stairs.

“I got it,” Wren lied. Then, “I’m heading out for a jog.” She stuck her head over the railing. “Promise I won’t get bitten by radiators.”

Mom’s mouth did the worried tilt. “Take your phone.”

Wren wiggled it. “And water. And the flashlight with a dead battery. I’m prepared to be reckless.”

“You’re prepared to be my kid,” Mom said, which was also code: Be careful. I can’t bear another thing going wrong. She blew Wren a kiss and turned back to the nest of paperwork on the table—substitute teacher applications, a wrinkled offer letter from the developer’s PR firm who’d hired her part-time to write cheerful copy about “riverfront revitalization,” a phrase she refused to say where Wren could hear it.

Outside, evening fit cool on Wren’s arms. She stretched against the porch railing, hip buzzing with her phone’s map loading an outline of streets it hadn’t met yet. She set an easy pace. The neighborhood shifted from saltboxes to clapboard stores: a barbershop with a striped pole that looked like it was held together with patience and duct tape, a bakery called Mill & Crust with a hand-lettered sign, a thrift store organizing its Halloween bucket early.

She kept to the river path where the sidewalk fell away. Spirea leaned low over iron rails. The water, iron-brown, carried things she didn’t name. She followed it until the path ended near a chain-link fence and a laminated sign that must have been printed by the same person who labeled her rental’s radiators: TRAIL WORK IN PROGRESS—NO NIGHT ACCESS. Someone had drawn a smiley face in the corner, all teeth.

The hill rose beyond the fence. A dirt track, more suggestion than trail, cut up through scrub oak and rock. Wren swiped sweat from her temple and checked her phone. Two bars. She clicked open the map app and typed Crimson Hill trailhead. No results. Another search turned up a message board thread with locals arguing the hill had too many names and none official: Lye Ridge, Quarry Bluff, Dye Hill, Namesake. One comment in all caps: GHOST LIGHT IS JUST ATV HEADLIGHTS, PEOPLE. Another reply: ATVS DON’T FLOAT. A third: don’t go after dark if you don’t know the rules.

Rules. Wren could do rules. Stay in sight of the river. Don’t trust shortcuts until you run them twice. If you’re afraid, make the fear a number and count down from it.

She slid through a gap in the fence where kudzu had made its own gate and picked her way onto the track. The dirt bit differently here, sandy and gritty, not like the loam back home—back where, exactly? The track curled up, and Wren ran carefully, calves warming, lungs finding their old rhythm. The trees thinned at a low shelf, and then the ridge climbed in a steeper ladder, the rocks the red of a cut thumb.

When she paused to breathe, she saw it.

At first, it was only a prickle at the base of her neck and a sense that she’d stepped into a frame someone else had drawn: the slope, the seam of river, the trestle ribs, the moon a thumbnail smudge. Then, higher along the ridge line where the scrub made silhouettes, a figure lifted a lantern. The light was wrong. Not flame-yellow, not LED white. It pulsed like a heartbeat through a curtain, a deep red glow that tugged at the eye instead of meeting it. It moved with a measured swing, as if tested against an invisible ruler.

Wren’s first thought wasn’t ghost. It was hiker or ranger or keep out. But the figure didn’t angle toward her or away. It tracked the ridge like a plumb bob marking true. The wind threaded a sound down to her—metal on metal, a clink like a spoon in a jar, steady.

She blinked hard. When she looked again, the light still burned. She curled her hand around the trail rail, and splinters bit the edge of her palm. She let the pain anchor her, counted backward from ten, then ten again. The figure paused, turning the lantern. The red flared brighter, red enough to paint the white of her knuckles. Then the light lowered, and the figure slipped sideways into the scrub, not fading so much as folding into the edges like a paper crease.

Wren exhaled. “Okay,” she told the air, her voice thin. “Okay, wow. You’re just new here. Your brain loves patterns. It’s giving you a story.”

She waited for the shake in her hands to become a laugh. It didn’t. She tucked her phone into her waistband and took the next switchback at a walk. Curiosity and caution, two hands on the same wheel, Dad used to say, back when he’d take her out to the county trails and teach her how to read the faded blazes. She tasted the old ache of thinking of him and flattened it like a leaf in a book. Today needed a shape she could stand inside.

The shelf leveled at a small plateau cluttered with scrap—rusted wire hoops, broken glass polished into sea colors, a nested arrangement of stones that could have been a fire ring or just the careful play of bored hands. In the center stood a stake. It was waist-high, half-rotten, the top sharpened from when wood was made to mean something. Old survey paint flaked in flakes of chalky scarlet. Wren knew the look; surveyors had marked the floodplain back where they used to live. She brushed dirt from the face of the wood.

