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Let’s start from the beginning.

Anna-Louise Walters was a typical 7-year-old girl who lived in the small town of Armstrong Valley, also known as A.V., in 1981. She had short strawberry-blonde hair and loved unicorns. She was one of four girls to Keith and Susan Walters: her twin sister, Anna-Ruth, her younger sister, Beth, her older sister, Sue-Ellen, and their dog, Dale. She was closest to her identical twin sister Anna-Ruth, whom she played with all the time, but at this particular time, she did not return. The twin sisters were playing at the nearby park, as they always did, except Anna-Ruth came screaming and crying home, “someone took Anna-Louise”. What was strange about this case is that it had been the only “labelled” major crime in this town in 115 years. The police searched for Anna-Louise for five years, 5 years of milk cartons, with no leads, no suspects, nothing until now… The case had long since turned into a ghost story. Every year, on the anniversary of her disappearance, the town left flowers by the old playground. The posters on store windows faded until only her smile remained, paper-thin and colorless. After a while, even that disappeared under new flyers for bake sales and garage openings.
By 1986, no one expected her name to mean anything except loss.
Anna-Louise appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the local forest, not knowing where she was or who she was.
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Anna-Louise 2:32 pm October 5, 1986

“Okay, don’t panic, you're only dreaming,”
 I mumble to myself. The forest doesn’t answer. Not a bird call, not a breeze. The quiet feels wrong, like the whole place is holding its breath, waiting to see what I do next. My legs start to shake as I let my fear overwhelm me and start to cry. I pinch my arm, like they say to do on TV if you want to wake up, but nothing changed. I wait a second, expecting the world to flicker or shift, but it doesn’t. The trees don’t fade, the air doesn’t move. Even the sound of birds feels wrong—too clear, too close, like a recording played just for me. My heartbeat sounds louder than the wind. I'm still wearing my gray onesie while standing smack in the middle of this… Beautiful forest. The air smells fresh like after a rainy day, even though it's not raining. It sort of looks like something out of a movie. Tall, bright green pine trees tower over me as the sun shines through, blooming flowers of every colour in the rainbow, and I can see a long, narrow trail that’s edged with lavender in the distance. Nothing remotely close to what forests look like in Wyoming. The dirt under my feet isn’t damp—it’s soft, like powder. I press my hand against a tree, but it’s warm, almost too warm. My mind keeps flipping through explanations—dream, prank, sleepwalking—but none of them fit.
“MOM, DAD, LUCAS,” 
I call out in fear and confusion as I tear up. The only reply I get is the faint sound of birds chirping in the trees. At this moment, I start to really panic, wondering how I went from my bed to a forest nowhere near home, without even waking up. What is this place? Where am I? My eyes are so full of tears, I can't even see. I try to pull myself together so I can walk over to the trail without falling flat on my face. As I approach the trail, I realize I’m standing right in the middle of it. I’m terrible at making split decisions. Do I go left or right? I decided to make my decision using a simple trick called Eeny meeny, miny moe. It tells me to go left. So I do.The dirt feels damp under my feet. Each step leaves a faint print, but when I glance back, the trail already looks different—like the forest swallowed the footprints whole. For a second I swear I hear another set of footsteps behind me, but when I turn, the path is empty. I start to walk down the trail, and all I can see is that there will be a wide turn in the trail up ahead. I’m no longer crying, but I’m still shaking in fear and have a look of confusion in my eyes. As I progress along the path, the faint glimpse of civilization slowly becomes visible. Bright colourful houses, unlike any houses I've ever seen, come into view. I get the slight feeling of relief, at least I wasn’t in the middle of nowhere. I hear the sound of bike bells and children playing. I start to run to reach the end of the trail as soon as possible, but my feet start to hurt as I remember I’m not wearing shoes. I stop running and start walking again as I reach the end of the trail. Before I emerge from the forest, I hide behind a bush to make sure I’m not running into danger. I see kids riding their bikes, people walking their dogs, mothers pushing strollers, men reading the paper on the porch, bright green grass, and bright blue sky. Everyone seems super happy and normal. I conclude that it’s safe. I stay hidden a little longer, watching. Nobody looks up. The kids’ laughter sounds almost too perfect, looping the same notes. A man waves to a neighbor, but his smile freezes halfway like he’s forgotten how to finish it. The whole street feels rehearsed, like a movie stuck on repeat. As I step out from behind the bush, I try to blend in with everyone, not drawing too much attention to myself. Except the lady in a baby pink robe with curlers in her hair, walking her miniature teacup poodle, decides to point directly at me and scream from the top of her lungs,
 “IT’S ANNA-LOUISE!”
 I’m so confused that I freeze, and I immediately say, 
“WHO??” 
My voice cracks on the word. It sounds strange in the open air, like it doesn’t belong to me. People keep staring, and I don’t know whether to run or apologize for something I didn’t do.
 I look in all directions, and everyone has a surprised look on their face while gasping; it’s like they know me, but that’s not possible, I’ve never been here before. I tilt my head down out of embarrassment as if I were just humiliated by a bunch of mean girls at school. I stop in my tracks. I don’t even know where I’m going. I see a middle-aged woman across the street. She looks pretty nice, she’s wearing a blue summer dress with sunflowers on it. Just like the one my grandma used to wear. I decide to ask for help, and I run across the street and almost get hit by a car. The world feels tilted.
 People are still staring at me, whispering under their breath, but no one comes closer.
 The air tastes strange—like dust and sugar, old and sweet at the same time.
I start walking. Every house looks like it belongs in a picture book—white fences, perfect lawns, bicycles leaning against porch rails—but there’s something off.
 A man mowing his lawn stops mid-turn and watches me until I pass. His mower keeps running, chewing the same patch of grass again and again.
 A group of kids pause their jump-rope game; the rope hangs still in the air like time forgot to keep going.
I pass a corner store with a faded sign in the window:
 “SALE — APRIL 1986.”
 I blink. The numbers look wrong.
 Did someone forget to change it… for thirty years?
 The posters in the window show hairstyles my grandma would’ve had, and there’s a payphone outside that actually works.
My stomach twists. I lift the receiver—cold, heavy—and hold it to my ear. No dial tone. Just a faint buzz, like someone breathing on the other end.
 I hang it up fast. “Okay, this is insane,” I whisper to nobody.
Down the street, a diner glows with warm yellow light. People inside eat breakfast food even though the sun is low, syrup dripping from the same fork again and again. It’s like the whole town’s on a loop.
 When one of them looks up, his mouth stops moving. His eyes go wide.
He mouths something. I can’t hear it through the glass, but I know what he said.
 Anna-Louise.
I back away. The doorbell above the diner jingles once, though no one opens it.
That’s when I spot the woman across the street—the one in the sunflower dress. She looks real, alive, like she doesn’t belong to this frozen place. Maybe she can help.
I hesitate, glancing both ways. The street is empty except for an old pickup idling nearby, its driver tapping the wheel impatiently. I step off the curb, and that’s when the driver honks—once, sharp and startled. I freeze for a second, realizing I must look out of place, wandering like I’ve never seen a road before. When I look up again, the driver’s staring at me as if I’ve just landed from another planet.
Ignoring him, I keep walking toward the woman. She doesn’t move, just watches me approach with a strange mix of curiosity and caution. Up close, her dress looks hand-sewn, faded from the sun. I clear my throat and ask if she can tell me where the police station is.
She studies me for a moment before answering, her voice calm, almost rehearsed.
 “Go straight until you reach Portman, then take a right, then a left, then another right.”
I thank her quickly and start walking in the direction she pointed, my feet scraping against the pavement that feels too quiet for morning.The walk takes longer than it should. The streets stay spotless, no cracks in the sidewalk, no cars moving. I pass a newspaper box that still lists the date as 1981. A breeze lifts the edge of my sleeve; goosebumps rise along my arms.
When I finally see the blue building in the distance, I almost run just to feel like something is moving forward again.
The directions keep repeating in my head, but the streets don’t feel real. Every corner looks the same, and the people walking by move too slowly, like film being dragged through a projector. I count my steps to stay calm—fifty-eight, fifty-nine, sixty—but I can’t remember what number I started on.

I finally made it to the stationI stop at the edge of the parking lot and just stand there for a minute. The blue bricks glow faintly in the afternoon light, too bright, too clean for a police station. For some reason, I keep expecting someone to tell me I’m not supposed to be here.
I cross the parking lot to get to the front door. I pass by 4 identical squad cars parked against the building beside the door. I walk up the cement stairs and almost walk right into the door. It’s 2 transparent glass doors that say Armstrong Valley Police Department. Once I got there, all the officers looked at me the same way as all the people on the streets did. One of the officers turns to his partner, with a nervous but suspicious look on his face and mumbles, “Do you see what I see, or am I going crazy?” “No, you’re not crazy, it’s …….HER,” His partner replied. “Can someone tell me what the hell is going on?” I yell in an angry voice. The room falls quiet. Radios crackle somewhere behind the desk. One officer lowers his coffee without taking his eyes off me. Another starts to say something, then thinks better of it.
I take a step back, ready to bolt, but the older man near the door—gray suit, tired eyes—raises his hand. “It’s all right,” he says. “You’re safe here.”

The officer introduces himself as Detective Schnider, the lead on my case.
 I just stare at him, trying to understand what he means by my case.
He leads me down a long hallway into a small room with pale walls and a single metal table. He sits across from me, notebook ready, and studies me for a moment before speaking.
 “Can you tell me where you’ve been for the past five years?” he asks. “Do you remember who took you?”
I blink at him. “Took me?”
 He waits, pen hovering.
“I’ve been home,” I say finally. It’s the only thing that makes sense.
He nods slowly, like he’s afraid to startle me. But he keeps calling me Anna-Louise.
 After the third time, something in me snaps.
“My name is not Anna-Louise,” I tell him, my voice sharper than I mean it to be. “No one took me. I’ve lived in Wyoming my entire life. My name is Grace Walker.”
Detective Schnider stares at me like I’ve just spoken another language.
 “Anna-Louise,” he says carefully, “you’re from Armstrong Valley. You’ve been missing for five years.”
He hesitates, then adds quietly, “And there’s no such place as Wyoming.”


