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Chapter One: The Girl Who Came Back
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They found Sloane just after sunrise.

A mile north of Willow House.

Barefoot.

Bruised.

Wearing an oversized gray sweater torn along one sleeve.

The police said she stumbled out of the trees toward the access road and collapsed before she reached the first patrol car.

Alive.

That was the word everyone kept repeating.

Alive.

Like it was enough to fix anything.

Marcy started crying before Aunt Elise even finished the call.

Not quietly.

Not the controlled kind of crying adults did when they wanted everyone else to stay calm.

She folded around Olivia where she sat on the couch, one hand pressed over her mouth while the baby slept against her chest.

Aunt Elise stood in the middle of the living room with her phone still in her hand.

“They’re taking her to the hospital,” she said.

Her voice was steady.

Her face was not.

I stood by the front window.

I had been standing there for hours.

Long enough for the glass to turn from black to gray.

Long enough for the road outside to become visible again.

Long enough to understand that morning could arrive without bringing Noah with it.

“Sloane saw her,” Aunt Elise said.

I turned.

“What?”

“The officer said Sloane claims she saw Noah at Willow House.”

My whole body moved toward the sentence.

Not physically.

Something deeper.

Something desperate.

“Is Noah alive?”

“They don’t know.”

The hope that had opened inside me folded just as quickly.

Marcy looked up from Olivia.

“What did Sloane say?”

“Not much. She’s confused. Injured. They’re still trying to get a clear statement.”

“Which hospital?” I asked.

Aunt Elise told me.

I was already reaching for my coat.

Marcy stood too.

Olivia stirred between us.

For one second, all three of us froze.

The baby opened her mouth, made a tiny sound, then settled again.

Noah should have been there.

That thought had become part of every room.

Noah should have been holding Olivia.

Noah should have been making some terrible joke about babies having no respect for crisis.

Noah should have been here so I could be furious with her.

Instead, her phone sat in a police evidence bag.

Her stolen car had been found empty near Willow House.

And Sloane had been found alive.

I was happy.

I was.

That mattered.

It was not Sloane’s fault Noah had gone looking for her.

Not exactly.

Noah had made that choice because Noah had never understood the difference between loving someone and running into traffic for them.

Still, something inside me tightened when Aunt Elise said they had found Sloane north of Willow House.

North.

I did not know why the direction bothered me.

Maybe because Sloane’s car had been closer to the southern tree line.

Maybe because fear needed something to organize itself around.

Maybe because after hearing a recorded scream used as bait, I no longer trusted any story simply because it arrived wearing injuries.

That thought made me feel sick.

Sloane was hurt.

Sloane was alive.

Sloane might know where Noah was.

Suspicion felt cruel.

Relief felt dangerous.

Both sat inside me anyway.

The hospital smelled like antiseptic and burned coffee.

Police filled the hallway outside Sloane’s room.

One officer spoke quietly with a nurse.

Another held a notebook against his chest.

Everyone looked tired.

Everyone looked like they had already decided which details mattered.

Marcy carried Olivia.

Aunt Elise walked beside her.

I followed behind them, holding Noah’s sweatshirt against my stomach beneath my coat.

I had taken it from her bed without thinking.

Or maybe I had thought too much.

The nurse stopped us at the doorway.

“She’s exhausted. Keep it brief.”

Marcy nodded.

Aunt Elise nodded.

I said nothing.

Then we went inside.

Sloane looked small beneath the white hospital blanket.

Her face was swollen on one side.

Her lower lip was split.

Purple bruises darkened her cheek and jaw.

Red marks circled both wrists.

Her hair was tangled around her face, still held partly by the messy clip she always wore.

For one second, relief erased everything else.

“Sloane.”

Her eyes opened.

They went first to Marcy.

Then to Olivia.

Her entire face broke.

“My baby.”

Marcy carried Olivia closer.

Sloane reached out with shaking hands, then stopped before touching her.

Like she was afraid.

Like she did not know whether she was allowed.

Marcy placed Olivia carefully against her chest.

Sloane folded around her.

She cried into the yellow hat.

Real crying.

Ugly.

Shaking.

The kind that made nurses look away to give people privacy.

I wanted to trust it.

I almost did.

Then Sloane looked over Olivia’s head and found me.

“Luna.”

Her voice was cracked.

Weak.

Exactly the voice of someone who had screamed until no sound remained.

I stepped closer.

She reached for my hand.

I hesitated.

Only for half a second.

Maybe less.

Then I took it.

Her fingers were cold.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

My chest tightened.

“Where is Noah?”

No greeting.

No reassurance.

