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Chapter One - The Note That Asked First

Emily Coleman watched her best friend interrogate a photograph.

The photo lay flat on the Trail Lab worktable. The Trail Lab was the front workroom of the Granite Creek Nature Lab; the real note stayed in Jo’s locked evidence drawer down the hall, exactly where she had put it after someone left it there two weeks ago.

“Ask the ridge before the ridge asks you,” Quinn read, for the third time that week. She pushed her glasses up. “No date. No location. No handwriting we can actually use. It proves nothing.”

“It’s a dare written like a haunted fortune cookie.” Emily leaned over the table. “Ignoring it feels like a civic failure.”

“Most civic failures involve potholes.”

“This is the spiritual pothole.”

Quinn gave her the look. “Signal Ridge has new listening stations. A whole survey, public, families and everything. The note could be nothing.” She tapped the photo once. “Or it could be somebody checking whether anyone’s paying attention.”

That landed and stayed. Emily opened her mouth to argue with it anyway, on principle, and that was when the back office door opened and Jo Becker came in before the afternoon could turn into a debate.

Quinn’s mom had a clipboard and a stack of survey forms still warm from the printer. “Perfect timing,” Jo said. “I need two volunteers to test the Ridge Listening Survey before families use the stations this weekend. You two free after school?”

“We’re free now,” Emily said.

“You’re in class now.”

“Free in spirit.”

Jo did not smile, exactly, but something near her mouth considered it. “Station SR-3. Public trail, marked the whole way, parent permission already on file. You document, you report back here, you do not wander off to commune with the ridge. Oliver Finch, an eighth-grade archive-and-inventory volunteer, is your third.”

Quinn was already sliding the photograph into her folder. The original note stayed in Jo’s locked drawer. That was the rule Jo had made plain after the Granite Creek mess: clues could be copied, photographed, logged, and argued about for hours, but they did not become souvenirs. Emily had complained for about twelve seconds, until Quinn pointed out that evidence was more useful when adults could prove where it had stayed.



The hike to SR-3 took fifteen minutes, most of which Oliver Finch spent confirming they were on a trail the signs had already confirmed they were on. He wore an orange Trail Lab vest a size too big and carried the station inventory clipboard like it might be on a watch list.

“One weatherproof sign, one wind sock, two laminated sheets in the lockbox, one station tablet for synced review,” he recited at the trailhead. He ticked each box with his left hand. “All accounted for.”

“He counts the air too,” Emily murmured.

“He’s not wrong to,” Quinn murmured back.

Jo had mentioned, on the walk up, that this weekend’s family launch would put a real crowd at the overlook. Newsletter photos. The whole survey could double its volunteers. Oliver’s pen had stopped at that, just for a second.

“I liked the old listening logs better,” he said, quiet, almost to himself. “Less smiling at cameras. More actual listening.” Then he cleared his throat and read the next line of the inventory like nothing had happened, and Emily chalked it up to his careful habits.

At the platform, Oliver opened the lockbox, checked the laminated sheets against his list, and frowned. He went through the list again.

“One tag doesn’t match the inventory.”

Emily found it before he finished the sentence. A small tea-colored tag was tucked under the bottom edge of the station sign, flicking against the post in the wind. Its neat printing copied the official survey style, but the paper looked older, it had no inventory number, its corner was clipped at a slightly different angle, and the fresh white cord holding it on looked newer than anything else up here.

“It’s not on the clipboard,” Oliver said. “The real ones are SR-3-01 through 04. This one’s a ghost.”

Emily read it out loud, and didn’t love how the words sat in her mouth.

“What did you ask first.”

Nobody said anything. The tag tapped the post. Down the slope the wind moved through the dry grass and made it lie flat, then let it up again.

Quinn photographed the tag from three angles and logged its position before she let herself look spooked. Then she set up an official test recording, station ID, start time, the whole protocol, and held her phone steady on the survey table. “Go ahead,” she said. “Say something for the record.”

Emily faced the notch in the ridge, the narrow V where the wind funneled and the sound did interesting things, and said the thing the moment seemed to want.

“Ridge, what are you hiding?”

Her voice went out, traveled, and came back a beat later as a thin flutter off the rocks, followed by a softer trailing return from farther down the notch. Both sounds arrived after her question, where echoes belonged. The wind sock swung once and settled. Nobody stood in the lookout. Everything was empty and public and exactly as boring as it should have been.

Her skin prickled anyway.

“Clean,” Quinn said, replaying it low. The little waveform showed it in order: station ID, then Emily’s question, then the two late returns, one close and one softer. “ID, question, echo tail. The delays fit the notch. Textbook.”

Jo nodded toward the lockbox. “Standard step. Send a review copy to the station tablet so the survey system logs it. Your phone stays the source.”