Detective Schnider, 3:20 pm, October 5, 1986
“Run those prints again,” I said, pacing by the window. “I don’t care if the system’s old. I want triple confirmation.”
“It’s her,” the officer muttered, tapping the typewriter keys. “Every ridge matches.”
Schnider didn’t answer right away. He looked toward the holding room, where the girl sat motionless under the fluorescent light. “Then explain why she keeps asking where Wyoming is.”
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Anna-Ruth 3:45 pm October 5, 1986
By the time I got home from school, the sun was already starting to dip behind the maples in the front yard. The air smelled like wet leaves and gasoline from the neighbor’s mower. I dropped my bag by the door, kicked off my shoes, and tried not to think about the look the girls gave me in the hallway today — the kind of look that says poor thing but also stay away from me.
Mom’s been on my case lately about “getting out more,” making new friends, but I’m not really the friendly type anymore. It’s hard to be when every time someone looks at you, they see the missing twin instead of you.
I walked into the kitchen, still half in my uniform, and grabbed a cookie from the tin before she could say anything.
“Wash your hands first,” Mom said from the sink without turning around.
“I did,” I lied, crumbs already on my sleeve.
“Uh-huh,” she said, voice flat, the way she talks when she knows I’m lying but doesn’t feel like arguing.
I dumped my books on the kitchen table. “I’m starting my homework so you can stop bugging me about it.”
The house still smells faintly like bleach and lemon polish — Mom’s weekend routine, scrubbing until her hands turn red. The air always feels too clean, like it’s trying to erase something that won’t stay gone.
I open my history book, pretending the words make sense. They don’t. Every few minutes, I catch myself staring at the empty chair at the end of the table, the one Mom refuses to move. It’s been there for years, just sitting there, waiting for someone who isn’t coming back.
Mom sighed, drying her hands. “I don’t bug you. I remind you.”
“Same thing,” I muttered.
Her head snapped around. “Excuse me?”
The air between us tightens. She hates when I mumble. She hates when I act like she’s the enemy. But she doesn’t understand what it’s like to live inside a ghost story — to see your own face in every missing poster.
I looked up, startled. “What?”
She crossed her arms, dish towel over one shoulder. “Don’t you ‘what’ me, young lady. You’re lucky I let you come home and talk like that instead of marching you straight to your room.”
I stared at her, tight-lipped. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Then think before you speak next time,” she said, turning back to the sink. The faucet hissed, filling the silence that followed.
I rolled my eyes behind her back and opened my history book. The paper smelled like chalk dust and pencil shavings. We were supposed to write a five-page essay about the War of 1812 — something I’ll never care about again the second this class ends. I start writing the date at the top of the page — October 5, 1986 — and stop halfway through the numbers. That date always feels heavy. I can’t explain why, even though I know exactly why. Every year it circles back like clockwork. Every year Mom pretends it’s just another Sunday. 
History’s always been my worst subject. It’s boring, loud, and full of dead people who don’t matter to me. I like silence. I like when nobody talks to me or asks questions about her.
I got one paragraph in before the phone rang.
RING. RING. RING.
Mom didn’t move at first. She had her hands in the dishwater, eyes on the window.
The phone kept ringing.
“Mom,” I said, not looking up from my notebook, “can you get that?”
She didn’t answer.
RING.
“Mom!” I said louder.
She turned halfway, brow furrowed. “Excuse me? You do not talk to me like that. You’re old enough to answer the phone yourself.”
I glared at the table. “Fine.”
I got up slowly, dragging my feet across the linoleum, already annoyed.
Before I reached it, Mom dried her hands and snatched the receiver first. “Hello?” she said, voice clipped. “This is the Walters residence."
I leaned against the wall, twirling the phone cord.
Her face changed almost immediately. The color drained from her cheeks, and she pressed a trembling hand against the counter. “I— I’m sorry, what?”
I stood up straight. “Mom?”
She didn’t look at me. “Yes… yes, this is her mother.”
Her voice had gone small, barely there.
I watched her turn her back, gripping the counter so tightly the veins in her arm showed. My stomach twisted, though I wasn’t sure why.
“Girls!” she yelled suddenly, voice cracking. “Keith! Everyone, get down here!”
I winced. “What the hell—Mom, what’s going on?”
She turned, eyes wide, mouth open, but no words came out. She looked like she’d seen a ghost.
Dad came in first, tie loosened, still holding the paper he’d been reading in the den. “Susan, what’s wrong?”
She didn’t answer. Her chest was rising fast, too fast.
Sue-Ellen clattered down the stairs next, hair half-pinned, frowning. “What’s happening?”
Mom’s breathing hitched—short, sharp gasps. “She said—she said—”
Dad dropped the paper and grabbed her shoulders. “Breathe, honey. Slow down.”
He reached for the brown paper bag on the counter, the one he always kept there just in case.
“Mom?” I said again, quieter this time.
Sue-Ellen picked up the phone from where it dangled against the counter. “Hello? This is—yeah, this is her sister.”
The room went silent except for the ticking of the clock. I could hear the person on the other end faintly — a man’s voice, steady, professional.
Sue-Ellen’s eyes filled with tears. Her hand flew to her mouth.
“What?” Dad asked.
Sue-Ellen looked at all of us, shaking. “It’s her. They found her.”
Mom let out a sound I’d never heard before — half laugh, half sob — and collapsed into Dad’s arms.
I blinked. “Found who?”
Sue-Ellen’s voice trembled. “Anna-Louise.”
I laughed once, but it came out wrong. “You’re kidding, right? Someone’s pranking us again.”
“It’s not a prank,” Sue-Ellen snapped, wiping her cheeks. “It was Detective Childs. He said she walked into the police station this afternoon wearing pajamas. He knew all the case details. He said—he said it’s really her.”
Mom was still crying, shaking her head, whispering thank you over and over under her breath.
Dad rubbed her back, his own eyes glassy. “We’re going. Right now.”
No one moves at first.
The phone still hangs from its cord, swaying gently against the counter, as if it can’t believe what it just said either.
 The room feels smaller somehow, the air thick.
Mom pulls away from Dad and stumbles toward the stairs, whispering, “I have to get her room ready.”
 Her voice sounds like she’s sleepwalking.
Sue-Ellen follows her halfway up before stopping. “Mom, it’s fine, we can—”
 But Mom’s already in the hallway, pulling open closet doors, digging through boxes that smell like cedar and dust.
 I hear her whispering to herself: the blanket, the unicorn one… it’s still here somewhere…
Dad picks up the phone receiver and sets it properly on the hook. His hands are shaking. “Five years,” he mutters. “Five years of waiting, and now…”
 He doesn’t finish.
I stand there, clutching my history notebook, not sure if I’m supposed to cry or laugh or scream. The silence stretches so long it starts to ring in my ears.
Then Sue-Ellen comes back down, holding something pink and small—a cracked hair clip shaped like a butterfly. “Mom says she’ll want this.”
 She sets it on the counter like it’s an offering.
Dad wipes his face, straightens up, and grabs his keys from the hook by the door. “All right,” he says quietly, like if he talks too loud, the moment will vanish. “Let’s go bring her home.”
Sue-Ellen nodded, already reaching for her jacket.
I just stood there, arms crossed, heart hammering. “Am I the only one who doesn’t believe this?”
Dad shot me a warning look. “Anna-Ruth. Enough.”
“I’m serious,” I said, voice rising. “It’s another sick joke. They’ve done it before.”
“Stop.” His voice cut through the room like a knife. “You’re just in denial. Now go get your coat.”
I didn’t move.
Mom turned to me, her makeup streaked, her voice trembling. “Anna, please.”
Something inside me cracked. I looked away.
I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want to cry either. I just wanted to feel nothing.
But the truth was sitting heavy in my stomach, cold and certain.
They could all believe what they wanted.
But I knew, deep down, that whoever they found…
 wasn’t my sister.


Beth 4:04 pm October 5, 1986
I’m sitting in the back of our old yellow beat-up Chevy station wagon while Sue-Ellen tells me things about Anna-Louise. I was only 4 years old when she went missing, so I don’t remember much about her. I’m nervous, what if she doesn’t like me or something? 
“Hopefully, she’s the opposite of Anna-Ruth.” 
“Excuse me, what did you just say?” Anna-Ruth says in anger,
“Did I say that out loud?” I reply, 
“Yeah, you did,” she says, annoyingly. 
Anna-Ruth has always annoyed me, ever since I can remember. She wants nothing to do with anyone but herself, her terrible taste in music, and her stupid TV show, like right now she is just listening to the bright yellow Walkman that she just got for her birthday last month. She didn’t even ask for it; I did. No one bothers with me. Mom always gets Anna-Ruth double what everyone else got, so she can feel like she is still celebrating Anna-Louise's birthday as well. To me, that’s bullshit. Anna-Ruth doesn’t even use half the stuff she gets and never lets anyone else use it, it’s so unfair. 

“Beth, do you remember when Anna-Louise used to push you on the swing after you came back from daycare every day?” Sue-Ellen asks. 
“No, not really,” I repeat,
 “Sue-Ellen, once again I was 4. I don’t remember anything,” I say. 
“Are you guys still talking about Anna-Louise?” 
Anna-Ruth says as if  she hates the world. 
“What’s your problem, do you even care that she’s back? Typical Anna-Ruth, don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself, she’s your twin sister, why can’t you be happy for once?” 
I tell Anna-Ruth? 
“I do give a shit about everyone but you, because you are a worthless piece of crap,” 
she aggressively replies. I’m so frustrated. Now, Anna-Ruth and I are having a full-blown catfight, and Sue-Ellen is just sitting there minding her business while my mom is yelling at us. 
“SHUT UUUUUUUUUUUP”, 
mom says in an assertive tone. Mom says that this should be a happy occasion and that Anna-Louise should feel happy to see everyone again, not take one look at us and ask for a new family, which is exactly how you’re acting. 
We are 4 minutes away. I'm getting a little less nervous.The rain starts just after we turn onto the highway.
 Not a storm—just enough to blur the edges of the trees and make the world feel softer.
No one’s talking much. Mom holds her purse tight in her lap, eyes on the road. Dad’s hands stay locked on the steering wheel, knuckles pale against the leather.
 The windshield wipers keep up a slow rhythm, squeak-thump, squeak-thump.
Every few minutes, someone breathes like they might speak—but no one does.
 There’s nothing left to say.
“Do you think she’ll recognize us?” Sue-Ellen asks finally, voice small.
Mom doesn’t look back. “Of course she will,” she says, but it sounds more like she’s trying to convince herself.
I press my forehead against the cold window. The glass fogs from my breath. The world outside looks washed out—telephone poles stretching like shadows, puddles shining like little mirrors.
Anna-Ruth has her Walkman on, but I can tell she’s not really listening. Her eyes keep flicking to the road signs, the sky, the way Dad’s jaw tightens every time we hit a bump.
At one point, Dad turns on the radio—some old country song about coming home—but Mom switches it off right away. “Not now,” she whispers.
The air in the car thickens again.
When we stop for gas, the man at the pump recognizes us. He freezes mid-step, mouth open, like he’s trying to find the right thing to say. But Mom shakes her head once—don’t—and he looks away.
I buy a pack of gum inside, even though my hands are shaking too much to open it. When I come back out, I catch my reflection in the window: my hair messy, my eyes wide. I look younger somehow.
Back on the road, Dad says quietly, “She’s just a kid. Remember that.”
 Mom nods. Her lips tremble. “She’s our kid.”
No one speaks again until we see the town sign appear through the rain.

Sue-Ellen 4:19 pm October 5, 1986
I’m excited to see Anna-Louise again, but I’m also looking forward to seeing Anna-Ruth again. She has never been the same ever since Anna-Louise went missing. I feel like I’m the only one who notices. Mom and Dad are too focused on work, and Beth was too young to even remember Anna-Ruth before. That’s why I didn’t get involved in their argument. Beth thinks that Anna-Ruth has always been mean and self-centred, so naturally, she calls her out on it and makes some rude remarks, but Anna-Ruth is just struggling with the loss of her sister. Anna-Ruth doesn’t talk about it, but I know what she’s going through.

It just started to rain. Beth is watching the raindrops hit the window and making them race like she always does. She is wearing a one-piece jumpsuit with purple and blue stripes and a pink belt. Her hair is in one of her signature pigtail buns that she does all the time. 

We are 1 minute out. We are all super excited to see Anna-Louise again, except for Anna-Ruth, who looks miserable, as always. My mom and Dad are holding hands while he is driving. Beth has a huge smile on her face, and so do I. No one speaks for the rest of the drive. The rain hums against the windows, steady as breathing. It’s the kind of quiet that feels like holding your breath before jumping into cold water.

“We’re here,” 
Dad says. My mom is the first one out, but her dress gets caught in the car door and she nearly rips it. She reopens the door, grabs her dress and runs into the police station. Beth, Dad and I come out with huge smiles as we run towards the station, but Anna-Ruth decides to take her sweet time and not even bother to take off her Walkman. I would assume she would be happy to finally get her sister back. Something's not right, but whatever it is, it can wait. I wait for Anna-Ruth to catch up to me, and we walk up the stairs together. The station has 2 see-through glass doors that say A.V. Police Department in blue across them. We walk in the door to see Mom and Dad hugging Anna-Louise, but she isn’t hugging them back. Anna-Ruth walks in, sees Anna-Louise and screams, 
“IT IS YOU!”, 
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The room falls quiet when we walk in—quiet in that heavy way that makes you hear your own heartbeat. Anna-Louise stands near the table, small and pale under the buzzing fluorescent light. Her hair’s shorter than I remember from the pictures, her eyes wide like she’s trying to wake up from a bad dream. Mom’s already crying before she even says her name. Dad just stares. For a second, nobody moves. It doesn’t feel real—like if we blink too fast, she’ll vanish all over again.
She runs and gives her the biggest hug. Anna-Louise screams,
“YOU HAVE MY FACE! WHO ARE YOU PEOPLE AND WHY ARE YOU HUGGING ME?”
Everyone immediately turned to Detective Schneider. Mom and Dad start yelling at him,
 “WHY DIDN’T YOU WARN US ABOUT THIS?”
 and a bunch of other crap. My mom starts to sob. Another detective takes my sisters and me into the interrogation room. He now says his name is Steve Bellmont. We all take a seat and start to talk to Anna-Louise. We introduce ourselves as her sisters. She replies, 
“I don’t know who you are, but you are not my sisters, and I want nothing to do with any of you”. 
She immediately barges out of the room, slams the door, and screams, 
“I JUST WANT TO GO HOME!”. The door slams behind her, and the sound echoes down the hallway until it fades into nothing.

No one says a word.

Mom’s still frozen near the table, one hand pressed to her mouth. Dad’s breathing through his nose, staring at the door like he could will her to come back through it.
Sue-Ellen’s crying quietly — the kind of crying that doesn’t make noise.

Then the door creaks open again, and Detective Belmont steps inside. His tie’s crooked, his face tired, but his voice stays even.

“She’s safe,” he says first. “She’s in the next room with Officer Daniels. We’re not letting her leave.”

