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Chapter 1: Welcome to Pine Bluff
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Rain tapped lightly against the windshield of Ellie Marlowe’s rental car as the faded green “Welcome to Pine Bluff” sign emerged through the mist. The town’s name was chipped, the paint curling like the pages of an old book left out too long. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel, her other hand brushing against the leather notebook that lay open on the passenger seat. The scrawled notes inside were a tangled mess of dates, interviews, and whispered rumors—fragments of a cold case that had refused to stay buried.

She passed rows of sagging houses and shuttered shops, remnants of better times. The air here was thick, not just with moisture but with something intangible—secrets, maybe. Pine Bluff looked like the kind of town that hadn’t seen a fresh coat of anything in years. Ellie had been to plenty like it. In every shadowed street, every locked front door, stories festered. That’s why she was here.

The cold case had caught her attention on a listener's tip—a woman who vanished twenty years ago under suspicious circumstances. The police claimed it was a runaway. The locals whispered otherwise. And Ellie had learned long ago to trust whispers more than files.

She parked outside the diner that doubled as the town's welcome center, its neon “Open” sign flickering like it couldn’t quite make up its mind. Before she could step out, a knock on her window made her jump. She turned, eyes narrowing on the uniformed figure glaring at her from beneath a soaked wide-brimmed hat.

“Parking’s for customers only,” the man said, his voice gruff. He was tall, broad-shouldered, the kind of built that said he didn’t need backup to handle himself. A badge glinted on his chest—Sheriff Logan Hart. Her luck.

“I’m about to be a customer,” Ellie replied, rolling the window down further. “Promise.”

His eyes scanned her face, then her car, then the notepad. Suspicion flared in his gaze. “You’re not from around here.”

“No,” she said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “But I’m hoping to change that.”

Hart stepped back, but not before sliding a ticket onto her windshield. “Welcome to Pine Bluff,” he muttered, turning away.

Ellie stepped into the diner, the door jingling behind her as she entered. It smelled like burnt coffee, bacon grease, and stale resentment. A few locals turned to look at her—some curious, others openly hostile. She took a booth near the window and pulled out her recorder. If Pine Bluff was anything like the towns she’d covered before, the real story wasn’t in the official reports—it was in the looks, the murmurs, the things left unsaid.

The waitress, a woman with tired eyes and a nametag that read “Marge,” approached her with a pot of coffee. “You that podcast girl?” she asked, pouring before Ellie could answer.

“I am,” Ellie said. “Ellie Marlowe. And you must be psychic.”

“Nah, just this town doesn’t get many new faces. Especially ones asking about girls who went missing twenty years ago.”

Ellie leaned in. “Then maybe you can help me.”

Marge looked around before lowering her voice. “You’re wasting your time. That girl? She’s long gone. Ain’t no one who wants to talk about her, not anymore. Sheriff’ll tell you the same.”

“Sheriff Hart?” Ellie asked, her tone edged.

Marge nodded. “Logan’s been here since he was knee-high. Took over when his daddy passed. He’s Pine Bluff to the bone. And he don’t take kindly to folks kicking up ghosts.”

The bell above the door jingled again. Ellie glanced up and caught sight of the Sheriff walking in, rain dripping from the brim of his hat. His eyes locked on hers. He didn’t smile.

This was going to be fun.

She finished her meal, left a generous tip, and made her way to the old motel just outside town. The clerk, a teenager more interested in his phone than checking her in, handed her a room key without a word. The place smelled like mildew and the past. Perfect.

Inside the room, Ellie set up her laptop, her microphone, and the tiny board she used to map out cases. She pulled out the file—a thin manila folder with a photo paper-clipped to the front. Jessica Rayburn. Blonde, nineteen, vanished after a shift at the gas station off Route 12. No body, no note, no answers. Ellie stared at the girl’s smile. It was too bright. Too naive.

She flipped through the police report. It was thin. Too thin. Interview transcripts were barely legible, and some pages had been redacted completely. Ellie’s pulse quickened. This was why she came. Somewhere in these omissions was a story that needed telling.

A knock at her motel door froze her in place.

She opened it slowly, expecting housekeeping. Instead, Sheriff Hart stood there, arms crossed, his jaw set hard.

“You should leave,” he said. “This town’s not what you think.”

Ellie met his gaze. “Neither am I.”

He stared at her for a long beat before turning and walking away. No further threats. No promises. Just a warning that tasted like challenge.

Later that night, as the rain fell harder and thunder rumbled in the hills, Ellie sat by her window, recorder in hand.