Quinn sent the clip. A bar crawled across the station tablet while the survey system built a review render in the Trail Lab project folder, and Emily watched it fill and thought it was a lot of ceremony for nine seconds of her embarrassing herself at a rock.

Then Quinn opened the synced review render to confirm it had worked. Her thumb stopped moving.

“That’s not what we just recorded,” she said.

Emily leaned in. On the tablet, the waveform was wrong. A narrow strip of audio now sat in front of the bump that was Emily’s question. Inside it was a faint whisper, parked two full seconds before she had spoken, saying the words from the ghost tag: What did you ask first. The clean source clip on Quinn’s phone did not have that strip. The review render did.

“On the phone the order is right,” Quinn said, and Emily could hear her keeping her voice flat on purpose. “ID, question, two late returns. Here the whisper is sitting before the live speech. That is not an echo. An echo comes after. This is two seconds early.”

“But it has the same name,” Oliver said. “I watched it upload.”

“It is supposed to be a review copy of the same recording,” Quinn said. “It is not supposed to grow a new beginning.”

And then, under the whisper, softer, a second voice neither of them had heard on the platform: Which ridge listened first.

Emily read it off the playback transcript and felt the back of her neck go cold. Nobody had said that. The phone had not caught it. Only the derivative that had traveled through the survey system carried it.

She looked at the ridge. The wind sock had swung the other way, its orange tail pointing down into the valley now, away from the notch. The rock sat there in the late gold light, quiet.

“Okay,” Emily said, very calmly, for her. “I have a question. It’s a normal question.”

“No,” Quinn said.

“You don’t know what it is.”

“It’s ‘is the ridge haunted,’ and the answer is no.”

“I was going to ask it more professionally than that.”

Jo stepped in before Emily could ask it any way at all. She didn’t touch the tablet. She let Quinn document first, then she said, in the level voice she used for trail safety: “We don’t post this. Not the phone clip, not the station review render. Not to each other’s group chats, not to anybody, until I’ve checked the project log and the station inventory back at the lab. The two copies disagreeing, that’s part of the thing now. Quinn, keep both.”

“Both saved,” Quinn said. “Both photographed.”

Once Quinn had photographed the whole station and saved both versions, Jo put on gloves, cut the white cord at one end, and bagged the tag and cord separately. The paper stopped tapping the post. The bare spot it left behind looked louder than the tag had.

They packed up. Oliver locked the box and recited the closing inventory under his breath, twice, and for once Emily didn’t tease him for it, because she sort of wanted somebody to be counting things right now.

The trail dust rose in small puffs under their boots on the way down. Quinn walked with the station tablet zipped into Jo’s pack and her own phone in a death grip, and Emily walked beside her, turning the whole afternoon over.

“The note in the Granite Creek drawer,” Emily said. “Ask the ridge before the ridge asks you.”

“What about it.”

“It asked us first.” She heard how it sounded. “I know. I hate it too. I’m not saying it’s magic. I’m saying somebody wanted it to feel like magic, and they got the timing perfect, and the perfect part is the part that’s bugging me.”

Quinn went quiet for a few steps. “Echoes come after,” she said finally. “Always. It’s the one rule the ridge actually has.”

“And somebody broke it.”

“Somebody made it look broken.” Quinn pulled her jacket tighter. “Those are really different. I just don’t know how yet.”

Behind them the SR-3 post stood bare except for the pale line where the new cord had rubbed against it.

Emily kept one thing to herself the whole way down: Oliver had called it a ghost before any of them said the word.




Chapter Two - The Copy That Lied

By Tuesday morning, Emily had slept badly, which was the ridge’s fault.

She had lain awake replaying the two early voices—the tag’s question arriving before she had spoken and the softer murmur asking which ridge listened first—and somewhere around midnight she had reached the deeply annoying conclusion that a pile of rock had better timing than she did. The ceiling fan turned in slow circles that did not match the fast circles in her head. She got up tired and walked to school deciding she was going to do something about it.

What she found, at their usual table outside the cafeteria, was that Quinn had already done something about it.

The notebook was open. There was a table in it, columns ruled with a straightedge, headers inked in the fat black marker Quinn saved for things she meant. Emily dropped into the chair across from her and looked at the neat grid of it.

“You made the ridge into homework,” she said.

“Homework usually has fewer mysterious whispers.” Quinn pushed her glasses up without looking away from the page. “I logged everything. Live sound, phone source, synced review render, unauthorized tag, inventory mismatch. Side by side.”

Emily leaned over. The columns were labeled in Quinn’s careful hand: Live Sound. Phone Source. Review Render. Unauthorized Tag. Inventory Status. Every row had a check mark or a note. The two late returns appeared in the live and phone columns. The early whisper and the soft second voice appeared only in the review-render column.