Mom turns on him immediately. “What did you people do to her? What have you told her?”

Belmont shakes his head. “Nothing. She said she didn’t recognize you before we even made the call.”

Dad sits down hard in one of the metal chairs. “That’s impossible.”

“I know,” Belmont says quietly. “But right now, that’s what she believes.”

Mom’s voice cracks. “She believes she’s someone else?”

“She believes she’s never been here before,” he replies. “That she’s from somewhere else — another town, another family. She can’t tell us where, though. Every time we ask, she freezes like she’s trying to remember something that isn’t there.”

Sue-Ellen wipes her eyes. “So she doesn’t have amnesia?”

Belmont exhales slowly. “Not exactly. Medically, it fits the symptoms of dissociative fugue. It’s rare, but it can happen after a major trauma. The mind protects itself by building a wall — by forgetting who you are.”

Dad shakes his head. “Five years is a long time to forget.”

Belmont hesitates before answering. “We don’t know if she’s been gone that long — not in the way you think. Her fingerprints match perfectly with the file from 1981, but she hasn’t aged a day. Not one.”

Mom’s knees buckle; Sue-Ellen catches her.

Belmont lowers his voice. “Look. I can’t explain that part. Not yet. But the doctors want to keep her overnight for observation. She’s disoriented, scared, and clinging to this new identity — this ‘Grace’ she keeps mentioning.”

“Grace,” Dad repeats, the word breaking apart in his mouth.

Belmont nods. “It might take time — weeks, maybe months — for her memory to reconnect. Or it might not happen at all.”

Mom straightens, eyes glassy but fierce. “We’ll bring her home. We’ll help her remember.”

Belmont meets her eyes. “That’s your call. But if you take her home, be careful. Don’t push. Sometimes the harder you try to make someone remember, the faster they run.”

He looks toward the door again, where the hallway hums with fluorescent light. “She’s been through something none of us understand yet. Treat her gently. Let her come back on her own.”

Detective Belmont 4:37 PM, October 5, 1986
I watched the family disappear through the glass doors, the mother leaning hard on her husband’s arm as if the weight of what she’d heard had finally found a place to land.
 The youngest daughter glanced back once before stepping into the rain.
 Then they were gone.
For a while, I stayed where he was, one hand on the back of the empty chair. The air still smelled like coffee and fear. The folder on the table lay open to her photo—the same photo they’d used for five years, the one stapled to the missing-persons bulletin that never quite yellowed the way it should have.
I closed it.
From down the hall came the faint hum of the vending machine, and beneath it, a soft voice. I turned toward the sound.
Through the observation window, I could see her.
 Anna-Louise Walters—or Grace, as she called herself—sat in the break room, wrapped in a gray blanket, staring at her reflection in the soda machine. Officer Daniels sat nearby, pretending to read the paper.
She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t doing anything at all.
I watched her for a long moment. There was something about the way she sat—still, tense, like a deer that hadn’t decided whether to run or freeze.
 She looked exactly like her photo, down to the small scar on her chin. But there was no recognition in her eyes. None.
I pulled a notepad from his pocket and wrote two words underlined twice:
 “Time perception.”
Then, below it:
 “Ask Dr. Phelps about temporal trauma.”
When he looked up again, she’d turned her head toward the window, as if she could feel him watching.
Their eyes met for half a second.
 She didn’t blink.
 And for reasons he couldn’t name, Belmont felt the hair rise on the back of his neck.
He closed the blinds.

Anna-Louise – 9:18 P.M., October 5, 1986
 The room they give me is smaller than it looks from the hallway. The ceiling light hums so softly I keep mistaking it for a heartbeat.
 Officer Daniels sets a tray on the table—half a sandwich, apple, carton of milk—and says, “Eat what you can,” before leaving. The door clicks twice.
 I take one bite. The bread tastes clean, like it was made somewhere that doesn’t know I exist.
 Across from me, the mirror shows a girl pretending to be calm. When I blink, she blinks late, as if she’s still deciding whether she’s me.
Detective Belmont stops by with a clipboard. “We’ll keep you here tonight,” he says. “Doctors just want to make sure you’re okay.”
 “You think I’m her,” I answer.
 He studies me for a moment. “I think you’ve had a long week.”
 “What week?”
 “Exactly.” He almost smiles, then writes something down. “Your family will visit first thing in the morning.”
 When he leaves, the silence folds back in, thicker than before.
Anna-Louise – 11:47 P.M., October 5, 1986
A woman in a white uniform lifted the corner of my blanket and said my name like she was testing it to see if it sounded right. The light was too bright. When I tried to move, a sharp ache spread under my feet. Blood, she said, looking at my soles. We needed the hospital.
They sat me up carefully and an officer spoke into a radio. "Medic to Armstrong Valley station, line two. Female, possible hypothermia, bleeding." I remember a movement of shoes and voices that said things I didn’t understand—pressure points, wrap the feet, don't move her head. The next memory was a stretcher and the way the fluorescent ceiling blurred into one long white line.
At the hospital they washed the grit out of my wounds and wrapped my ankles. A doctor did a quick head check for concussion and wrote in a pad: "alert, disoriented; blood work; x-ray if needed." Someone from social services—an older woman with kind eyes—came to talk in broken, slow sentences and told me it was routine for them to keep me overnight for observation and to call my family. They said a psychologist would try to see me in the morning if they could. The police asked questions, but only after the medic stuff was finished. I wasn’t at the station because I was well— I was at the hospital because I needed to be safe.
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Anna-Louise – 4:32 A.M., October 6, 1986
 The hallway smells like coffee and paper. Two officers walk past my door, whispering.
 “Belmont says she’s calm.”
 “Calm doesn’t mean fine.”
 Their footsteps fade. The clock on the wall hums louder until it sounds like rain.
I pull the blanket up to my chin. The air conditioner breathes cold over my face, matching the rhythm of the clock. Somewhere down the hall, someone types fast, then stops, then starts again.
I close my eyes and count the spaces between each sound until the numbers lose their meaning.

Anna-Louise – 7:09 A.M.
 The smell of toast drifts in from the hallway. Morning light leaks around the blinds.
 On the table lies a folded newspaper.
MISSING GIRL RETURNS AFTER FIVE YEARS.
I touch the photograph. The ink smudges under my thumb.
“She looks like you,” Officer Daniels says from the doorway.
“Maybe,” I whisper.
She nods, trying to sound comforting, then leaves the door half open. The mirror catches my reflection again. This time, the girl in it doesn’t blink at all.

James – 7:14 A.M.
 Dad’s radio woke me before the sun did.
 It was still that gray-blue hour when the world hasn’t decided to be day yet.
The announcer’s voice came through the static, low and tense:
 “Breaking overnight — Armstrong Valley police confirm that Anna-Louise Walters, missing since 1981, has been found alive.”
The fork stopped halfway to my mouth.
Dad came in already half-dressed for work, sleeves rolled up. He didn’t look surprised—just tired.
“You knew,” I said.
He poured coffee. “They called late,” he said. “Belmont handled the ID.”
“She’s really alive?”
“She’s alive,” he said. “Doesn’t remember them. Thinks she’s someone else.”
He left it at that, but I could tell there was more he wasn’t saying.
By the time I biked past the police station, the street was already chaos. Reporters, cameras, and flashing lights crowded the sidewalk. Two squad cars blocked the driveway, and yellow tape kept everyone back.
A deputy stood near the door, jaw tight, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes.
“Mrs. Walters! How does it feel to have her home?”
 “Mr. Walters! Has she spoken to you?”
Microphones shot forward every time the glass doors opened, flashes reflecting off the wet pavement.
I stopped across the street, straddling my bike. I couldn’t see much through the glass—just shadows moving in the bright hallway. Then, for a second, one figure caught the light.
Someone small, standing still near the blinds. Her shape clear for just a moment before an officer—Belmont, maybe—reached up and pulled them closed.
The flashes went off again, but the light couldn’t reach her anymore.
I turned my bike around and started pedaling home. The sound of shouting and questions faded behind me, swallowed by the morning rain.

Sue-Ellen – 8:04 A.M.
 The station smells like burnt coffee and rain-soaked paper. Every seat in the waiting room is full—reporters, photographers, officers who look like they haven’t slept.
Dad paces near the door. Mom sits perfectly still, hands wrapped around a paper cup she hasn’t drunk from. The fluorescent light above us blinks every few seconds. It’s the kind of sound that makes you want to hold your breath.
Detective Belmont steps out of a side office, tie loose, folder tucked under his arm. “She’s ready to see you,” he says.
Mom stands too fast. Coffee spills over her hand, but she doesn’t notice.
“She’s been cooperative,” Belmont continues, “but she’s still disoriented. We’ll keep things short.”
He leads us through a hallway lined with glass panels covered by thin blinds. The air feels colder back here. We pass two nurses and a doctor who stop talking when they see us.
At the last door, Belmont pauses. “She’s been through a lot,” he says, softer this time.
Mom nods.
Inside, she’s sitting on the edge of a cot, still in the station-issued sweater, hair brushed smooth.
When she looks up, Mom gasps—a small, broken sound that echoes off the metal walls.
“Hi, sweetheart,” she whispers.
Anna-Louise smiles politely, uncertain, like she’s trying to remember the right expression.
Dad steps closer. “You ready to come home?”
She looks at him, then at Belmont, then back again. “Home,” she repeats, testing the word.
“Yes,” Dad says. “Home.”
Belmont hands Mom a clipboard. “Sign here. She’ll need follow-up appointments this week. Doctors want to rule out malnutrition, memory trauma, any head injury. Nothing alarming—just careful.”
Mom signs quickly, pen scratching through the paper.
From the hallway, camera flashes pulse through the blinds. Belmont sighs. “They’re still out there.”
“Press?” Dad asks.
“Half the county, looks like.”
“Can’t you make them leave?” I blurt.
Belmont almost smiles. “You try telling a miracle to leave town.”

Sue-Ellen – 9:12 A.M.
 Belmont walks us to the side exit. “We’ll take her through the back,” he says. “Less chaos.”
Outside, the morning air is heavy with humidity. A crowd’s gathered at the front of the station, cameras raised, umbrellas glistening.
Dad opens the car door. “Get in quick, honey.”
She does—careful, quiet.
Mom presses her hand to the window as if to shield her from the flashbulbs. “Don’t look,” she says, but Anna-Louise is already staring straight ahead.
The cameras go off like fireworks as we pull away, each burst freezing us in a thousand tiny moments none of us will ever see.
Belmont stands by the side entrance, watching, his hand shading his eyes until the car disappears around the corner.

Detective Schneider – 11:15 A.M.
 The station is finally quiet. Reporters gone, phones still ringing somewhere far away.
I sit at my desk, staring at the same three photographs:
One—the original missing-persons file, Anna-Louise at seven, unicorn shirt, big grin.
 Two—the photo from yesterday, her standing barefoot in the middle of Main Street.
 Three—a family picture taken years ago. She’s missing from it.
She says her name is Grace Walker. Says she’s from Wyoming. But there’s no record of a Grace Walker anywhere. No Rolling Pines Elementary, no matching birth certificate, nothing.
She’s not lying. That’s what makes it worse. She believes every word.
The others—Belmont, the family, the mayor—they all want this to be over. They want her to be Anna-Louise.
But belief doesn’t make the truth real.
I close the file and lock the drawer.
Tomorrow, I’ll talk to her again. Not to prove who she is—but to see what she remembers.
Because sometimes the facts don’t matter as much as the stories we tell ourselves to survive.
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                                    The Drive Home
Sue-Ellen – 12:05 P.M., October 7, 1986
 Rain follows us out of Armstrong Valley.
 Not the kind of rain that soaks you, just the kind that lingers — a mist that clings to the windshield and makes the world look smudged, like someone rubbed a thumb across the sky.
Dad drives slower than usual, both hands locked tight at ten and two. The wipers squeak with each pass, matching the rhythm of his jaw tightening and loosening. Mom sits beside him with that same thin smile she’s had since the police station, the one she wears when she’s trying not to cry.
The back seat feels smaller than ever. Anna-Louise — our Anna-Louise, supposedly — sits between me and Anna-Ruth. The blanket they gave her is folded neatly in her lap. Her hair’s still damp from the rain outside, curling slightly at the ends. She’s staring at the windshield wipers, following each swing like it’s hypnotic.
“Hungry?” Mom asks again, her voice trembling just a bit.
Anna-Louise hesitates. “Maybe later.”
Her voice sounds light, polite, careful. Like she’s relearning how to talk, one word at a time.
No one speaks after that. The heater hums low, the tires hiss against the wet road. Even the air feels thick — like if you exhaled too hard, the silence would shatter.
We pass the sign for Route 9. Someone’s added a billboard for a fast-food chain that didn’t exist when she disappeared. The colors are too bright against the gray sky. Anna-Ruth glances at it, then at Anna-Louise, then back out the window.
“Things look different,” Anna-Louise murmurs.
“Five years,” Dad answers. “A lot changes.”
He doesn’t look back at her when he says it.

