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    For those who walk beneath tall trees and feel watched—but keep going anyway.
For the ones who listen when the forest remembers, who guard names carefully, and who choose truth over comfort.
And for anyone who has lost someone to the quiet places of the world,may you find them again in the light between the leaves.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — The Trail That Looks Back
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On the map, Gray Cedar was a speck at the end of a two-lane road that tired itself out against the spine of the hills. On the ground, it felt like the kind of town that practiced being quiet even when no one was around to hear the silence. Rowan measured it the way she measured everything lately: with motion. The bicycle Uncle Seth had dug out of his garage had a clicky back wheel and a wobbly left pedal, but it moved, and movement was the only thing that made the grief stop looping inside her like a song with no end.

She reached the gate at the edge of Warden’s Reach just as the afternoon slouched into gold. The chain-link fence threw a tidy shadow across the logging road, all diamonds and diagonal bars, and someone had fixed a metal sign to it long ago: NO ENTRY—SALVAGE IN PROGRESS. Below that, a newer sign in the same severe font: CURFEW 7 PM. RESPECT WARDEN LINES.

“You and me both,” Rowan said to the sign, breath making a small fog in the chill. “Trying my best.”

The road split there: one direction toward the mill’s empty annex, dull and square against the trees, the other angling along the boundary like a pencil tracing the margin of a page. She took the boundary road for the same reason she’d taken the seat by the window on the bus into town—she wanted to be near the edge of everything without quite crossing it.

Beyond the fence, Warden’s Reach rose and rose—cedars so tall they made their own sky, a green hush stitched with bird-chatter and the sound of something dripping even though it hadn’t rained. The smell was old wood and cold iron and the sweet, rotting breath of fallen needles. Rowan pedaled and let the front tire pick its way around potholes. The road was ugly, cut by heavy treads, but the forest didn’t seem to mind. It watched. That was how it felt, anyway, like a classroom full of kids who stop whispering when the teacher walks in, not because they’re afraid, but because they’re curious.

On a low branch of the fence, a flash of color snagged her eye—pink ribbon, faded and rain-creased. Someone had tied it once in a careful bow, the kind you make on a gift. The tails hung limp, and marker had bled through the fabric into blurry letters.

She braked, boots scuffing gravel. The letters resolved if she held the ribbon gently and angled it toward the pale light. C  A  S  S  I  E, written three times down the length, like a prayer said until it turned into breath.

Rowan knew all too well what memorial ribbons meant. She’d seen them in other places, other colors: tied to a lamppost where a car didn’t stop, knotted on a metal railing overlooking water that never gave back what it swallowed. The pink was a small thing, and it sank like a weight in her pocket when she untied it and slid it inside.

Her phone buzzed—an alarm reminding her to be somewhere that wasn’t here. She dismissed it with her thumb. She’d promised Uncle Seth she’d be back before dark. “Dark is different here,” he’d said this morning, one hand on the coffeemaker like he might need to hang on. “It’s not just no-sun. It’s—” He’d stopped there, kissing his teeth like the end of the thought was bitter. “Anyway. Be home by six.”

It was barely after four. She had time to move and breathe and let her legs talk to the road. She pushed off, the chain grabbing, then giving, then smoothing out.

Half a mile along, the fence turned sharply and began to climb a knoll. The logging road hugged the base. There was a board tacked to a post: WARDEN LINE 3. Beyond it, the trunks stood in a rough ring, thicker than the others, bark scabbed and furred with moss. Someone had scored an eye shape into one of the trunks—almond outline, a single slash for the pupil—which would have been a jerk’s idea of a joke if not for the way it made Rowan’s neck prickle. The notch, shallow as it was, had wept sap that had hardened into a tear.

Rowan slowed again, putting one foot down, then the other. She swung off the bike. “Okay,” she said to the tree, because sometimes saying okay to a thing made it smaller, like a dog that just needed to hear you say its name to quit barking.

A twig snapped behind her. Not the hard crack of a stepping boot—more the polite, accidental apology of a hoof.