Letters appeared, pressed into the grain with a knife that had not been sure of itself. A list in a ladder: JUNE P. then ALBRIGHT, then MAGDA C. The cuts were shallow but stubborn. Beneath them, the wood sagged around another line, older. Wren squinted. ELI— The rest was a tangle where rot had bitten the name away.

She took out her phone and snapped a picture. The camera tried to compensate for the red sky and made the wood look bruised. She changed the angle and tried again. As she did, her thumb grazed the stake, and a splinter pressed into her skin. She hissed and pulled it out with her teeth, holding it like a long thorn before flicking it off. A pinprick of blood beaded at the heel of her thumb and gleamed—ridiculously, exactly—the same color as the lantern had.

“Stop it,” she told herself. “Coincidence isn’t a personality.”

Someone else had been here not long ago. A newer carving—shallower, uncertain—snuck under the old names: S. I. The letters were neat. A tiny arrow pointed up the hill, carved with more patience than strength. Wren traced it with her uninjured fingertip and felt the groove hum—not literally, but the way you feel a word before you speak it.

“June P.,” she said aloud, trying the name on her tongue. “Albright. Magda C.” Naming things made them less sharp. Or it made them cut cleaner. “Eli... something. S. I.” She looked up. The sky had deepened into a color her art teacher would have corrected for being too much. Hallowford’s streetlights winked one by one. The river looked black from here and too close to everything.

A sound drifted over the ridge. It could have been wind. It could have been two words shaped without a mouth to push them. Wren didn’t catch the words, if they were words. Maybe what she heard was the idea of words, an empty vessel waiting for a pour. She cleared her throat and said, “I see you,” before she could second-guess it. It seemed rude to stare and not speak.

The hill gave nothing back.

Her phone buzzed. A text from Mom: Back soon? Pasta wants boiling and I’m scared of the snakes. Wren smiled despite herself and typed: On my way. Tell the radiators to hiss in English. She tucked the phone away and stood there a minute longer. The lantern figure did not return. A chill threaded through the back of her shirt.

She started down. Running downhill demanded a different math—the quick feet, the loose arms, the trust that your body could catch what gravity offered. She took the switchbacks with care, letting the rhythm return. Past the fence, the river smells rose—wet wood, iron, a slick sweetness like old fruit. When she reached the bakery corner, Mill & Crust’s lights glowed warm. Inside, a teenager in an apron flipped chairs up on tables, glanced up, and noticed Wren staring in, face bright. He lifted two fingers in a little peace sign. Wren surprised herself by lifting two back.

At the rental, Mom had managed to boil water without incident and had cooked the pasta until it swam like oatmeal. They ate at the counter, legs bumping, and Wren described the route in a way that made it mostly about sidewalks and less about the hill.

“Pretty?” Mom asked.

“Different,” Wren said. “The hill’s red. Like it remembers something.”

“Everyone remembers something,” Mom said, a softness around her eyes, and Wren braced for the follow-up—Like your dad—but it didn’t come. Mom twirled another forkful. “I signed up for a volunteer orientation at the library. Maybe they have a teens’ thing? We can—no pressure—check it out.”

“Sure,” Wren said. Then, because the words itched like a tag against her neck, she added, “There’s a weird stake up there. With names carved into it. They’re old, but—”

Mom perked. “Like a survey stake?”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe from an old property line. I read the mill owned most of the hill and... gosh, I sound like a brochure.” She winced. “Sorry. I am trying not to brochure our lives.”

Wren grinned. “You’re doing okay.”

After dishes, she went upstairs and sat on the floor with her sketchbook. She didn’t try for a perfect perspective. She dragged the graphite soft, letting the hill take a broad-shouldered shape. The lantern light she left as a bloom, a smear of water over pencil, red imagined because she didn’t have paint. The stake she drew uglier than it was—more splinter than wood, more attention than it deserved—and when she etched the names, her hand steadied. June P. Albright. Magda C. Eli— She left the rest jagged and stopped herself from inventing the missing letters. The small S. I. she tucked under them like a margin note.

She labeled the page in the thin, stubborn letters she used when she wanted to promise herself something: Crimson Hill, Day 1.

The radiator hissed in the corner, as advertised. Down the street, someone’s porch music bled into a harmonica wail. The town felt like it had rooms, and those rooms had doors that might open or slam. Wren set the sketchbook on the sill to dry and lay back on the rug with her arms folded behind her head.

A thought kept creeping in, spoiling her gentle drift toward sleep: the feeling of being measured. On the hill, when the lantern had swung, something had shifted inside her—not just fear, not just the way new places tilt the floor. The light had moved as if testing the width of something, like a carpenter checking a span. She felt, absurdly, like a doorway someone had walked through and decided was
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