Anna-Louise – 12:45 P.M.
 Every mile feels like I’m being driven deeper into someone else’s dream.
The woman in the front seat — Mom, they say — keeps turning around to look at me. She smiles in small bursts, quick and nervous, like she’s afraid I’ll disappear if she blinks too long. I try to smile back, but it feels wrong on my face, like I’m copying someone else’s expression.
Outside, the world blurs past in slow motion. Gray sidewalks. A diner with peeling letters on the window. A man walking a golden retriever who stops mid-step to stare at the car. The dog lifts its head, sniffs the air. I look away.
My reflection catches faintly in the window. The girl looking back doesn’t look scared — she looks lost.
Dad slows the car and pulls into a gas station — a cracked red sign flickering HENDERSON’S FUEL & SNACKS.
The name means nothing to me, but Mom whispers, “They kept that old sign up. Imagine.”
She’s smiling again. I don’t know what to say, so I nod.
When Dad steps out, the smell of gasoline fills the car. I lower my window halfway, letting the misty air brush my face. Across the lot, a boy maybe fifteen pumps gas into his truck. His hair sticks to his forehead. When he looks up and sees me, his mouth opens like he wants to say something.
I turn away. My pulse jumps. When I glance back, he’s gone inside.
Anna-Ruth shifts beside me. “You okay?” she asks.
I nod, but my voice sticks in my throat. “Yeah. I’m fine.”
She looks like she wants to say something else but doesn’t.
Dad climbs back in, shakes rain off his jacket, and mutters, “All set.”
As we pull away, the gas station radio filters through the open door — “…the missing girl returns home…” — then fades into static.

Sue-Ellen – 1:30 P.M.
 The highway curves around the lake, and for the first time all day, the clouds break apart. Sunlight splinters across the water like a camera flash. I see Anna-Louise flinch at the light, then grip her blanket tighter.
“You remember this place?” Mom asks, her voice so hopeful it almost breaks.
Anna-Louise hesitates. “Maybe,” she says softly. “It looks… familiar.”
It’s barely a sentence, but it’s enough to make Mom cry again — not loud sobs, just the kind that hide behind quick breaths. Dad reaches over and squeezes her knee. Neither of them says anything else.
We keep driving. The closer we get to home, the heavier the silence feels.
Finally, we turn onto Maple Bend. And there they are — half the neighborhood. Cars line the shoulder. People stand under umbrellas, pretending to check their mail or rake leaves. But really, they’re watching us.
When we pass, some wave. Others lift cameras. A few just stare.
Anna-Louise waves back, unsure, like she’s trying to remember how to do it right.
Inside the car, no one breathes for a moment. We’ve waited for this day for so long — but now that it’s here, it feels wrong, too bright and too heavy all at once.

Anna-Louise – 2:05 P.M.
 The house looks like a picture someone drew and left out in the rain — white siding, blue shutters, a porch swing moving though there’s no wind.
Dad parks in the driveway but doesn’t turn off the engine right away. The low rumble fills the silence.
Mom’s hand shakes as she fumbles for the keys. “Home,” she whispers.
The word doesn’t fit in my mouth when I try to repeat it.
When I step out, the ground smells like wet leaves and laundry soap. The air feels too clean, too light.
Inside, the house smells like lemon polish and cinnamon. The kind of smell people use when they’re trying to make something feel lived in.
Everything looks perfect. Too perfect. Coats on hooks. Pictures straight. Dust nowhere in sight. Like someone staged it all just before we walked in.
In the hallway, the walls are lined with photographs — birthdays, school plays, Christmas mornings. The same face appears in all of them. My face.
I touch the glass of one frame. The girl in it doesn’t move.
Mom’s watching me again. “Do you remember this day?” she asks softly.
I look closer — two girls in matching overalls, cake smeared on their cheeks. I smile, fake and small. “It feels… familiar.”
She exhales, relieved, and reaches for my hand. I let her hold it.
But my fingers stay still.

Sue-Ellen – 2:30 P.M.
 Mom runs from room to room, opening curtains, straightening pillows, like she’s afraid the house might’ve forgotten how to look right.
Anna-Louise follows slowly, brushing her hand over the walls, the chair backs, the edges of doors — like she’s trying to make sure it’s all real.
Anna-Ruth hangs back near the stairs, arms crossed tight. Her eyes follow every move, every word, waiting for a slip-up.
Beth appears from the hallway clutching a piece of paper. “I made this!” she says. A rainbow, a house, five stick figures holding hands.
Anna-Louise crouches down. “It’s beautiful,” she says, voice trembling just slightly.
Beth beams. “You like unicorns, right? Sue-Ellen said you used to.”
A pause. “I think so.”
Mom’s hand flies to her mouth again. Dad looks away, blinking hard.
“Okay,” he says finally, his voice too loud. “Everyone’s exhausted. Let’s… settle in.”
But no one moves.
The clock ticks. Rain hits the window.
And for a second, it feels like the house itself is holding its breath.

Anna-Louise – Nightfall
 They gave me her room.
The walls are pink, the bedspread covered in tiny yellow daisies. Everything smells faintly like vanilla and dust — like a memory that’s been kept too long in a box.
I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the stuffed animals lined up on the dresser. They all face me, smiling.
Downstairs, I hear the low sounds of dishes, a faucet running, the TV turned down too quiet to make out words.
Someone laughs. Then stops.
I lie down. The ceiling fan spins slow circles, cutting the lamplight into pieces.
Through the half-open door, the hallway light spills across the carpet.
For a moment, I think about getting up — walking down, telling them the truth. Telling them I’m not who they think I am. That I’m Grace Walker. That Wyoming is real.
But the floor creaks like it’s listening.
So I stay still.
Maybe if I don’t move, the world will stop spinning. Maybe in the morning, it’ll all make sense.
Until then, I pretend.
Pretend this is my room. My house. My life.
Pretend I belong.
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Anna-Louise – 8:03 P.M., October 6, 1986
I’m sitting on a bed in a house that’s supposed to be mine.
 They brought me here after dinner—The Walters’ house. Everyone kept calling it home.
It has blue shutters, a white porch swing, and the smell of cinnamon, like someone just baked a pie to welcome me back. But it doesn’t feel like home. It feels like a movie set: too perfect, too polished, like someone rearranged reality before I walked in.
My room is full of toys I don’t remember. Unicorn posters. A pink lamp. A stuffed bear with one eye. Everyone keeps waiting for something to click—for me to gasp and say, “Oh my gosh, Mr. Snuggles!” But nothing happens.
They’re all trying so hard to be kind. Mom keeps smiling that shaky smile that looks glued on. Dad keeps patting my shoulder like he’s testing if I’m solid. Beth talks until she runs out of breath. Sue-Ellen watches me the way people look at broken clocks—like maybe she could fix me if she just found the right piece.
And Anna-Ruth? She barely looks at me at all.
At dinner she sat across the table, arms crossed, stabbing her peas. When Mom asked if I remembered the time I broke the cookie jar, Anna-Ruth stood up and said, “You’re embarrassing yourself,” and left the room.
I didn’t mean to cause all this.
When I open the closet, a faint smell of dust and crayons greets me. There’s a photo taped to the inside of the door—two girls in matching strawberry dresses holding popsicles and laughing. One of them is me. I think. Maybe.
I sit at the desk. The drawers are full of someone else’s life—old crayons, hair clips, faded birthday cards. In the top one, a diary with a broken lock and a folded note. The handwriting is shaky:
Dear Anna-Ruth, If I’m not home by dark, tell Mom I went to the trail. I’ll be back soon.
It isn’t signed.
But the handwriting looks like mine.
My heartbeat trips. I flip the page over—blank.
What trail?
I fold the note carefully and slip it into my pajama pocket. I’m not ready to ask anyone yet. Not until I know more.
Because if I really wrote that… then maybe I was here once. Maybe I am Anna-Louise.
 Or maybe someone wants me to think I am.
Either way, I’m going to find out.

Anna-Ruth – 8:20 P.M.
I’m on the floor of my room, lights off, headphones in, pretending the music is loud enough to drown out every sound downstairs.
Mom’s voice drifts up through the vents—soft, careful. Beth’s giggle follows, and Dad murmurs something I can’t catch. They’re playing house with a stranger.
They brought her home.
 They really think she’s Anna-Louise.
She sat across from me at dinner like she’d never seen any of us before. Same face. Same freckles. But her voice was wrong, too calm, too deliberate—like someone trying out a part in a play.
Everyone keeps saying “trauma.”
 Like that explains everything. Like the word itself is a bandage big enough to cover five years of gone.
I’m not stupid. I remember.
 The way Anna-Louise hummed while she colored.
 How she always wanted the pink crayon.
 How she whispered “don’t tell” when we stole cookies after bedtime.
That girl downstairs didn’t even know what Mom meant when she mentioned the cookie jar.
And now she’s in her room. My sister’s room.
I walk to the window. The porch swing sways even though the air is still. Probably Beth.
Part of me wants to march downstairs, point at her, and tell everyone they’re wrong.
 But another part—smaller, quieter—starts to whisper: What if you’re the one who’s wrong?
No. I saw her eyes. I saw the way she flinched when Mom hugged her. I heard her voice tremble when she said she wasn’t Anna-Louise.
Still, what if she really doesn’t know? What if she is my sister—and she’s just as scared as I am?
I hate this feeling. Not knowing which part hurts worse: losing her or finding her wrong.
If she is Anna-Louise, I owe it to her to find out.
 If she’s not, I have to prove it.
Either way, I can’t just sit here.
I grab my hoodie, turn down the volume, and slip out. The stairs creak once, but no one notices.
 Time to find out who she really is.

Susan Walters – 8:40 P.M.
I should feel whole again. Everyone says so. My daughter is home. Isn’t that what I wanted?
But tonight doesn’t feel right.
I watched her at dinner. She held the fork like she was afraid it might bite. She flinched when I touched her shoulder. She looked at the family pictures like she was touring a stranger’s house.
And Anna-Ruth—my poor girl—is unraveling in silence. She won’t meet her sister’s eyes. She hasn’t smiled once. I keep telling myself it’ll just take time, but every clock in this house seems to tick louder now, measuring the distance between what we had and what’s left.
Detective Schneider called earlier. Just checking in, he said. He might stop by tomorrow with his son, James, to drop off the sweater Beth left at the station.
James is a good boy. Quiet, thoughtful. Maybe his visit will help distract Anna-Ruth. Maybe bring some normal back into the house.
No. I can’t use people like that.
Because deep down—in that wordless place only mothers understand—I know she’s my daughter. I know it’s Anna-Louise. Even if her memory is fractured, even if she’s drifting in and out of who she used to be, she’s still my little girl.
So I set five places at the table again.
 Because she belongs here, even if she doesn’t remember how.

Sue-Ellen – 9:54 A.M., October 6, 1986
Rain starts again before we even leave the city limits.
Dad’s hands stay fixed at ten-and-two; Mom presses napkins into her lap where she spilled coffee earlier, folding them until they shred. The heater hums too loud.
Anna-Louise sits quiet beside me, eyes on the wipers. Each sweep sounds like a heartbeat.
“Seat okay?” Dad asks.
She nods but doesn’t look away from the window.
We pass the old bakery—closed, the sign sun-bleached. Mom says softly, “They finally shut it down.” No one answers.
The silence feels alive.

Anna-Louise – 10:21 A.M.
The road winds along a narrow strip of water that smells like iron and rain.
I don’t recognize anything, but my chest tightens before each curve, as if memory waits around the corner, then slips away when we get close.
Mom catches my eye in the mirror. “You’ll remember,” she says.
I nod. Smile the way people do in photographs.
At the next red light, a delivery truck pulls up beside us. The driver stares too long, recognition softening his face. He mouths something—maybe my name—and lifts a hand.
Dad hits the gas before the light changes.

Sue-Ellen – 11:03 A.M.
We stop at a rest area half-hidden by pines. Dad says it’s to stretch, but we all know it’s to breathe.
Mom opens the cooler and finds a thermos from years ago. The lid squeaks; the hot chocolate inside tastes faintly like metal.
Anna-Louise takes the cup with both hands. Steam fogs her glasses. She wipes them with her sleeve.
“This place used to have vending machines,” I say. “They took them out.”
She glances toward the empty concrete pad, frowning—like she almost remembers the sound of coins clattering down the chute.
A family from another car recognizes us. They whisper, pull their kids closer, then hurry away.
The quiet they leave behind buzzes louder than any question.