No softness.

I hated myself for that too.

Sloane’s eyes filled again.

“She came for me.”

“I know.”

“They told me she came alone.”

“She called me.”

Sloane flinched.

“What did you hear?”

“Carter.”

Her fingers tightened around mine.

“He found her?”

“He was with her.”

“Oh my God.”

She closed her eyes.

A tear slid into her hair.

For one moment, I felt horrible for doubting her.

Then she opened her eyes again.

“What did he say?”

I watched her face.

Not because I wanted to interrogate her.

Because Noah was gone and watching people had become the only thing I knew how to do.

“He said she was fine,” I told her. “Then he said, ‘For now.’”

Sloane covered her mouth.

Olivia stirred against her chest.

Marcy adjusted the blanket around them.

Aunt Elise stepped nearer.

“Did you see Noah at Willow House?”

Sloane nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

The answer came quickly.

Too quickly.

Or maybe frightened people always answered quickly when they had nothing useful to give.

“I was in one of the rooms,” Sloane continued. “I heard her yelling.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

Sloane’s face tightened.

“I don’t remember.”

“You saw her?”

“Only for a second.”

“What was she wearing?”

Marcy glanced at me.

“Luna.”

I ignored her.

Sloane blinked.

“A dark hoodie. Jeans.”

Correct.

The information gave me no relief.

Noah always wore dark hoodies.

Everyone knew that.

“Was she hurt?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was she awake?”

“Yes.”

The word came immediately.

My knees almost gave out.

Alive.

Awake.

At Willow House.

At least then.

“Did Carter take her?” Aunt Elise asked.

Sloane nodded.

“He dragged her toward a car.”

“What kind?”

“Dark. Maybe black.”

“Which direction?”

Sloane looked away.

Her breathing changed.

She pressed one hand against Olivia’s back.

“North.”

There it was again.

North.

A direction dressed like an answer.

“Toward what?” Aunt Elise asked.

“I heard them mention an old quarry. A place near Cedar Ridge.”

The officer by the door began writing.

Another spoke into his radio.

Search teams would move.

Roads would fill.

Everyone would follow Sloane’s words because she was bruised and bleeding and holding her baby like someone who had survived.

I looked at her wrists.

The red marks were clean.

Almost even.

That meant nothing.

Rope left patterns.

Fear made patterns out of nothing.

I was becoming horrible.

Noah would have said that suspicion was not evidence.

Then she would have been suspicious too.

Sloane looked at me.

“I tried to stop him.”

I swallowed.

“I know.”

A lie.

I did not know anything.

That was the problem.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “She came because of me.”

“Yes.”

Marcy said my name again.

Sharper this time.

Sloane’s face crumpled.

I should have apologized.

I did not.

Because Noah had climbed out her window.

Taken Aunt Elise’s car.

Gone to Willow House because Sloane had screamed and disappeared.

Because Sloane had called her.

Because Sloane had said she found Eli.

Because every road led back to her.

None of that made Sloane guilty.

It only made her the center of the last night anyone had seen Noah.

“I want to help find her,” Sloane said.

“You need to rest,” Marcy told her.

“No.”

The word came out stronger than everything else she had said.

For one second, her voice changed.

Not much.

Enough that I noticed.

Then it weakened again.

“I can’t stay here while she’s missing.”

She looked down at Olivia.

“I owe her.”

My stomach tightened.

That was probably grief.

Probably guilt.

Probably nothing.

Sloane lifted her eyes to mine.

“I’ll show them the road. The quarry. Anywhere they might have taken her.”

“You remember the route?”

“Pieces.”

“Which pieces?”

Aunt Elise touched my arm.

“Luna.”

I stopped.

Not because I was finished.

Because everyone in the room was looking at me now.

Like I was attacking a victim.

Maybe I was.

I looked at Sloane again.

Bruised cheek.

Split lip.

Torn sweater.

Olivia asleep against her.

The girl we had spent all night hoping to find.

I was happy she was alive.

I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around her carefully.

She stiffened for half a second.

Then she hugged me back with one arm.

Her body shook against mine.

“I’m glad you’re alive,” I whispered.

That was true.

Sloane cried harder.

“I’m sorry about Noah.”

I closed my eyes.

Her hair smelled like dirt.

Smoke.

And beneath both, faintly, the perfume I remembered from Olivia’s blankets.

Then the back of her sweater shifted.

Only slightly.

The torn collar slipped low enough for me to see a small piece of ink near her shoulder blade.

Black.

Curved.

A thin line twisting over itself.

A thorn.

My entire body went still.

Not visibly.