“This is Ellie Marlowe,” she whispered into the mic. “I’m in Pine Bluff, where twenty years ago, Jessica Rayburn disappeared without a trace. Locals say she ran. I say she didn’t. I say someone knows the truth. And I intend to find it.”

Outside, headlights cut briefly through the darkness. A patrol car. Hart again, cruising slowly past her motel.

Ellie smiled to herself.

He was watching.

Good.

So was she.
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Chapter 2: The Ticket and the Glare
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Sheriff Logan Hart wasn’t a man who believed in coincidences. He had seen too many things go sideways in his time—drug busts, backwoods feuds, broken families, missing girls. He lived by a simple creed: Trust your instincts and shut the hell up. So when the black-haired, mouthy woman with city boots and a recorder showed up poking around the oldest scab Pine Bluff still carried, it didn't sit right. It crawled under his skin like something feral. She hadn’t even been in town for a full hour before she got under his boots and into his head.

She was dangerous. Not because she was armed—she wasn’t. Not because she was hiding something—she might be, but so was everyone in Pine Bluff. No, she was dangerous because she was relentless. The kind of woman who peeled back wounds without asking if they should ever be opened.

Logan sat behind his desk at the station, the low hum of the overhead light mixing with the soft hiss of rain tapping the window. On the wall, a faded photograph of his father hung in a dusty frame—Sheriff Thomas Hart in his prime, upright, stern, unforgiving. The shadow of that man still loomed over every step Logan took in this uniform.

He leaned back, fingers steepled beneath his chin, replaying their encounter outside the diner. She hadn’t flinched. Not at the glare. Not at the ticket. Not even at the thinly veiled threat in his voice. Her eyes were steady, defiant, almost amused.

He hated that.

The door creaked open and Deputy Mick strolled in, shaking the rain off his shoulders like a wet dog. “That podcaster chick? She just checked in at the Pine View Motel. Room 5. Asked about Jessica Rayburn at the diner too. You want me to keep tabs?”

Logan sighed. “No. Let her dig. She’ll get bored or scared. These people always do.”

Mick scratched his beard. “Unless she finds something.”

Logan didn’t answer. He looked at the corkboard behind him, where a copy of Jessica Rayburn’s missing persons report still hung, yellowed by time. He hadn’t been the sheriff when she disappeared—hell, he’d barely been old enough to vote—but that case had haunted this department like a curse. No leads. No closure. Just theories, a grieving family long gone, and a town that didn’t want to remember.

Across town, Ellie sat on the edge of her motel bed, boots still on, notebook open in her lap. The room was quiet except for the ticking of the wall clock and the distant murmur of rain outside. She played back the audio from the diner, isolating the moment Marge mentioned Jessica’s name. Her voice was low, cautious, like she expected someone to be listening.

Ellie knew that tone. It was the voice of someone who had seen too much and learned to keep their mouth shut. She scribbled down notes, then circled “Sheriff Hart” three times.

He was hiding something. She could feel it in the way he looked at her—like she was a storm he couldn’t stop and didn’t want to face.

The next morning, Ellie stepped into the Pine Bluff Sheriff’s Department like she belonged there. She wore black jeans, a dark green jacket, and a scowl that matched the one Hart wore yesterday. The place was quiet. Two desks, a filing cabinet, and an old coffee machine that looked like it hadn’t brewed anything since Clinton was president.

A young receptionist looked up, startled. “Can I help you?”

“I’d like to speak with the sheriff,” Ellie said, offering a tight smile. “Tell him it’s about the Jessica Rayburn case.”

She didn’t wait for permission. She walked past the desk and through the open door to his office. Logan stood behind it, leaning on the edge, arms crossed, face unreadable.

“You’ve got nerve,” he said, his voice low.

Ellie closed the door behind her. “I’ve got a question.”

“You’ve got thirty seconds.”

She stepped forward, dropping the manila folder on his desk with a satisfying thud. “Why did the original investigation into Jessica’s disappearance only last six weeks? Why were her coworkers never formally interviewed? And why does this case file look like it’s been redacted by the CIA?”

Logan didn’t flinch. He stared at her like she was a riddle he’d rather burn than solve.

“You think I’m gonna open up and spill to a woman who rolls into town with a mic and a podcast feed?”

“I think someone should. Before I dig it up myself.”

Logan’s eyes darkened. “Listen, city girl. You don’t know this place. You don’t know the people. You don’t know what this case did to us. You come in here, pointing fingers, stirring ghosts—we’ve buried some of them for a reason.”

She leaned in, her voice quiet but sharp. “Then maybe you buried the wrong ones.”

Silence stretched between them like a taut wire. Then Logan laughed—cold and bitter. “You’re not gonna like what you find.”

“I rarely do.”