Anna-Louise – 12:14 P.M.
Sunlight breaks through the clouds in thin strips, turning puddles into mirrors. For a second, the car’s reflection looks like it’s full of strangers.
Mom hums an old hymn. I almost know it. When I try to join in, my voice lands a note too high. She doesn’t notice.
We pass a drive-in theater. The sign still reads COMING SOON – E.T.
 Maybe they changed it back as a tribute.
 Or maybe time here just stopped.

Sue-Ellen – 1:02 P.M.
Armstrong Valley appears slowly—porches, mailboxes, flags.
People stand in their yards pretending to garden. Every head turns as we pass.
Mom whispers, “They mean well.”
 Dad mutters, “They mean stories.”
At the corner, Mrs. Linden from church waves both hands, tears streaking her cheeks.
Anna-Louise lifts her fingers in a tiny, uncertain wave. The woman cries harder.
The closer we get to home, the quieter the car becomes—like even sound is holding its breath.

Anna-Louise – 1:36 P.M.
The house appears the way memories do—first blurred, then sharp enough to hurt.
White siding. Blue shutters. A swing that moves though there’s no wind.
Dad cuts the engine but doesn’t move his hands from the wheel.
Mom turns in her seat. “Ready?”
I nod, though I’m not.
The air outside smells of wet leaves and laundry soap. Every step toward the porch feels rehearsed, like someone else practiced it before me.
Inside, the light is warm and heavy. A clock ticks somewhere down the hall. Photographs line the wall—proof of a life I’m supposed to remember.
I stop at one: a birthday party, a girl with my face blowing out candles.
She looks happy. I copy her smile.

Sue-Ellen – 2:10 P.M.
Mom hovers behind her, waiting for recognition that doesn’t come.
Anna-Louise touches the frame. “Feels familiar.”
Mom exhales, half a sob, half relief.
Dad clears his throat. “Let’s unpack later. Lunch first.”
No one moves. The ticking clock sounds like wipers again.
Through the window, a car rolls past slow, a camera flashing once. Reporters still circling. Still waiting.
I close the curtain.

Anna-Louise – Night
They gave me her room.
Pink walls. Daisy quilt. A stuffed bear with one ear flattened from years of being hugged.
I sit on the edge of the bed, waiting for memory to meet me halfway.
Downstairs, someone laughs too loud, then stops. Plates clink. Water runs. Normal sounds of a family pretending normal.
I lie back and stare at the ceiling fan. Each blade slices the lamplight into fluttering pieces.
For a moment, I think about getting up, walking out, telling them they’re wrong.
But the house creaks like it’s listening.
So I stay still.
And pretend I’m home.
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Anna-Ruth – 10:17 PM, October 6, 1986
I open the door to her—no, my—room without knocking.
She’s sitting on the bed with the lights low, holding something in her hands. She jumps a little when she sees me, like I’m a stranger barging in. Maybe I am.
“I need to talk to you,” I say.
She tucks whatever she was holding into her pyjama pocket and scoots back. "Okay," she says carefully.
I stand near the door, arms crossed. "You don’t remember me. I get that. But you can’t keep pretending this is all normal."
“I’m not pretending anything," she says. "I don’t remember you. I don’t remember any of this. I told you—I’m not Anna-Louise."
I feel the words burn as they hit me again. “Then why do you have her face?”
She stares at me, wide-eyed. “You think I want this? That I chose to wake up in some creepy forest wearing pyjamas with no memory of who I am? You think I’m faking this?”
“I don’t know what you’re doing. But I know you’re not her.”
She stands up now, too, her voice sharper. “And maybe you just don’t want me to be her. Maybe it’s easier for you to push me away than admit your sister is standing right in front of you and needs help.”
I clench my jaw. “She wasn’t helpless. Anna-Louise was smart and loud and brave. She would’ve remembered us.”
“I found a note,” she blurts out. "In the desk drawer. I think I wrote it. It said something about a trail."
I freeze. “What?”
She nods. “I don’t know what it means. But it’s in my handwriting. And it was hidden like someone didn’t want it found.”
A cold shiver runs up my spine. The trail. We weren’t supposed to go there alone. That’s where she disappeared.
“Show me,” I say quietly.
She pulls the folded paper from her pocket and hands it to me. I recognize the shape of the letters immediately. The same looped A’s. The shaky E’s.
It looks like Anna-Louise’s writing. It looks real.
I sit down on the edge of the bed.
“I still don’t know if you’re her,” I say. “But… I believe you didn’t just show up here for no reason.”
She sits beside me. Not close, but not far either.
“Then maybe we can figure it out together,” she says.
I don’t say anything. But I don’t leave either.
Maybe this is the start of something real. Even if I still don’t know who she is.
Detective Schneider – 11:02 PM, October 6, 1986
I don’t sleep much anymore. I sit in the den with the light from my desk lamp pooling over old files, new notes, and newspaper clippings yellowed at the edges. In some cases, you close and move on. This one never let go.
Anna-Louise Walters is back.
I know it. I saw the birthmark behind her ear. I saw the chipped tooth from when she fell off the swing in kindergarten. Her DNA isn’t on record, but I don’t need a test to tell me that’s her. You don’t forget a face like that—not when it haunted your dreams for five years.
The question isn’t who she is. It’s where she’s been—and who took her?
She doesn’t remember, and that’s real. I’ve seen enough trauma survivors to know when a kid is telling the truth. But memory loss doesn’t come from nowhere. Someone made her forget. Or made her want to.
The trail. She mentioned it today in passing. That word opened something in me. That was the last place she was seen. I combed every inch of it back then. Nothing. No signs. No leads. Like she was swallowed whole by the trees.
And now she’s back.
I look down at the list of names. People I questioned back then. Most checked out. A few didn’t. One in particular still bothers me.
Tomorrow, I’ll visit him.
But first, I need to bring James to the Walters' house. Beth left her sweater, and James has been asking questions ever since she reappeared. He’s sharp, that boy. Notices things most adults don’t. Maybe a kid like him can get through to her. Or at least see something the rest of us missed.
Because the truth is hiding somewhere. And I’m going to find it.
Even if it’s been buried for five years.

Anna-Louise – 11:22 PM, October 6, 1986
I can’t sleep.
After Anna-Ruth left, I just sat on the bed staring at the note again. We didn’t exactly have a heart-to-heart, but it was the first time she didn’t look at me like I was poison. That has to count for something.
I creep out of the room barefoot. The hall light’s off, but a soft glow spills from downstairs. Voices—low and tired—drift up through the vent by the stairwell. I sit on the top step, quiet, heart racing.
It's Mom and Dad.
“I just want her to feel at home,” Mom says.
“She will,” Dad replies. “It’s just going to take time.”
“She is Anna-Louise. I know it. In my heart. I don’t care what she says or doesn’t say. I looked into her eyes, Keith. That’s our daughter.”
“I believe you. We all do.”
There’s a pause. I hear the soft clinking of dishes being put away.
“Except Ruth,” Mom adds quietly. “She’s the only one who still questions it. And honestly, it’s hurting us. It’s hurting the girl, too. Grace—or Anna-Louise, whatever name she wants to use right now—she needs acceptance.”
“I’ll talk to Ruth,” Dad says. “But we have to be patient. She lost her twin. She never healed from that.”
“I just wish Ruth would see what I see.”
I press my hand over my mouth. I didn’t mean to listen, but I can’t move. I feel like I’m floating outside my own body.
Everyone believes I’m Anna-Louise.
Everyone but me.
And Anna-Ruth.
I quietly slip back to the room, heart pounding harder than before. If they’re all so sure I’m her…
Then why do I feel more lost now than ever?
And why do I get the feeling that the more we all believe it... the more dangerous the truth might be?
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James Schneider – 6:32 AM, October 7, 1986
Dad always leaves the cereal cabinet open. It drives me crazy.
I close it with a soft click and pour myself some Corn Pops. Mom used to say it’s the little things that’ll unravel a man before the big ones do. I think she was talking about Dad.
He’s already gone, of course—off to the station before the sun even bothered to get up. Which is why I’m standing in the kitchen alone, bowl in hand, staring at the fridge where he left a sticky note:
"Don’t go to the Walters’ house without me. Stay out of this. Love, Dad."
Yeah. That’s not gonna happen.
I’ve been hearing about Anna-Louise Walters for as long as I can remember. The missing girl. The unsolved case. The reason our town stopped feeling safe. Now she’s back? And everyone’s just supposed to act normal again?
No chance.
Dad might trust the case to settle itself, but I don’t. Something about this feels wrong. No memory? No reaction? And the sister, Anna-Ruth, is acting like she’s the only one who’s not hypnotized by this miracle return.
I scoop my cereal, crunch thoughtfully, and pull open my backpack. Inside are two things: my Polaroid camera and a spiral notebook filled with everything I’ve heard since she came back. Dates, names, little things people don’t think anyone’s noticing.
But I notice.
Anna-Ruth might be right.
And I will find out the truth—even if it means sneaking past my dad to do it.

Anna-Louise – 11:46 PM, October 6, 1986
I told myself I was only going downstairs for water.
 But the note in my pocket felt heavier the longer I sat there. The trail. The words pressed against my skin like a heartbeat.
The house was quiet—too quiet. From the hallway, I could still hear the soft rhythm of Dad’s television downstairs, the muffled clink of dishes. I should have stayed in bed. I should have tried to dream. But something in me wouldn’t let go.
When I opened the bedroom door, Anna-Ruth was standing there already, hoodie zipped, hair pulled back.
 “You’re going, aren’t you?” she whispered.
I nodded.
She didn’t argue. She just grabbed a flashlight from her dresser. The beam flickered weakly, like even it didn’t want to see what was ahead.
We tiptoed down the stairs, holding our breath every time the floorboards groaned. The house smelled like lemon cleaner and coffee that had gone cold. I could hear Mom murmuring something in her sleep from the parents’ room—a name I couldn’t make out.
When we reached the door, Ruth paused, hand on the knob.
 “If Mom wakes up, we’re dead.”
 “Then don’t wake her,” I said.
Outside, the night air hit sharp and wet. The world was black and silver, the moon hiding behind clouds. The swing on the porch moved just enough to creak. Somewhere far off, a dog barked once and went silent again.
We started down the driveway without talking. My feet were bare; I didn’t even notice until the gravel bit into my toes. Ruth handed me her extra pair of sneakers from under the porch bench. They were too small, but I slipped them on anyway.
The trail wasn’t far—just behind the old water tower at the edge of town—but it felt like miles. Every step sounded too loud. The air smelled like wet pine and something metallic. I tried not to think about why.
When we reached the clearing, Ruth stopped.
 “This is where they said they last saw you,” she whispered.
I swallowed hard. “I don’t remember it.”
“Good,” she muttered. “Maybe you don’t want to.”
The flashlight beam danced over the ground—mud, broken branches, something glinting half-buried near the roots. Ruth crouched down. It was a button. Pink, chipped around the edge.
She looked up at me slowly. “This was from your pajamas.”
My heart stuttered. “How do you know?”
“Because I helped Mom sew the missing one back on.”
We stared at the little circle of plastic like it was proof of a ghost. I wanted to believe it meant something good, that maybe I’d dropped it and come home safe. But it didn’t feel good. It felt like a warning.
Ruth’s hand shook as she picked it up. “We need to go back.”
I nodded, too fast. “Yeah.”
We ran the whole way home without speaking, our breaths echoing in the trees. When we slipped through the front door, the house looked exactly the same—same lamp on, same quiet hum—but it didn’t feel the same.
Before heading upstairs, Ruth glanced at me. “Don’t tell anyone we went.”
“I won’t.”
But later, when I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, I realized the button wasn’t in my pocket anymore.

Detective Schneider – 12:27 AM, October 7, 1986
The road back to town was empty except for my headlights. The wipers dragged across the windshield, smearing drizzle into streaks. I’d been at the station too long again—case files open, mind running circles around itself.
I slowed at the corner near the Walters’ subdivision. Habit, I guess. You don’t forget the routes tied to an old case.
That’s when I saw them—or thought I did. Two figures, small, quick, moving along the sidewalk toward home. The beam of a weak flashlight blinked once, then disappeared behind a hedge.
Kids sneaking out? Maybe. But this late? Out here?
I pulled over, engine humming low, and watched the street. Nothing moved now except the rain sliding down the glass.
I jotted the time in my notebook: 12:24 AM. Two figures—possibly the Walters twins. No confirmation.
I told myself I imagined it. Probably just neighborhood kids cutting through yards. Still, something about the smaller one—the way she turned her head like she knew she was being watched—made my stomach tighten.
I started the car again and drove off, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever had taken Anna-Louise five years ago wasn’t finished yet.