I hoped.

I had seen that shape before.

Blurred in the screenshot Noah sent me from the uncut edge of the Willow House video.

Wrapped around Carter’s wrist.

The hand that had grabbed Jude.

The tattoo Noah had circled and sent with:

this. look at the wrist.

Sloane did not know we had seen it.

She could not.

When Noah sent the screenshot, Sloane’s phone was already sealed inside a police evidence bag.

No messages.

No access.

No way for her to know Luna and I had connected the thorn to Carter.

Unless Carter had told her.

I forced myself not to pull away too quickly.

Not to stare.

Not to let my breathing change.

Sloane’s hand pressed weakly against my back.

A frightened girl hugging me in a hospital bed.

A missing mother returned alive.

A thorn tattooed beneath her sweater.

Matching Carter’s.

I kept my face against her shoulder for one second longer.

Long enough to memorize the shape.

Long enough to know it was not similar.

Not close.

The same.

Then I pulled back gently.

Sloane wiped at her face.

She did not look worried.

She did not know I had seen it.

That was the only advantage I had.

The officer stepped forward and began asking about Cedar Ridge.

Sloane answered.

North.

Past the quarry.

A dirt road.

A trailer, maybe.

Every sentence moved the search farther in one direction.

I stood beside Marcy and watched everyone believe her.

I wanted to believe her too.

But now there was a thorn beneath her sweater.

And for the first time, suspicion was no longer only a feeling.

It had a shape.
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Chapter Two: The Other Direction
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he house felt different when we got back.

Too bright.

Too awake.

Like none of us had ever left.

Olivia’s bottle was still beside the sink.

The portable bassinet still sat near Marcy’s bedroom.

Noah’s sweatshirt was still folded over the arm of the couch.

But Olivia was gone.

Sloane had taken her home from the hospital.

That was what everyone expected a mother to do after being found alive.

Take her baby back.

Go home.

Begin recovering.

It should have made the house feel less frightening.

It did not.

Marcy set her purse on the kitchen counter and stood there for a moment like she had forgotten what came next.

Aunt Elise locked the front door.

Then checked it twice.

I stayed standing in the middle of the living room with my coat still on and Noah’s sweatshirt tucked beneath my arm.

We had spent hours at the hospital listening to Sloane describe roads, trees, a quarry, a trailer, every direction ending north.

Police were already moving search teams.

Volunteers were being called.

Maps were being opened.

Everyone had something to do.

Except us.

We came back to Marcy’s one-floor house and stood beneath the lights that had been left on since Noah disappeared.

I could not stop seeing the tattoo.

Black.

Curved.

Thorns twisting over Sloane’s shoulder blade.

The same shape wrapped around Carter’s wrist in the video.

I had not imagined it.

I knew what I saw.

I also knew how insane it was going to sound.

Marcy lowered herself onto the couch and pressed both hands over her face.

Aunt Elise stood near the front window, arms folded tightly across her chest.

“They found Sloane,” Marcy whispered.

Like she was trying to remind herself there had been good news.

Aunt Elise nodded.

“She saw Noah.”

That should have helped.

It did not.

I looked toward the kitchen.

At the bottle beside the sink.

At the empty bassinet visible through Marcy’s open bedroom door.

At every small thing Olivia had left behind.

“I don’t believe her.”

The words came out before I could make them gentler.

Marcy slowly lowered her hands.

“What?”

Aunt Elise turned from the window.

“I don’t believe Sloane,” I repeated.

The room went still.

Marcy stared at me like I had spoken in another language.

“She was found beaten in the woods.”

“I know.”

“She was barely able to stand.”

“I know.”

“She had red marks around her wrists.”

“I know what she looked like.”

My voice sharpened.

I hated that.

This was not Marcy’s fault.

None of this was Marcy’s fault.

But Noah was missing, and everyone was following Sloane north because pain made a person believable.

Aunt Elise watched me carefully.

“Why don’t you believe her?”

I looked at her.

That was why I loved Aunt Elise.

Marcy heard accusation and rushed toward defense.

Aunt Elise heard accusation and asked for evidence.

I took a breath.

“When I hugged her, the back of her sweater moved.”

Marcy’s face tightened.

“What are you talking about?”

“She has a tattoo.”

Neither of them reacted.

Not yet.

“A thorn,” I said.

Aunt Elise’s expression changed slightly.

Marcy looked between us.

“So?”

“The same thorn Carter has around his wrist.”

The words settled heavily.

Marcy shook her head once.

“No.”

“I saw it.”

“You saw part of a tattoo.”

“I saw enough.”

