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“Grief is just love with nowhere to go.

But a name spoken aloud? That’s a road.”
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Prologue: The Night of the Crash
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Rain fell in sheets, turning the road outside Willow's Crossing into a slick black ribbon that shimmered under the dim glow of Tessa Greene's headlights. The wipers thumped a frantic rhythm, barely keeping up with the downpour, and the storm outside seemed to echo the storm inside her — a churning, restless thing that had been building for weeks, maybe months, maybe her entire life. She gripped the steering wheel with both hands, her knuckles pale against the dark leather, her breath coming in shallow bursts. The radio played softly, an old hymn she knew by heart, the words worn smooth from years of repeating them to herself in the dark. But even that familiar melody couldn't steady her tonight.

Precious Lord, take my hand...

Tessa Greene was twenty-eight years old. She had a daughter she adored, a mother who prayed over her in the kitchen every morning, a voice the choir director called "honey in the air." She also had a gift that the church called a spiritual attack, and the doctors called anxiety, and the neighbors called simply being "a little off." She had always known things she shouldn't have been able to know. She had always seen things that weren't — or weren't yet — there. As a girl, she'd tried to tell her mother about the shadows that moved in her bedroom, about the feeling that preceded bad news the way the smell of rain preceded a storm. Lila had gotten down on both knees and prayed until her joints ached. She'd sent Tessa to the pastor. She'd told her daughter that fear was a door and she needed to lock it and slide her faith in front of it like a heavy piece of furniture. She hadn't meant harm. Tessa had come to understand that over the years of trying. But understanding didn't close the wound.

She'd had moments of grace with it — moments when the gift felt like exactly that, a gift, rather than a flaw she couldn't correct. The morning she'd told her neighbor, Mrs. Hargrove, to check on her sister before she'd received any news, the sister had been found unwell but in time. The afternoon she'd felt something shift in the quality of the air in her daughter's classroom during pickup, she'd gone inside and found a child having a quiet crisis in the back corner that the adults hadn't noticed yet. Small things. Things she never told anyone about because the telling was always more trouble than the doing. But she knew, in the private part of herself where she kept the true accounting of her life, that she had done good with what she'd been given. That the gift had not been entirely wasted, even by a woman who'd been taught to be ashamed of it.

So she had learned to be quiet about it. She'd tucked the visions into the back of herself the way you tucked embarrassing letters into a drawer you'd stopped opening — still there, still present, but at least not on the table. She'd learned which silences to keep and which faces to make when the women at Bible study talked about keeping the devil out of your household. She'd learned to smile and nod. She'd grown very good at it.

But tonight she couldn't manage the smile. Tonight, the visions had broken out of the drawer.

It had started three weeks ago, the same way they always started — not with a thunderclap but with a whisper. A flicker at the edge of her peripheral vision, there and gone. A shadow that moved when nothing moved. She'd ignored the first one. The second, she'd prayed over. The third, she'd called Lila, who had sighed that specific sigh — the one that meant you're doing it again, Tessa — and told her to stop entertaining foolishness. By the time the fourth vision arrived, Mara had been in the car with her, and Tessa had seen it reflected in her daughter's wide eyes and understood: whatever was out there, it wasn't just coming for her. It knew about Mara. It had looked at her baby through the windshield, and it had smiled.

That was why she'd sent Mara to Lila's tonight. Said she had errands. Said she'd be back before nine. Mara had given her the look she gave sometimes — that grave, slightly-too-old expression that lived in her eyes, the one that said she heard things other people didn't hear. Tessa had hugged her too long, and Mara had let her, because Mara always let her.

Now Tessa was on Old Mill Road at twenty past three in the morning, driving toward Mill Creek Bridge, because in the last vision, it had been standing on the bridge. She didn't know what she would do when she got there. She knew only that she had to see it. Had to know if the thing in her dreams was real or if she was, as Lila said, losing her grip on the difference between what was and what wasn't.

The hymn on the radio crackled as the signal faded.

Lead me on, let me stand...

Then — there. A flicker of movement in the road ahead. Tessa's breath was locked in her chest. The figure was back, closer than it had been in any vision, standing directly in her headlights with the unhurried confidence of something that had never been afraid of cars or weather or the smallness of human bodies. A woman's shape, she thought — or it wore a woman's shape — though the rain made it difficult to be certain, and there was something wrong about its proportions, something that the eye slid off of rather than resolved into clarity. The headlights cut through it, or cut toward it, the beam of light bending slightly as if the thing bent space around itself. Tessa's foot hovered over the brake.

Then a voice in her head, so clear and close it felt like someone had leaned in from the back seat: Don't stop. If you stop it, it can touch you. Don't let it touch you.

She wrenched the wheel hard to the left. The car skidded, the tires losing leverage on the rain-slicked asphalt in an instant, the world tilting with the terrible leisure of things that can't be stopped. For a heartbeat, she was weightless. The hymn swelled in her ears, the signal cresting back through the static at the worst possible moment, the final verse loud and clear and sweet: Take my hand. Precious Lord. Then the impact. Glass shattering. The cold rush of water. The seatbelt locked hard across her chest, and the darkness coming from the outside in, closing her down like a hand.

The last thing she heard was her own voice, barely audible, finishing the prayer.

Take my hand.

And then silence.

The rain kept falling, indifferent. The car settled into the ditch, half-submerged, its headlights still glowing beneath the murky water like drowned stars. The figure that had been in the road stood at the edge of the pavement, watching. It didn't move toward the wreck. It didn't flee. It simply observed, with the calm of something that had nowhere else to be, the patience of something that understood that time worked differently for it than for the things that bled.

It wasn't the first time it had been here. It wouldn't be the last.

Somewhere in Willow's Crossing, a clock struck 3:17.

And in a quiet house on the other side of town, twelve-year-old Mara Greene stirred in her sleep, her small fingers clutching the edge of her blanket as if she were trying to hold onto something that was already pulling away. She didn't wake. She made a sound — not quite a word, not quite a name — and then she settled back into the dark, and the dark closed over her, and whatever she'd been reaching for was gone.

By dawn, the storm had passed. The tow truck arrived first, then the sheriff's car, their tires crunching on wet gravel. The deputy, a young man who'd known Tessa in passing — she'd fixed his mother's hair at the salon on Magnolia Street, had a laugh you could hear from the parking lot — stood at the edge of the ditch with his notepad and wrote: Single-car accident. No skid marks. Driver fatigue, likely.

The paramedic who rode in the ambulance frowned at the angle of the car, the direction the steering wheel was turned. It looked, he thought, like she'd been trying to avoid something. But the road was empty. Had been all night, as far as anyone could tell. He didn't write that down. It wasn't his job to write down what things looked like.

Back in town, the news spread with the particular speed of bad news in small places. Tessa Greene. That accident out on Old Mill Road. Such a shame, she was so young. The whispers followed the news the way they always did: She was always a little off, wasn't she? Heard she
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