Anna-Ruth – 12:41 AM, October 7, 1986
I didn’t sleep. The button was gone. That stupid pink button that proved something happened out there—it vanished.
I checked the porch, the stairs, the pocket of my hoodie. Nothing.
Maybe I dropped it. Maybe someone took it.
All I knew was, if Mom heard the door last night, we were done for. I crept back to my room, sat on the floor, and tried to convince myself it didn’t matter. But the sound of the porch swing creaking outside said otherwise.
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Susan and Keith Walters – 6:45 AM, October 7, 1986
The coffee pot gurgles, filling the kitchen with that steady morning sound Susan has missed for years. She stands at the window, cradling her mug, watching the backyard fade from blue to gold.
Keith steps in quietly, straightening his tie. He doesn’t speak at first; he just pours himself a cup and leans on the counter beside her.
“She snuck out last night,” Susan says, her voice calm but thin.
Keith looks up. “Ruth?”
Susan nods. “Her and Anna-Louise. I heard the door creak around midnight. They slipped out together.”
He frowns, half-surprised, half-relieved. “Together? Not fighting?”
“No,” she says. “Just… moving like they’d finally decided to stop pretending they’re strangers.” She exhales, a shaky breath that sounds almost like hope. “Maybe that’s what they needed.”
Keith takes a sip of coffee. “If Ruth’s finally letting her guard down, that’s good. She’ll see soon enough—this is her sister.”
Susan turns from the window to face him fully. “She is her sister,” she says firmly. “There’s no ‘seeing.’ There’s no ‘maybe.’ I know my daughter when I look at her. Every bit of her. The way she frowns when she’s thinking, the scar on her chin from the bike fall, the birthmark behind her ear. She’s home, Keith.”
He nods. “I know.”
“She’s different because life made her different,” Susan continues, her words quickening with conviction. “Five years out there alone—of course she’s changed. Anyone would. But she’s ours. She came back to us.”
Keith smiles faintly and reaches for her hand. “Then we start over. However she is now, we meet her there.”
Susan’s eyes soften, but she doesn’t let go of the mug. “We lost too much time to ever question her again.”
They stand together in the kitchen, sunlight cutting through the blinds in thin stripes. Outside, the porch swing moves once in the breeze.
Susan glances at the table—still set for five—and finally, she lets herself breathe. “This time,” she whispers, “I won’t let anything take her away again.”
Keith nods, the words echoing in the quiet kitchen like a vow.

Anna-Louise & Anna-Ruth – 7:08 AM, October 7, 1986
We’re back in the room before anyone notices we were gone. Our shoes are still damp with dew, and my hands won’t stop shaking, even though I keep rubbing them on my pyjama pants.
Anna-Ruth closes the door behind us and locks it. Then she leans her back against it like she’s trying to hold the world out.
“So,” she says.
I nod and sit on the edge of the bed, clutching the folded piece of paper we found behind the photo frame. “That trail… it wasn’t just a path. It felt like it was waiting for me.”
Anna-Ruth doesn’t laugh. She doesn’t roll her eyes. She just nods. “I felt it too.”
We were only gone for an hour, maybe less. But the woods looked different. Like something was off-kilter—too quiet, too still. The trees leaned in like they were listening. We followed the note’s directions—Portman. Left. Right. Lavender.
And there it was: an old wooden post with a carved lavender symbol on it. Half-buried. Almost invisible.
“There were tire tracks,” I whisper. “Fresh ones.”
“And that metal gate,” Anna-Ruth adds. “Locked tight. Like someone didn’t want anyone going past it.”
I glance at the note again. “Why would I have written something that led us there?”
She walks over and sits beside me. “Maybe you remembered more than you realized. Maybe you were trying to leave a trail—just in case.”
“But if I knew it was dangerous…”
“Then maybe you were trying to warn yourself.”
We sit in silence for a long time. It’s the first silence that doesn’t feel heavy between us.
Finally, Anna-Ruth says, “We need help.”
I nod. “Your friend Sue-Ellen?”
She shakes her head. “No. Someone who doesn’t think they already know everything. Someone who asks questions.”
There’s a beat.
“That boy—the one Mom mentioned—James. Detective Schneider’s son. He asks questions. That’s what we need right now.”

James Schneider – 7:21 AM, October 7, 1986
I’m halfway down Maple Street with my camera slung over my shoulder and my notebook zipped into my jacket when I see them.
Anna-Ruth and the girl—Anna-Louise, or not-Anna-Louise—are sitting on the curb outside their house, their heads close, talking fast. The kind of conversation that only happens when you don’t want anyone else to hear.
They notice me, but for once, neither of them looks away.
Ruth stands up first. “You busy?”
I shake my head. “Not unless you count skipping first period for classified investigations.”
That earns the tiniest smile from her. The other girl stands too. She looks different in the daylight—paler, tired—but there’s something steadier in her face now, like she’s finally decided to stop hiding behind confusion.
“We need your help,” Ruth says.
“I figured,” I tell her. “With what?”
They exchange a look that says how much do we tell him?
Finally, Anna-Louise speaks. “There’s… something we found last night. Something written on an old note.”
Ruth cuts in, low and serious. “We think it’s a place.”
I pull my notebook from my jacket. “Okay. Keep going.”
They kneel down again on the curb, tracing shapes in the dirt with a stick—turns and lines that start to look like a map. A few street names. A rough outline of the forest at the edge of town.
Anna-Louise points to a spot near the end of the trail. “Here. This is where we found a button. One of mine, apparently.”
I crouch beside them, flipping to a blank page. “You went out there last night?”
“Don’t tell my parents,” Ruth mutters.
I nod once. “You’ve got my silence—if I get the details.”
The girl hesitates, then pulls a small folded note from her pocket. “This is what started it.”
I hold out my hand. “Can I?”
She passes it over, and for a moment, her fingers brush mine. They’re ice-cold.
The paper smells faintly like dust and lemon cleaner. The handwriting’s neat but uneven. I take a Polaroid before handing it back. “So you think this note was written by you,” I say slowly, “but you don’t remember writing it.”
She nods. “Right.”
Ruth adds quietly, “And if it’s not her, then someone wanted us to think it was.”
We’re silent for a long moment. Even the street feels like it’s listening.
Finally, I close my notebook. “All right,” I say. “Show me where this trail starts.”
They both look up—relieved, nervous, maybe a little excited.
Something’s happening here. Something bigger than a missing girl coming home.
 And the three of us—we’re already in it.

Sue-Ellen – 7:40 AM, October 7, 1986
Something’s off.
I’m brushing my hair in the upstairs bathroom when I hear voices outside. At first, I think it’s just the neighbors, but then I recognize one of them—Anna-Ruth. And another, softer one that still doesn’t sound right to me.
I peek through the curtain and see them—Anna-Ruth, Anna-Louise, and some boy I don’t recognize—sitting on the curb like they’re plotting something top secret. Heads close, talking fast, hands moving in the dirt.
I don’t like secrets. Especially when they involve my sisters.
Anna-Ruth barely talks to anyone these days, and now she’s outside before breakfast with her? And with a stranger? No chance that’s nothing.
I slip out of the bathroom and down the hall. Their bedroom door is open—beds messy, window cracked just enough to let in the cold morning air. My stomach twists.
They were out last night. I knew it.
Mom and Dad keep acting like everything’s fine again, like one dinner and a few smiles can erase five years of searching. But this house still feels off-balance, like someone glued it back together and forgot a few pieces.
And now the two people who couldn’t even look at each other yesterday are whispering like they share a secret?
Something’s changed.
I head downstairs, grab an old notebook from the junk drawer, and walk out the front door.
They freeze when they see me coming.
“Morning,” I say, crossing my arms.
“Hey, Sue,” Anna-Ruth answers too quickly. Her voice is flat, rehearsed.
I glance at the boy. “Who’s this?”
He stands, trying to look casual but failing. “James Schneider.”
My eyebrow shoots up. “Detective Schneider’s son?”
He nods once. “Yeah. I just came by to return something Beth left at the station.”
I look down at the ground—the smudged marks, the half-erased lines that look suspiciously like a map. “You needed to draw in the dirt to do that?”
Anna-Louise jumps in fast. “We were just talking,” she says. “About… I don’t know. Things.”
“Things,” I repeat, folding my arms tighter. “Sounds important.”
Ruth’s jaw tightens. “Sue, it’s not what you think.”
“Really? Because what I think is that you were both gone last night, and now you’re out here whispering with the detective’s kid before Mom even finishes her first cup of coffee.”
Silence.
Ruth finally sighs. “We’re just trying to figure some stuff out, okay? It’s not dangerous.”
James speaks up quietly. “It’s personal.”
Something about his tone—steady, calm, not defensive—makes me hesitate.
I study their faces one by one. Ruth looks determined, the girl looks scared but trying not to show it, and James… he looks like he knows more than he’s saying.
I exhale. “Fine. But if anything goes wrong—if Mom or Dad notice you sneaking around—I’m not covering for you.”
“Fair,” Ruth says.
“And if you find something worth knowing,” I add, staring straight at the girl who might be my sister, “you tell me.”
She nods once, almost grateful.
I turn and head back to the house, notebook still in my hand. I don’t write anything down yet. I just stand in the doorway for a long time, listening to their muffled voices fade into the distance.
They think I’m backing off.
 But I’m not.


Anna-Ruth – 7:45 AM, October 7, 1986
"That could’ve gone worse," I mutter, watching Sue-Ellen disappear back inside.
“She definitely knows something’s up,” James says, brushing dirt off his jeans.
“She always knows when I’m lying,” I say, looking at Anna-Louise. “But she didn’t push it. That’s a win.”
Anna-Louise is still staring at the door, chewing her lip. “She didn’t believe us. Not really.”
“No,” I admit. “But she didn’t stop us either.”
James taps his camera. “Then we'd better make whatever we’re about to find worth it.”
We stand in silence for a second, the tension still hanging in the air from that near-miss. Then I turn and lead the way toward the edge of town.
This time, we don’t have to sneak out.
This time, we’re choosing to walk straight into the unknown.
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Anna-Louise – 8:11 AM, October 7, 1986
The trees seem taller this morning. The trail is darker. The air is heavier.
We pass the old lavender-marked post again, but now it feels different—like it noticed us. Like it’s waiting.
“I swear the woods weren’t this quiet yesterday,” James whispers.
“No birds,” I murmur. “No wind.”
We follow the tire tracks further this time. They curve around a bend and disappear into overgrowth. That’s when we hear it—a rustling. Fast. Not animal-fast. Human-fast.
We all freeze.
James holds up his camera like it’s a weapon. Ruth steps slightly in front of me.
The sound stops.
“I saw something,” I whisper. “Back there. In the trees.”
Ruth scans the woods. “Could’ve been a deer.”
“No,” I say. “It was wearing shoes.”
We wait. Nothing.
James slowly lowers his camera. “Someone’s watching us.”
We keep walking, faster now. We don’t talk. We just listen. Every twig snap makes us flinch. Every shadow looks like it might move.
Whoever—or whatever-it was, they didn’t follow us all the way. But they didn’t need to.
They know we’re here. And they let us go.
Unknown – 8:33 AM, October 7, 1986
They were back.
Three of them this time. The girl with the broken memory. The twin with the edge. And the boy—curious, nosy, and dangerous.
I watch them from the trees. Not close. Never too close.
They found the lavender post. Good. That was meant to happen.
But they went further today.
They found the gate.
Too soon.
I clench the chain between my fingers, cold metal biting into my palm. I thought it would take them longer. I thought the fear would slow them down.
Maybe I was wrong.
Maybe it’s time to move the timeline up.
I watch the boy lift his camera. I know he took a photo.
It won’t come out.
The light’s wrong here. It always is.
They leave. But they’ll come back. Of course they will. That’s what kids do when they’re sure they’re the story's heroes.
They want answers.
They’re going to find something else instead.