Logan stepped around the desk and walked past her. “Then go ahead. Ask your questions. Knock on doors. But when you start something you can’t finish, don’t expect me to save you from what comes next.”

He left her standing there, heart pounding with equal parts fear and thrill.

Ellie found herself walking the streets of Pine Bluff, her phone recording as she narrated into the mic.

“The sheriff isn’t talking, but the town is whispering. Jessica Rayburn’s disappearance is more than a cold case—it’s a wound this place refuses to cauterize. Someone knows what happened to her. And someone’s afraid I’ll find out.”

As she passed by a rusted gate near the edge of town, an old man sitting on his porch raised a hand.

“You that girl asking about Jessica?” he called.

Ellie paused. “I am.”

He nodded. “Thought so. You look like trouble.”

She smiled faintly. “I get that a lot.”

“You want answers, don’t go to the cops. They won’t help you. They never helped her.”

“Why not?”

He looked down, then back at her. “Because they were part of it. All of them.”

Ellie’s breath caught.

The man stood, slowly shuffling inside his house. “Watch your back,” he said before the door clicked shut.

That night, she couldn’t sleep. Not because of the storm that battered the motel roof, or the distant sound of thunder rolling in the hills. But because she knew she was onto something.

And because someone else did too.

At 3:12 a.m., her phone buzzed. No caller ID. Just a single text.

Stop asking. Or next time, it’s your name on the poster.

Ellie stared at the screen. Her blood ran cold, but her fingers moved on their own, typing her response.

See you at sunrise.

She wasn’t leaving.

Not until the truth bled out of this town like rust from an old wound.
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Chapter 3: No Outsiders Allowed
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The next morning broke with a dull gray sky pressing down on Pine Bluff like a warning. Clouds hung low over the town, swollen with more rain, more silence. Ellie stood in front of the mirror in her motel room, braiding her dark hair back with quick, practiced fingers. She was tired. The kind of tired that reached behind the eyes, where shadows flickered and warning bells rang faintly with every step. But she was also wired, every nerve alive with the hum of danger. Last night’s anonymous text hadn’t scared her. It had confirmed what she already suspected—someone didn’t want her here. And that meant she was close.

She zipped up her leather jacket, slid her recorder into the inside pocket, and clipped the tiny bodycam to her lapel. Not exactly standard issue, but after three years of chasing killers and liars across state lines, Ellie didn’t leave her safety to chance anymore.

At the front desk, the clerk didn’t look up from his phone as she passed, but Ellie noticed his eyes flick toward her when she opened the door. He’d seen the sheriff come by last night. Maybe he’d heard the car that cruised past her room twice after midnight. This town was watching her, and it wasn’t subtle.

She stopped at the coffee shop on Main Street, a quaint little place called Beans & Books that smelled like cinnamon and quiet regrets. The barista was a girl barely out of her teens with pink hair and a nose ring. She glanced at Ellie’s face, did a double take, and quickly looked away.

“Medium black,” Ellie said, setting a five-dollar bill on the counter. “Keep the change.”

The girl took the money without a word. Ellie watched her fumble with the cup and pour the coffee with shaking hands.

“You okay?” Ellie asked, voice calm.

The girl nodded too quickly. “Just... rough night.”

Ellie leaned in. “You know who I am?”

Another quick nod. “You’re the podcaster. The one digging into the Jessica Rayburn case.”

“And?”

A pause.

“I used to live down the street from Jessica’s parents. My mom was friends with her mom. We moved after it happened.”

“Why?”

The girl bit her lip. “Because nobody was doing anything. Because the cops stopped looking. Because my mom said there were things she didn’t want me to know.”

Ellie’s pulse picked up. “Can I talk to her?”

“No,” the girl said sharply. “She’s gone now. Cancer.”

“I’m sorry.”

“She told me never to talk about Jessica. Said some people in town are better left alone.”

Ellie took her coffee and left. The girl didn’t say goodbye.

Across the street, Sheriff Logan Hart leaned against his cruiser, arms crossed, sunglasses on despite the cloud cover. Watching her. Ellie walked right up to him and stopped with a small, taunting smile.

“You following me now?” she asked.

“Protecting the public,” he said flatly. “There’s a difference.”

“From what? Me?”

He didn’t answer.

“I had a really interesting conversation with the barista,” Ellie said, sipping her coffee. “Seems even the younger generation in this town knows not to ask questions.”

Logan’s jaw tightened. “You’re stirring up fear. People around here don’t like fear.”

“Maybe they should be afraid.”

“You think this is a game?” he snapped, his voice a low snarl. “You think this is some story you can wrap up in ten episodes and walk away from?”