The stag stepped out the way a good secret reveals itself: careful and deliberate, trusting that you won’t ruin it by gasping too loud. He was bigger than the pictures in field guides, body narrow from late winter, ribs in faint shadows under his coat. His antlers were a chandelier of bone and new velvet, and someone had fitted reflective survey tags around two points—thin rectangles the size of fingernails, catching the light and throwing it back in white chips. He watched her like a boy catching sight of a mirror he didn’t expect.

“Hey, handsome,” Rowan said, because it wasn’t like she could pretend she wasn’t there. “You’re a long way from being camera shy.”

He didn’t spook. He didn’t even turn his head. He watched with that particular deer stillness that looks like fear from far away and like thinking from up close. Behind him, the trees were an alphabet she didn’t understand. Rowan felt it again—that sensation of being in a room where the conversation isn’t about you, but it tilts whenever you move.

A breath of wind pushed through, and the tags on his antlers winked. She wanted to take his picture. She lifted her phone, angling the screen to keep the sun’s smear from blinding it, thumb hovering over the shutter.

The light shifted in a way that wasn’t about the sun. Far back in the dim spaces between trunks, three pale points pricked into the dim, exactly the color of wet stones before dawn. Rowan paused, breath held, finger held, as the points glowed a fraction brighter, then a fraction more.

They weren’t fireflies. It was the wrong season and the wrong climate, and besides, fireflies flit. These didn’t. They held, like a held breath, like eyes that don’t need to blink.

“Do you see that?” she whispered to the stag, because whispering to something larger than you makes you feel smaller in a safer way. “It’s not just me, right?”

The stag didn’t move.

The three points formed a triangle—a narrow one, like two eyes close together and a third above. It seemed a trick of distance at first: the pale points looked both far and very near, the way a cat’s eyes do at night. The harder Rowan tried to judge how deep they were into the grove, the slipperier the distance felt, like her brain switched focus to a layer of sight she didn’t know she possessed.

“Okay,” she said again, softer this time, because the word had slipped into the place where prayers go when you don’t admit they’re prayers.

Her phone screen showed all of it, little framed square of stag and dark and a faint lace of fog between trunks. She tapped the shutter.

The camera made its small, cheerful sound. She dropped her phone a little to be sure, then took three more shots in quick succession. When she lifted it to check the gallery, the screen went gray and stuttered. The thumbnails were there—four new little squares—but each was an ash-gray field, like a photograph of a wall taken too close to notice.

“Come on,” she muttered, tapping. The first opened to a static snow—grainy and soft like a TV tuned to a channel that never existed. A whispery hiss rolled out of the speaker, so faint she felt it in her wrist before she heard it. She swiped to the second: same. Third: same. On the fourth, the hiss broke into something like breath. Not breathing exactly. Counting, maybe, if numbers could be breathed instead of spoken.

Something in Rowan’s brain reached for sense and fell short. The counting—if it was counting—didn’t line up with the numbers she knew. It went 1...2...3...and then doubled back, like 2 again, then a 4 that felt like a sigh, then something like a 5 and a 6 braided together.

Triple points, steady as unblinking pupils, deep between the trees. The stag’s ribs lifted and fell once, as if obeying some command to prove he still had lungs at all. Rowan swallowed. She could turn around. She could swing onto her bike and put her back to all of it—the forest, the fence, the town—and ride until the road ran out at the water and her legs trembled from the holding-on.

Another bike tire crunched gravel down the road.

“Hey!” A voice bounced, relieved and a little breathless. “I was hoping I’d find you before the town swallowed you or whatever.”

Rowan didn’t turn immediately. She kept the pale points in the corner of her vision like you keep a dog behind a fence in the corner of your gaze.

“Eli,” she said, recognizing his voice from school lunch hours and his podcast’s opening line—Welcome back to Gray Matter, where we talk about what the town says not to. The voice grew larger a second later as he rolled to a stop beside her.