“Lots of people have thorn tattoos.”

“I know.”

My voice softened.

“I know how this sounds.”

Marcy stood.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Sloane was missing. She was hurt. She had Olivia back in her arms and—”

“She has Olivia now.”

The sentence stopped all of us.

Marcy’s mouth closed.

Aunt Elise’s eyes moved toward the empty bassinet.

I swallowed.

“She went home with Olivia,” I said. “And if the tattoo means what I think it means, then Olivia is with someone connected to Carter.”

Marcy’s face went pale.

“Luna.”

“I’m not saying she hurt her.”

“Then what are you saying?”

“I’m saying we don’t know her.”

“She is Olivia’s mother.”

“I know.”

“You watched her cry over that baby.”

“I know.”

“Then why would she—”

“I don’t know.”

My voice broke.

That was the problem.

I did not know.

I only knew the tattoo.

The direction.

The story.

Aunt Elise crossed to the table and pulled a notebook toward her.

“Tell us exactly what you saw.”

I nodded.

“Black ink near her shoulder blade. A curved thorn pattern.”

“Could you see the whole thing?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know it matches Carter’s?”

“Because Noah sent me the screenshot from the Willow House video.”

Marcy looked confused.

“What screenshot?”

“The hand that grabbed Jude.”

I pulled out my phone.

My fingers shook while I searched through the messages.

Noah’s name.

So many messages.

Packing jokes.

Meeting updates.

A picture of a squirrel Sasha had sent her.

Then the screenshot.

Blurry.

Dark.

A wrist beside the back of Jude’s hoodie.

A black thorn curling over skin.

Noah had circled it.

this. look at the wrist.

I held the phone out.

Aunt Elise took it.

Marcy moved beside her.

They stared.

“The image is blurry,” Marcy said.

“It is.”

“You cannot say a tattoo on Sloane’s back is the same from this.”

“I can say it looked the same.”

“Luna—”

“And Sloane did not know we had this.”

That stopped her.

Aunt Elise looked up.

“What do you mean?”

“When Noah sent it, Sloane’s phone was already with the police. In an evidence bag. She could not have seen the message.”

Marcy folded her arms around herself.

“That does not prove anything.”

“No.”

I forced myself to say it.

Because if I started treating fear like proof, I would become useless.

“It doesn’t.”

Aunt Elise handed the phone back.

“But it matters,” she said.

Marcy turned toward her.

“Elise.”

“I said it matters. I did not say it proves anything.”

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Marcy began pacing from the couch to the kitchen and back.

“Sloane was Jude’s girlfriend.”

“We thought she was.”

“She had his baby.”

“That does not mean we know everything about her.”

“She loved him.”

The sentence hung there.

I thought of Jude in the video.

Alive.

Not high.

Trying to pull Eli toward the door.

Then someone grabbing him.

I thought of Sloane in the hospital saying north with bruises blooming across her face.

I thought of the half second when her voice had strengthened.

The thorn.

The perfume.

The exact answers.

“I don’t know if she loved him,” I said.

Marcy stared at me.

I hated the way the sentence sounded.

Cold.

Accusing.

But Noah would have asked the same question.

Noah would have asked ten worse ones.

Aunt Elise opened the notebook.

“Let’s slow down.”

“I don’t want to slow down,” Marcy said. “My daughter is missing.”

“And that is exactly why we need to.”

Marcy looked away.

Aunt Elise uncapped the pen.

“What else bothered you?”

I sat across from her.

The room felt too warm now.

“She said she only saw Noah for a second.”

Aunt Elise wrote.

“She knew what Noah was wearing,” Marcy said. “That supports her story.”

“Or she already knew what Noah had been wearing.”

Marcy flinched.

I kept going before I lost my nerve.

“She said Carter took Noah north.”

“Yes.”

“But Noah called me from Willow House.”

“That does not tell us where he took her.”

“No. But Sloane gave police a whole route. Quarry. Cedar Ridge. Trailer. She said she only remembered pieces, but the pieces were specific enough to move everyone north.”

Aunt Elise wrote that down too.

Marcy stopped pacing.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying what if she wants them north?”

Neither of them answered.

“What if Noah is not north?” I asked.

Aunt Elise’s pen stopped.

The silence changed.

Marcy looked toward the front window as if direction might be visible outside.

“Where else would she be?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then what do you expect us to do?”

“Look the other way.”

Aunt Elise’s eyes lifted to mine.

“South?”

“South. East. Anywhere Sloane is not pointing.”

Marcy shook her head.

“The police have her statement.”

“And they should follow it.”