James – 8:40 AM, October 7, 1986
Back at my house, I’m shaking the Polaroid photo like an idiot, even though I know it should’ve developed by now. Anna-Louise, Ruth, and I are all leaning over the table in my garage, staring at a blank, gray square.
“It’s just fog,” Ruth mutters.
“It’s not fog,” I say. “I took it in full light.”
“It’s like the picture refused to happen,” Anna-Louise whispers. “Like the trail didn’t want to be remembered.”
We all go quiet.
I check the camera. Nothing wrong. I took another picture of the door, and it came out fine. Just that one. The one by the gate.
“Let me see the note again,” I ask.
Ruth slides it over.
“‘Portman. Then I left. Then right. Lavender.’” I read aloud.
I flip the paper over. My heart skips.
There’s something faint—barely visible. Writing in pencil, rubbed and faded.
Anna-Louise leans in. “Is that another message?”
I pull out a flashlight, angle it across the paper.
“Don’t let them see you at night.”
We stare at each other.
And this time, no one has anything to say.

Anna-Louise – Later That Night
I dreamt I was standing in front of the gate again.
Only this time, I wasn’t a kid. I was older. Taller. Stronger. I was barefoot and my feet were muddy. I wasn’t afraid.
There were voices behind the gate—soft at first, then louder. A song. Someone humming.
Then I heard my own voice.
“Anna-Ruth, don’t run! Stay with me!”
And I saw her. Running toward the woods. And me—chasing her. But I wasn’t fast enough. The lavender post snapped as she passed it, like it was breaking time in half.
I woke up with a jolt, gasping.
Sweat clung to my back.
It felt real.
Like it wasn’t a dream at all.
Like it was a memory.
But that can’t be right.
Can it?
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Anna-Ruth – 6:49 AM, October 8, 1986
I haven’t said a word since Anna-Louise told me about her dream.
She called it a memory. Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t. But it’s the first time she’s ever described something that felt real. And it wasn’t a happy memory.
The part that haunts me? She said my name.
I stare out the window while she gets dressed behind me. I’m not even sure why we’re getting ready. We’re not going to school. We’re not going to tell Mom. We’re going back to the trail. Because whatever this is, it’s not over.
“Do you think we’ll find something else?” she asks quietly.
I don’t answer. Not yet.
Because the real question isn’t what we’ll find out there. It’s what we’ll find inside her.

James – 7:15 AM, October 8, 1986
My dad’s still not home.
I check the driveway twice before I step outside. Nothing but dew and a few early delivery trucks rumbling in the distance.
I open the garage, grab my camera, and shove the broken Polaroid into my pocket. That photo still won’t develop. It just sits there, mocking me.
Anna-Louise texted me at 6:12 AM. Just three words: “It happened again.”
I didn’t reply.
Some things don’t need replies.
Some things need flashlights and notebooks and a full tank of courage.
I start walking.
Because if she’s starting to remember—or thinks she is—then we’re running out of time.
And whoever left that warning knows we’re getting closer.

James – 7:26 AM, October 8, 1986 – Outside the Walters' House
Anna-Louise and Ruth are already waiting when I turn the corner. They’re sitting on the front steps, backpacks at their feet. Ruth looks tired. Anna-Louise looks… far away.
I lift a hand in a wave. “Hey.”
Ruth nods. “You brought the photo?”
I hold it up. Still blank. Still wrong.
“We’ll take another,” I say. “Maybe this time it’ll show us what it doesn’t want us to see.”
Anna-Louise rises slowly. “We have to be quick. Mom’s up soon.”
We start walking, same as yesterday. But today feels different. Like we’re not just following the trail.
Like we’re walking into something that’s been waiting for us.
Detective Schneider – 7:31 AM, October 8, 1986
I spot them from half a block away—three kids walking fast with purpose. James. The Walters twins.
My son knows better. But he’s always been too curious for his own good.
I keep my distance. Let them think they’re alone.
They’re heading straight back to that trail. I know it. I can feel it. And I don’t like the way the trees bend near it. Like something’s alive in there.
I park a street over. Grab my flashlight. And follow.
Quiet.
Because if I’ve learned one thing from this job—it’s that sometimes the most dangerous part of a mystery…
...is when kids start asking the right questions.
Anna-Louise – 8:04 AM, October 8, 1986 – At the Trail
The lavender post stands like a marker between worlds. We stop just before it.
“Same as yesterday?” James asks.
“No,” I say. “Different light. Different air.”
We step past it together.
The path ahead winds sharper than before, or maybe it just feels that way. We walk slower now. Be more careful. Like the woods are listening.
Ruth runs her hand along the tree trunks as we go. James keeps his camera down, but I can tell his finger is twitching.
Then we see it.
A new piece of fabric—blue, frayed—caught on a branch. It looks old. Like it’s been here for years.
James lifts it with a stick. “Shirt collar. Kids’ size.”
My chest tightens.
“That could be mine,” I whisper.
“It could be anyone’s,” Ruth says gently.
But her voice shakes.
Then the wind shifts, and we all stop.
Ahead of us, farther down the trail, something glints—metal. A shape. Half-buried.
We start walking again.
Because whatever it is... It's been waiting to be found.

Anna-Ruth – 8:11 AM, October 8, 1986
The glint becomes clearer the closer we get. James crouches down first, brushing away leaves and pine needles. Anna-Louise and I stand behind him, barely breathing.
“It’s a box,” he says. “Metal. Padlocked.”
He pulls it out further. It’s small, maybe the size of a shoebox. Rusted at the corners. The lock is thin and old, the kind of thing you could break with enough pressure.
“Wait,” Anna-Louise says suddenly. Her voice sounds hollow.
She kneels next to James. Reaches out—but doesn’t touch it. Just stares.
“I’ve seen this before,” she whispers. “In a dream.”
“Was it buried?” I ask.
She nods. “And I was scared. Really scared.”
James pulls out a pen and pries at the latch. It snaps open with a soft metallic click.
We all freeze.
“Do we open it?” he asks.
No one answers.
So he does.
Inside is a stack of folded paper—old, yellowed, water-damaged—but still readable. On top of the pile is a photograph. Black and white. Faded at the corners.
It’s of two girls. Twins. Wearing the same dress. Same hairstyle. Same smile.
But only one of them looks like Anna-Louise.
The other… doesn’t.
There’s a name scrawled on the back: Louisa W. – 1980.
Anna-Louise stumbles back, almost falling.
“That’s not me,” she says. “That’s not me. But I know that place. That bench.”
I look at James. He looks back at me. We both know.
This changes everything.
And the papers beneath it?
They’re diaries.
We open the top one—carefully, like it might crumble. But when we flip through the pages, our breath catches.
They’re blank.
All of them. Every single page.
No handwriting. No ink. Just lines and yellowed paper, like someone meant to say something… but never did.
Or worse—like someone made sure they couldn’t.
We don’t say anything for a long time.
Because the woods aren’t just holding secrets.
They’re swallowing them.
And some of them might still be alive.




Chapter 8


James – 9:03 AM, October 8, 1986
We’re back in Ruth’s room, the metal box between us, and it still feels like it’s watching me.
“They’re blank,” I say again, flipping through the pages. “All of them.”
“I know what I saw,” Anna-Louise says. “That dream. That bench. That fear.”
She paces while Ruth leans against the wall, arms crossed, brow furrowed like she’s trying to will the ink into appearing. I hold one of the journals up to the light, turn it sideways, then upside down. Nothing. No ink. No markings. Just faded lines on yellow paper.
“Maybe it’s a trick,” I mutter.
“It is a trick,” Ruth says. “We’re just not playing it right.”
I try rubbing a pencil lightly across the page. Nothing. Then I try holding it closer to the window.
Still nothing.
Anna-Louise sits down, fidgeting. “What if we missed something?”
“We’re missing something,” I say. “You don’t bury a locked metal box in the woods and fill it with blank notebooks unless you want someone to see something without letting everyone see it.”
“Like... secret ink?” Ruth says, half-joking.
I blink.
She notices. “I was kidding.”
“I’m not,” I say, flipping back to the first page and sniffing it. “There’s a weird smell. Like lemons. Or vinegar.”
Anna-Louise’s eyes widened. “We used to write notes in lemon juice when we were little. They’d show up if you heated them.”
“Hold up,” Ruth says, grabbing the desk lamp. “It’s hot enough, right?”
James props a page up close to the lampbulb, careful not to scorch it. Nothing happens—at first.
Then, slowly, faint lines begin to appear. Words. Anna-Louise gasps.
“Wait… is that a word?” Ruth leans in.
The ink darkens, blooming across the page like it’s coming back to life.
WE NEVER LEFT
James exhales. “It’s invisible ink.” And suddenly…
We’re not chasing ghosts anymore.
We’re uncovering them.
Sue-Ellen – 9:12 AM, October 8, 1986
Something’s up again.
I can hear them through the floor—voices rising, footsteps pacing, furniture moving. It’s the kind of sound that means secrets. And I’ve been around long enough to know the difference between normal and not.
I peek into Ruth’s room from the hall. The door is cracked. They don’t see me.
The weird boy, James, is holding something up to the lamp. Ruth is leaning in close. And Anna-Louise is just sitting there like she’s seen a ghost.
I take one careful step back.
They're hiding something again. But it’s not mischief. It’s fear.
And now I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be scared of them… or of them.
Either way, I’m done waiting for someone to tell me what’s going on.
I’m going to find out for myself.
Anna-Louise – 9:19 AM, October 8, 1986
James flips to the next page.
More invisible ink blooms into view.
A list.
7 names.
We don’t recognize any of them at first—until Ruth points to the third one down.
Margaret Crain.
“Wait,” she says. “That’s the name of the woman who used to live in the green house on Orchard Lane.”
James looks up. “The one that burned down?”
Ruth nods. “Ten years ago.”
Anna-Louise stares at the last name on the list.
Her lips part, and for a second, it looks like she can’t breathe.
“What?” Ruth asks.
Anna-Louise turns the diary around.
The last name reads: Annabelle Louise Walters.
And next to it…
(Returned).
The room goes dead silent.
“I’ve never seen that name before,” Anna-Louise whispers. “But I know it’s me. I just... know.”
Ruth grabs the book from her. “There’s a checkmark next to it.”
James frowns. “All the other names have dates. Disappeared. Presumed dead. Unexplained event.”
Ruth flips through the rest of the diary—pages upon pages glowing faintly with heat, slowly becoming readable. The writing is erratic, panicked. Some sections are crossed out violently. Some pages are torn.
Then James finds it.
Scrawled across the middle of one page, like a scream frozen in ink:
“SHE CAME BACK WRONG.”
Anna-Louise backs away.
Ruth closes the diary.
James whispers, “We shouldn’t be reading this.”
But no one moves.
Because it’s already too late.

Detective Schneider – 9:22 AM, October 8, 1986
I park across the street from the Walters’ house and kill the engine.
There’s no sign of James. Or the girls.
I rest my hand on the steering wheel and watch the house like it’s going to confess something.
The front door’s closed. Curtains drawn. But I know this feeling—it’s the same one I’ve had on scenes where everything looks quiet right before it explodes.
I step out, cross the road, and knock.
No answer.
I knock again, louder.
Finally, Sue-Ellen opens it. She looks surprised, but not guilty. That’s worse.
“Oh. Hi, Detective.”
“Your parents' home?” I ask.
“No. Just us.”
I nod. “Can I come in?”
She hesitates, then steps aside.
As I enter, I hear movement upstairs—quick, like footsteps trying not to be heard. I catch Sue-Ellen’s eyes.
“What’s going on?”
She shrugs. “You tell me.”
It’s a lie, or part of one. But she’s not good at hiding the truth, unlike her sister.
I head toward the stairs.
Whatever they found—whatsoever they’ve done—it’s close.
And I’m almost there.
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Anna-Ruth – 9:23 AM, October 8, 1986
We barely have time to shove the box under the bed before we hear the first creak of the staircase.
James is pale, already backing away from the desk lamp. Anna-Louise is frozen, clutching the diary to her chest like it’s a life vest in a flood.
I grab it from her gently and tuck it into my hoodie.
“Don’t say anything,” I whisper. “Let me talk.”
Footsteps. Closer.
We scramble—James kicks the chair back to its place, Anna-Louise wipes her eyes, and I sit on the bed like we’ve been doing nothing but wasting time all morning.
The knock on the door is too polite.
“Ruth?” Schneider’s voice.
I glance at the others, then open the door just enough to let him see us—but not what’s behind us.
“Detective,” I say, cool and casual like my heart isn’t doing backflips. “What’s going on?”
His eyes sweep the room like searchlights. He doesn’t step inside, but I can feel him taking everything in.
“I was looking for James,” he says. “Funny, his bike’s out front.”
James clears his throat. “Sorry, sir. I came to see Ruth about… school stuff.”
I nod quickly. “Group project. Civics.”
“Civics,” he repeats, clearly not buying it.
He lingers for a moment longer, then gives a tight nod.
“If you see anything strange,” he says, “anything at all—tell me.”
“We will,” I lied.
He glances at each of us one more time. His eyes stop on Anna-Louise.
There’s something in the way he looks at her. No pity. Not belief. Something sharper. Like he knows what she doesn’t yet.
Then he turns and walks back down the hall.
We don’t breathe again until we hear the front door click shut.
James exhales. “That was close.”
Anna-Louise doesn’t say anything. She’s staring at the floor where the diary used to be.
I sat back down beside her. “You okay?”
“No,” she whispers. And then, even softer: “What if he’s right?”
I want to ask what she means.
But deep down, I already know.
Anna-Louise – 9:32 AM, October 8, 1986
The room feels like it’s shrinking.
I can’t get air in my lungs. Not really. Not enough.
My ears are ringing. My hands won’t stop shaking. The floor feels like it’s floating under me, like I’m not even part of my body anymore.
James is saying something—his mouth is moving—but I can’t hear him. Ruth reaches for me, but I pull away too fast, and the movement sends the world spinning.
I close my eyes. But that’s worse.
Because now I see it.
That bench.
That name: Annabelle Louise Walters.
Returned.
But not the same. Never the same.
She came back wrong.
Who wrote that?
Who knew it before I did?
There’s a weight in my chest like something’s clawing to get out. Like the truth is trying to surface, and my body can’t hold it back anymore.
“Anna,” Ruth says, softer now. “You’re safe. You’re here. You’re with us.”
No. No, I’m not.
Because in that moment—blurry, breathless, and breaking—I remember something.
Not a voice. Not a place.
A feeling.
Someone standing behind me in the woods.
Breathing my name.
But it wasn’t mine.