She didn’t flinch. “I think Jessica Rayburn’s body is still missing. And I think you know more than you’re saying.”

He moved closer, inches from her face, eyes dark and dangerous. “You don’t know me. You don’t know this town. Outsiders like you come in thinking they can fix things with a mic and some clever editing. But this isn’t your story to tell.”

Ellie stared up at him. “It is now.”

He turned and walked away before she could say more. Ellie stood there for a moment, letting the tension bleed off, then pulled out her recorder and pressed play.

“Logan Hart, Sheriff of Pine Bluff, is a man who wears his secrets like a second skin. He doesn’t like outsiders, and he sure as hell doesn’t want me asking questions. But the more resistance I face, the more certain I become—Jessica’s case wasn’t just ignored. It was buried. And I intend to exhume every inch of it.”

By noon, she was at the public library digging through archived newspapers. The library was small, underfunded, and smelled like old paper and despair. But it had a microfiche machine and back issues dating to the ’90s. She scrolled through stories from the time of Jessica’s disappearance, noting the initial flurry of concern, then the abrupt drop-off. Just like the case file, the coverage stopped cold. No updates. No follow-ups. No public statements from law enforcement after the first two weeks.

Ellie felt the familiar rush of adrenaline. This wasn’t incompetence. This was a cover-up.

She printed what she could and walked toward the exit. As she passed one of the reading tables, an elderly man in a veteran’s cap looked up at her. His eyes were cloudy but sharp.

“You’re looking for a ghost,” he said.

Ellie stopped. “I’m looking for the truth.”

“Same thing in this town.”

“Did you know Jessica?”

“I knew her father. Good man. Broken after she vanished. He believed someone in the sheriff’s office knew more than they said.”

“Did he say who?”

The old man shook his head. “Just said he’d seen a look in someone’s eyes. The kind of look that doesn’t go away.”

Ellie thanked him and stepped outside. The sky had darkened further, the storm threatening again. She turned toward her motel, but the moment she rounded the corner, she froze.

Her car door was open.

She hadn’t left it that way.

Ellie rushed over, heart pounding, scanning the parking lot. Empty. Her laptop bag had been rifled through. Notes scattered across the passenger seat. The recorder gone.

She let out a sharp curse and backed away, eyes sweeping the street for movement.

Nothing.

Whoever did it was long gone.

She spent the next two hours walking the town, asking questions, trying to get someone—anyone—to open up. But the doors stayed closed, and the faces she saw were wary, closed off. A man at the hardware store shook his head when she asked about Jessica. A woman outside the church turned her back. Even the postman refused to speak.

They all knew something. And they were all too afraid to say.

Back at her motel, Ellie paced. Every instinct screamed that she was being watched. She checked every inch of the room, but there were no cameras, no bugs she could see. Her bodycam had recorded the moment she found the car broken into, but without the audio recorder, she’d lost the most damning parts of her interviews.

A knock at the door made her jump.

She opened it to find Logan standing there again, soaked from the rain. This time, he didn’t look angry. He looked tired.

“Someone broke into your car,” he said.

Ellie nodded. “Guess you heard.”

“I didn’t hear. I saw. The cameras at the corner store caught it. But the face was covered.”

“Of course it was.”

“I didn’t send them,” he added. “If that’s what you’re thinking.”

She studied his face. “No. But you’re still not telling me everything.”

“I don’t owe you a damn thing.”

“Except justice,” she said. “For her.”

Something shifted in Logan’s expression. He glanced past her into the room, then back to her face.

“There are things in this town you don’t understand, Marlowe. Families with old money. People with connections that reach further than you know. I grew up here. I’ve seen what happens when the wrong questions get asked.”

She stepped aside. “Then come in. And tell me.”

He hesitated only a second before stepping inside, water dripping from his coat. The air between them buzzed like static.

“This stays between us,” he said.

“For now.”

He moved closer, lowering his voice. “The night Jessica disappeared, there was a party. Off the logging road. Bonfire, booze, the usual. She was seen there with someone high up. Someone who shouldn’t have been anywhere near her.”

“Who?”

Logan’s jaw clenched. “You don’t get to know that yet. Not unless you’re serious.”

Ellie stared up at him. “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The storm raged outside. Inside, tension crackled between them—part anger, part challenge, part something darker.

Logan’s voice dropped even lower. “If you keep going, there’s no coming back.”

Ellie took a step closer. “I don’t want to come back.”

And just like that, they stood toe-to-toe, enemies drawn together by something sharper than fear, deeper than secrets. Neither trusting, neither yielding. Both about to cross a line that couldn’t be uncrossed.
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