“Then—”

“But not everyone should.”

I stood again.

I could not sit while saying this.

My body had become too full of movement.

“What if she is right?” Marcy asked. “What if Carter did take Noah north and we waste time searching somewhere else?”

I swallowed.

That was the question.

The awful one.

The kind with no safe answer.

“We might,” I said.

Marcy’s face tightened.

“But what if I’m right?”

My voice broke on the last word.

I hated that.

I wanted certainty.

I wanted to sound like I knew.

I did not.

“I may be wrong,” I said. “I know that. Sloane might be exactly what she looks like. She might be terrified and confused and trying to help.”

Aunt Elise watched me.

Marcy did too.

“But if she isn’t,” I continued, “then she is standing beside the police and telling them where not to look.”

The refrigerator hummed behind us.

Somewhere down the hall, the portable bassinet sat empty.

Olivia was back with Sloane now.

That should have made the room feel less frightening.

Instead, the thorn tattoo returned to my mind.

Carter’s mark beneath Sloane’s sweater.

And now Sloane had Olivia alone.

“What if she should not have gone home with her?” I asked.

Marcy’s face tightened.

“Luna.”

“I’m not saying Sloane is going to hurt her. I’m saying if she is connected to Carter, then Olivia is with someone connected to Carter.”

Aunt Elise’s pen stopped moving again.

That was when the suspicion changed.

It was no longer only about where Sloane was sending the search.

It was about who she had taken home with her.

Marcy looked toward the hallway, where the empty bassinet was still visible.

“She is that baby’s mother.”

Aunt Elise closed the notebook.

“That is why we do not accuse her without proof.”

I nodded.

“I don’t want to accuse her.”

Marcy looked at me.

“You just did.”

“No. I’m saying we should not let one person decide the entire search.”

My voice grew stronger.

Finally.

“Carter knew Noah would go to Willow House. He knew she would call me. He knew how to use Sloane’s scream. Everything has been planned.”

Marcy’s eyes filled.

“Then Noah walked straight into it.”

“Yes.”

The word hurt all of us.

I stepped closer to her.

“And now Sloane appears exactly where the police can find her, with a complete story that sends everyone north.”

Aunt Elise looked down at the map application on her phone.

“What is south of Willow House?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then we find out.”

Marcy stared at her.

“We are not going out alone.”

“No,” Aunt Elise said. “We are not.”

“Then what?”

“We call the officer and ask whether teams are searching in every direction.”

“They’ll ask why.”

“We tell them a witness may be mistaken because of trauma.”

I understood what she was doing.

Not accusing Sloane.

Not mentioning the tattoo yet.

Creating doubt without giving away the reason.

“And if they ignore us?” I asked.

Aunt Elise looked toward the window.

“Then we start with public roads.”

Marcy shook her head.

“No.”

“Elise—”

“No.”

She moved between us.

“I am not losing either of you too.”

The fear in her voice stopped everything.

Not anger.

Fear.

She had already imagined it.

Aunt Elise driving south.

Me beside her.

Another empty car.

Another phone in the trees.

I stepped toward Marcy.

“We won’t go onto any property.”

“No.”

“We stay in the car.”

“No.”

“We take someone with us.”

“No.”

“Marcy.”

She looked at me.

Her eyes were red.

“I want Noah back.”

“So do I.”

“I cannot have both of you disappear trying to find her.”

I took her hand.

She almost pulled away.

Then did not.

“We do this carefully,” I said. “Not like Noah.”

A terrible sentence.

True.

Marcy closed her eyes.

Aunt Elise stood beside us.

“We call first,” she said. “We ask which roads have been checked. We collect facts. No one leaves this house without telling the police exactly where we are going.”

Marcy opened her eyes again.

“And Sloane?”

“We say nothing to her,” I said.

The answer came easily.

Too easily.

That frightened me.

Marcy searched my face.

“You really think she could be leading them away?”

I thought of the thorn beneath the sweater.

The same dark curve around Carter’s wrist.

I thought of Sloane saying north.

I thought of Noah somewhere with no phone, no car, and no way to tell us if every search team was moving farther from her.

“I think she might be,” I said.

It was not certainty.

It was worse.

A possibility with teeth.

Aunt Elise reopened the notebook and wrote one word at the top of a clean page.

SOUTH

Marcy stared at it.

Then at Noah’s empty bedroom down the hallway.

Finally, she nodded.

Only once.

Small.

Terrified.

Enough.

Aunt Elise began calling the police.

Marcy lowered herself onto the couch and stared at the empty space where Olivia’s diaper bag had been.

I opened the map on my
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