“Okay, walk me through the two copies,” Emily said. “Slow. Pretend I’m eight and I’ve never met a rock.”

Quinn tapped the first column. “One source recording and one derivative. The phone source is straight off my phone. It is clean: station ID, you embarrassing yourself at a notch, then the two late returns. Same order every time.” Her finger slid one column over. “The review render is what the survey system built and sent to the station tablet. It inherited the source name, but it is a different object. That is the one with the extra beginning.”

Emily frowned at the grid. “So the weird part isn’t even on your phone.”

“The weird part isn’t on the ridge either.” Quinn capped the marker. “It only shows up after the file got copied over. Somebody made the wrong copy wear the right copy’s face.”

She tapped the two columns, phone source and review render, one after the other. “There are two timing questions here. First: where does a sound sit inside the waveform? That is audio order, and a timestamp cannot change it. Second: when does the system say this version was recorded or built? A derivative can inherit the source name and source time and look like the original. So the early strip had to be inside the review package already. The inherited stamp is how the wrong copy passed for the right one.”

“So the timestamp is the disguise,” Emily said. “Not the time machine.”

A wrong copy wearing the right copy’s face. It sounded like a riddle and an accusation holding hands.

“Jo still has the station review render,” Quinn went on. “I still have the phone source. We did not post, text, clip, edit, or breathe on either one.”

“Good,” Emily said, and meant it, which surprised her a little. Yesterday the no-sharing rule had felt like Jo being Jo. This morning, with the whisper still riding around in her skull, it felt like the only solid floor in the room.



The thing about a secret is that it makes everything else look like a place to put it down.

Emily got through first period mostly by gripping a pencil. She got through the hallway between first and second by counting ceiling tiles. It was at lunch that it nearly got out of her, because two girls at the next table were arguing about whether the lake out past the highway had a monster in it, and one of them said her cousin had seen something, and Emily’s whole body leaned in like it had been called by name.

She had the breath in. She had the first word loaded. You think a lake monster is good, wait until you hear about the ridge that answered before we even asked it. The faces those girls would make. The way the lunchroom would tip toward her for once.

She closed her mouth.

It hurt a little, the way sitting on your hands hurts, but she did it, and then she sat there feeling enormous about it and nobody knew. She picked the conversation back up safely, on the monster side. The ridge belonged to the lab.

She told Quinn about it on the way to the science wing, because that part she was allowed to share.

“I almost told the lake-monster table about the ridge,” she admitted. “I had the sentence built. I disassembled it.”

Quinn looked at her sideways. “That is the rule working,” she said. “One person hears it, then half the school has a haunted ridge by Saturday and the launch gets canceled over a ghost story.” She paused. “Also, your cousin’s lake monster is fake.”

“It’s my friend’s cousin and it’s extremely real.”

“It’s a log.”

“It’s a log with a rich inner life.”

That got an actual breath of a laugh out of Quinn, gone almost before it landed. Then they came around the corner into the science wing and the morning stopped being funny.



Jax Reed was waiting for them.

Not standing-around waiting. Phone-already-out, leaning-on-the-locker waiting. His grin arrived a half second ahead of the rest of him.

“Coleman. Becker.” He pushed off the locker. “Heard the ridge talked back yesterday. That a real thing, or are you two just really good at making up questions?”

Emily’s stomach went down a floor without her. Beside her she felt Quinn go still.

Because Jax hadn’t been on the SR-3 hike. Emily knew the sign-up sheet by heart now. Jax had taken the media booth for the weekend, the public-clips table, families and maps. He hadn’t stood on that platform. He hadn’t watched the waveform come up wrong. The only way the words “talked back” were in his mouth was if those words had walked there from someone else’s.

Quinn stepped a half pace in front of Emily. “We don’t talk station work at school,” Quinn said. “Jo set that yesterday. No clips, no findings, nothing outside the lab.”

Jax put both hands up, surrender flags, but the grin stayed lit. “Relax. I was in the launch folder last week, the promo shots. One of the old tags said something about listening first. Just figured you two were the ones who found whatever there was to find.”

“We’re not confirming or denying anything,” Quinn said, and her voice stayed level, but Emily could hear the wire under it pulled tight. “If you heard something, it didn’t come from us. Ask Tessa about station materials.”

Jax was already drifting backward, easy. “Fine, fine. Just saying, if the ridge is answering questions, that’s a way better video than the maps-and-smiles stuff they want from the booth. Catch you.” He swung through the bathroom door and was gone.

Emily let out the breath she’d been holding since Coleman.

“He knew the shape of it,” she said
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