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      For every listener who stayed up too late

      chasing answers in the dark.

      This one’s for you.
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        “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

        — William Faulkner
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      WREN

      “Wren, I am begging you to look at me right now.”

      I held up one finger, eyes glued to the dual monitors glowing in the dim little cave I called a studio. On-screen, the audio track from a 2004 police interrogation stretched across my editing software in jagged blue waves. I tapped the spacebar and froze it at the exact millisecond a heavy, muffled thud bled through the background.

      “Did you hear that?” I leaned closer until my nose nearly touched the glass. “Toby, tell me you heard that. The detective asks where he was on the night of the fourteenth, and right before the suspect answers, there’s a metallic clink. Keys, maybe. Or a lighter. He was nervous.”

      “Wren.” Toby’s voice had climbed into his emergency octave. “There is a dead animal in a shoebox on the welcome mat.”

      I sighed, dragged the pencil out of my messy bun, and used it to scratch behind my ear. My hair immediately flopped into my face. I blew it away and finally spun my chair around.

      Toby stood in the doorway, twenty-four, fresh out of an audio engineering program, and sweating through his vintage Nirvana shirt. He held a small brown cardboard box at arm’s length like it had started ticking.

      “It’s probably a bird that flew into the glass door downstairs, Tobes.” I reached for my iced coffee. The ice had melted three hours ago, leaving a lukewarm sludge that tasted like battery acid. I drank it anyway. “The building manager still hasn’t put those little hawk stickers on the windows.”

      “Birds that fly into windows do not put themselves inside Amazon boxes,” Toby said. “And they definitely don’t come with personalized stationery.”

      I stopped mid-swallow. I lowered the plastic cup to my desk, pushing aside a stack of FOIA requests and three empty highlighters to make room.

      “What do you mean, personalized stationery?”

      Toby swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He slowly lowered the box onto the edge of my desk, keeping his fingers as far away from the contents as humanly possible.

      I leaned forward and looked inside.

      It was a crow. Its neck was bent at a completely unnatural angle, its glossy black feathers ruffled and stiff. It didn’t look like it had hit a window. It looked like someone had snapped it with their bare hands.

      But Toby was right. The bird wasn’t the problem.

      The problem was the crisp white index card tucked neatly under its stiff wing.

      Written in thick black Sharpie were two lines of text.

      Dead air is better than dead girls, Wren.

      Apt 4B, 819 Mercer Street.

      I stared at the card.

      819 Mercer Street. Apartment 4B.

      My apartment.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, tapping the eraser end of my pencil against my bottom lip. My brain, which usually operated like a browser with seventeen tabs open playing conflicting audio, suddenly narrowed down to a single, razor-sharp point of focus. “That’s new.”

      “New?” Toby shrieked, throwing his hands up in the air. “Wren, that’s your home address! Somebody killed a bird, put it in a box, and hand-delivered it to the studio with your home address! This isn’t just a creepy Twitter DM from a guy with an anime profile picture. This is a direct, physical threat!”

      “It’s an intimidation tactic,” I corrected, grabbing a pair of tweezers from my pen cup. I carefully used them to pinch the corner of the index card, lifting it out of the box and dropping it into a clear plastic Ziploc bag I kept for physical evidence. It wasn’t a proper evidence sleeve, but it was better than letting Toby breathe on it. “If they wanted to hurt me, they wouldn’t leave a bird at the studio. They’d just wait at my apartment.”

      “That does not make me feel better!” Toby paced the length of the small, soundproofed room, his hands tugging at his curly hair. “I told you to stop digging into the Blackwood case. I told you! The local cops warned you off, the old mayor warned you off. You’re poking a bear, Wren!”

      “I’m not poking a bear, I’m doing my job,” I muttered, turning back to my monitors. I clicked the mouse, dragging a new audio file into the timeline. “A seventeen-year-old girl vanished in 2004. The police chief at the time owned the logging company where her car was found. It’s a cover-up, Toby. A massive, multi-million-dollar cover-up that funded half the political campaigns in this state for the last two decades. I have the bank records to prove it. I just need to finish editing this episode.”

      “You can’t publish that episode,” Toby said, stopping behind my chair. “Wren, seriously. Look at the bird. They are telling you to shut up.”

      “Which means I’m right,” I said, a familiar, addictive thrill buzzing under my skin.

      This was the high. This was the exact feeling that made me drop out of traditional journalism and start recording out of my closet five years ago. The moment the puzzle pieces finally snapped together. The moment the people hiding in the dark realized someone had a flashlight.

      If they were trying to scare me, it meant they were scared of me.

      “I’m hitting upload on Friday,” I stated, pulling my heavy, noise-canceling headphones back over my ears. “Can you take the bird to the dumpster? It’s starting to smell.”

      Toby grabbed my chair and physically spun me back around, ripping the headphones off my head.

      “Hey!” I protested, annoyed.

      “I am not throwing the bird in the dumpster, and you are not going back to your apartment tonight,” Toby said, his voice surprisingly firm for a guy who usually let me dictate our entire production schedule. “I called someone.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You called the cops? Toby, the cops are literally implicated in the cover-up I’m investigating. If you
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