He wore a flannel overshirt two sizes too big and a beanie in a color that made him look perpetually surprised. A mic dangled from a short cable around his neck, like a pendant. “You weren’t at the library,” he said, “and Jun was late getting out of chem, and I thought, where would I go if I were new and stubborn, and—oh.” He saw the stag. His words fell out of his mouth like the last drops from a bottle. “Oh.”

Jun arrived on foot a beat later, breathing through his nose, a length of field tape looped around his wrist. “You left without me,” he said to Eli without heat. Then he saw the stag and the taped antlers and the forest beyond and tucked the end of the tape away like he didn’t want to be rude in front of royalty. “Sifaka,” he said absently, then grimaced. “No. Wrong continent. Sorry. You’re not a lemur. You’re... amazing.”

“We should... not be here,” Eli said finally, the way someone confesses they understand a rule even if they don’t plan to obey it.

“Your town fences are so welcoming,” Rowan said. She heard her own voice like it belonged to a girl she’d known once and was still trying on. “Do you always put jewelry on the deer?”

Jun shook his head. “Survey tags,” he said, soft enough not to startle the animal. “Mill guys mark paths at night so their headlights hit these and bounce. But I’ve... never seen them on a living thing. Who would get close enough?”

Eli nudged his front tire against a rut. “People do dumb things for clout.” He squinted into the trees, hands loosely on his handlebars. “Do you see—”

“The lights?” Rowan asked. “Yeah.”

“What lights?” Jun whispered, because whispering made the forest feel like an audience that could be offended.

“There,” Eli said, trying and failing not to point. “Triangle. Far back. At the Listening Grove.”

“Listening what?” Rowan said.

Jun drew a breath that lifted his shoulders and didn’t put them down again. “It’s a place where the noise... isn’t. It’s like—if sound were a bowl, that’s the bowl.” He frowned. “But those—”

“Eyes,” Eli said, and the word hung there, too literal and too obvious and yet correct. “They’ve been seen before. In clusters. Always three. They move like—” He groped for a simile, came up empty, and settled on honesty. “They move like they don’t need to move for us to notice.”

Rowan glanced at her phone again. The hiss had resolved into something sharper, like the edge of breath catching on a tooth. She hit record, because that was the only response she understood: keep what you can. “Tell me this isn’t a thing,” she said, words aimed at Eli because he collected things—that was his hobby, his job, his identity, if the posters around school were to be believed. Grief had taught Rowan that names mattered, so she’d looked his up: Eli Torres, junior, club founder, audience of one thousand and change, earnest in a way that made sarcasm shrivel.

“It’s a story,” he said carefully, as if choosing a bruise to press. “Some people say it’s just survey tags or poachers. Or kids with LEDs. Or will-o’-the-wisps if you’re ninety and want an excuse for believing in pretty words.” He swallowed. “But some people say the forest has a way of looking back.”

Jun’s lips moved like he was counting in his head. “We should go,” he said, not moving. “We should take three steps backward, swing, and leave.”

Rowan thought of Uncle Seth’s hands making coffee, the freckles across his knuckles faded to pale. She thought of the pink ribbon folded in her pocket and the name on it bleeding through—Cassie Cassie Cassie—the way a prayer turns into routine if you say it enough times. She thought of her mother’s last text, smartwatch coordinates pinned to a point on a trail and then not pinned anymore.

Her heart beat a little faster, which in her recent experience meant she was about to do something she’d promised someone she wouldn’t. “Not yet,” she said.

The stag finally moved, a fractional turn of his head that set the tags flicking white. In the same instant, as if called, the triangle of points in the trees brightened. Not much. Not even like someone raised a dimmer switch. More like Rowan’s own attention slid a notch and took the world with it, the brightness being an artifact of care.

“Hello,” Eli said, which would have been insane if his voice hadn’t been so gentle and if, with the word, the air hadn’t answered by going softer, like a hand smoothing the nap of a velvet cloak.

Jun made a low noise. “We don’t say names,” he whispered. “We don’t say full names in there. That’s—that’s the
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