Beth – 9:39 AM, October 8, 1986
I was coming to tell them breakfast was ready.
But when I got to the top of the stairs, it was way too quiet. Not normal quiet. The kind of quiet that makes your tummy twist.
I tiptoed down the hall and peeked at Ruth’s door. It was open a little. I didn’t go in. I just stood there.
Anna-Louise was on the floor, hugging her knees. She looked really, really sad. Like she was about to cry or maybe already had. Her eyes were all red. James looked worried. Ruth was pacing like she was mad or scared—or both.
I didn’t know what they were talking about, but it felt like something big. Something bad.
I held the railing tight and stayed quiet. I didn’t want them to see me. I didn’t want to bother them.
But I couldn’t stop staring at Anna-Louise.
Because even though she was just sitting there, not saying anything...
She looked like she was breaking. And I was too scared to help her.
Their eyes met mine, and the next thingI knew, they shut the door
Unknown – 9:41 AM, October 8, 1986
She’s remembering.
Faster than expected.
They found the diary. They saw the name.
She’s breaking in all the right places.
Soon, she’ll start asking the real questions.
And when she does...
She’ll wish she never comes back at all.
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Anna-Ruth – 9:56 AM, October 8, 1986
She hasn’t said a word since Beth ran back downstairs.
I’m not even sure Anna-Louise is blinking. Just sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at the spot where the diary used to be, like it burned a hole in the floor.
James has gone quiet, too. He keeps looking at me like I’m supposed to know what to say. But I don’t.
I sat down next to her, not too close. “You don’t have to be okay yet,” I say. “But you’re not alone. Alright?”
Still nothing.
“I know that name shook you,” I go on. “Annabelle Louise. I get it. But names don’t make you who you are.”
She finally turns her head. Barely. “Then what does?”
Her voice is scratchy, but it cuts like glass.
I look her in the eyes. “What you choose to do with the truth. That’s what matters.”
She looks back down. “What if I don’t want to know?”
I breathe out slowly. “Then we figure it out together. Piece by piece. You’re not going to lose yourself again. Not if I can help it.”
James finally speaks up from the desk. “There’s more in the diary. I haven't told you everything yet.”
We both look at him.
He reaches into his backpack and pulls out a photocopy he made. “There’s a second list. But this one has symbols next to each name.”
He spreads it on the desk. “I think these are coordinates. Or code.”
I stand up.
Here we go again.
Whatever this is… It’s just getting started.

James – 10:08 AM, October 8, 1986
I’ve stared at the second list for twenty minutes straight, and I’m still not sure if I’m looking at a puzzle or a warning.
Each name has a symbol next to it—some look like letters, others like runes or compass points. One has a spiral. One has what might be a sun. But the one that matters—the one next to “Annabelle Louise Walters”—is different.
It’s not a shape.
It’s a smudge.
At first, I thought it was an ink blot, but the more I stare at it, the more it looks… intentional. Like someone scrubbed something out on purpose.
“Maybe it’s a mistake,” Anna-Ruth says.
“No,” I murmur. “It’s hiding something.”
I lift the paper to the light. Nothing.
Then I flip it over. There’s a faint impression—just barely visible.
“I think there’s something underneath.”
Ruth leans in. “Like pressed too hard when they were writing?”
“Exactly.”
I grab a pencil and start lightly shading the back of the page. Slowly, a symbol begins to appear—rough, sharp-edged, familiar.
It’s the same one carved into the lavender trail post.
My blood goes cold.
Anna-Ruth sees it too. “It’s a mark.”
“A warning,” I say. “This name was covered up. But it’s the same trail. The same place.”
I swallow hard.
“Whatever happened to the others…”
I tap the smudged name with the pencil tip.
“It started there.”

Anna-Louise – 10:22 AM, October 8, 1986
I don’t remember getting downstairs.
One second I was in the bedroom, listening to James talk about symbols, and the next I was staring at a bowl of cereal that had gone soggy.
Mom was talking. Beth was humming. Dad had already left for work. Sue-Ellen just sat across from me, barely blinking. Like she knew.
“Eat something, sweetheart,” Mom says gently.
I nod, but I don’t move.
Because the second I looked at the kitchen tile, something snapped.
It was the pattern. Not just black and white. Not just squares.
It was the same pattern from the floor in the flash I saw yesterday.
The floor beneath the door has no handle.
And just like that, I’m not in the kitchen anymore.
I’m somewhere else.
The hallway is cold. The light is buzzing, flickering overhead. I’m walking barefoot, and my toes are numb. There are voices—muffled, like they’re behind the walls.
There’s the door. White. No knob. No number. Just a single, hand-drawn symbol carved where a peephole should be.
The same mark James found under my name.
I reached out.
The door opens before I touch it.
And inside is nothing.
Not darkness. Not a room. Just a hole. Endless. Waiting.
I fall forward—
—“Anna!”
Mom’s voice snaps me back.
I blink hard. My spoon clatters onto the floor.
Everyone is staring.
My hands are shaking again.
“I… I need to go lie down,” I whisper, already pushing back my chair.
But as I leave the table, I hear Beth say something softly.
“She looked like she saw a ghost.”
And for the first time, I think maybe she’s right.
Except I’m not sure if I saw one…
Or if I am one.

Sue-Ellen – 10:26 AM, October 8, 1986
She didn’t just space out. She disappeared.
Right in front of us.
One minute she was sitting at the table, then she was somewhere else behind her eyes. Like she left her body for a second and came back wrong.
Mom didn’t notice. Not really. She chalked it up to stress. But I saw the way Ruth stiffened. The way James leaned forward like he was ready to catch her. And Anna-Ruth doesn’t flinch easily.
As soon as Anna-Louise leaves the table, I follow her with my eyes. She moves like her bones are too heavy. Like gravity wants her more than the rest of us.
“Can I be excused?” I ask.
Mom nods without looking up.
I slip out and head toward the hallway. I don’t go into Anna-Louise’s room. I just pressed my ear gently to the door.
She’s crying. Quiet, like she doesn’t want anyone to hear.
For a second, I feel something strange.
No pity. Not even fear.
It’s recognition.
Like I’ve heard her cry before.
Like it’s a sound I knew a long time ago.
Even when she wasn’t here.
Anna-Ruth – 10:33 AM, October 8, 1986
I find James in the garage. He’s got the diary open across the workbench like it’s sacred. Pages flattened with screws, pencil clutched between his teeth, eyes wild.
“You look like a conspiracy theorist,” I say.
He shrugs. “It’s not a conspiracy if it’s true.”
I roll my eyes and walk over. “What did you find?”
He points to a margin note in the second diary. It’s faint, written almost sideways between two lines:
“The gate only opens if the mark knows your name.”
I stare at it. “What does that even mean?”
“I don’t know yet,” he admits. “But I think Anna-Louise remembering her name wasn’t random. I think it was the first lock turning.”
I don’t like that. I don’t like the sound of ‘locks’ or ‘gates’ or anything that sounds like a door between this world and another.
James keeps going, flipping to the back pages. “And look—this symbol here?” He points to a star-shaped rune. “It’s in her dream. The door. That mark was there.”
“You’re saying she’s not just remembering. She’s being… what? Guided?”
He looks at me, dead serious.
“I’m saying something I want her to remember.”
I got a cold.
I thought this was about memory. About identity.
But maybe it’s not about finding out who she is.
Maybe it’s about unlocking where she went.

Beth – 11:01 AM, October 8, 1986
I was outside picking up sticks like Mom asked when I saw it.
At first, I thought it was dirt. Or maybe one of the chalk drawings Anna-Louise did with me last week.
But it wasn’t.
It was carved.
Right into the bark of the old tree near the back fence. A weird shape—like a star, but bent. Twisted. It looked wrong.
I stepped closer.
It wasn’t red like blood. It was darker. Stickier. Like the tree was bleeding ink.
I didn’t scream.
I just stared.
Because right under the shape, someone had scratched a message:
“I REMEMBER YOU.”
I dropped the stick I was holding and ran back to the house.
But before I went inside, I looked back one more time.
The carving was gone.

Detective Schneider – 11:15 AM, October 8, 1986
The old files stink like mold and dust, and I hate that I even remember where they are.
Box 17B. Cold cases. The ones nobody likes talking about. Especially not the one from 1964.
I pry the lid open, and there it is.
Unsolved disappearance. No leads. Vanished from her backyard in the middle of a sunny afternoon. The town never called it a kidnapping—not officially. And they hadn’t had one in over a hundred years.
Name: Eleanor Crain. Age 11.
It hits me before I even see the next page. The last name. Crain. Like Margaret Crain,  one of the names from the diary James showed me last year. The one he wasn’t supposed to be reading.
I pull the file. Leaf through faded reports, grainy photographs, a blurry shot of a backyard swing hanging still. Then I find the note tucked at the back of the file.
It’s a photocopy of a symbol, scrawled in pencil. Jagged. Off-center.
The same mark James found carved in the trail.
The same one Anna-Louise described in her “dream.”
I sit back in the chair, the hairs on my arms standing up.
Either my kid’s caught up in the strangest coincidence this town’s ever seen—
Or history’s about to repeat itself.
And this time, I don’t think the missing ones are coming back the same.

James – 11:29 AM, October 8, 1986 – The Trail
We didn’t plan to come back here today.
But something about the new symbol in the diary—the same one from the dream, from the post—made it feel like we had to.
Ruth walks ahead of us, her boots crunching over the dried leaves. Anna-Louise stays close behind me, eyes scanning every branch like something might jump out. I don’t blame her. If it were me having dreams like hers, I wouldn’t want to be alone either.
We stop at the same spot as before. The lavender post. The hidden gate.
But Ruth doesn’t stop.
She pushes deeper into the trees, following something I can’t see. “It’s here,” she says.
“What’s here?” I ask.
She crouches near a fallen log and starts digging with her hands. “I don’t know. I just feel it.”
After a few minutes, her fingers hit something soft.
Not earth.
Not wood.
Fabric.
She pulls out a scrap of cloth, muddy and half-rotted. It’s pink. Faded.
Too small for an adult.
She unfolds it carefully.
There’s a name stitched in the collar.
Eleanor.
Anna-Louise’s breath catches.
We all go quiet.
Because none of us said that name out loud.
But somehow, the forest knew we were looking for it.

Anna-Louise – 11:36 AM, October 8, 1986
I keep staring at the name as if I'm blind; it’ll disappear. Like the fabric will turn to ash in my hands and leave me holding nothing but dirt.
But it doesn’t.
It stays.
And with it, something else comes rising in me—a sound. Low. Distant.
Singing.
Not loud. Not music. Just a voice. Humming.
“Do you hear that?” I whisper.
James turns. “Hear what?”
Ruth freezes beside me.
“You hear it too,” I say.
She nods slowly. “It’s coming from the trees.”
We spin toward the direction of the sound. It’s faint. Fluttering between the branches like wind through hollow bones.
I take a step forward.
The humming stops.
And in its place—
A giggle.
Childlike.
Far away, but wrong. Warped. It’s been echoing too long and doesn’t know how to end.
James pulls out his camera. “Get behind me.”
Ruth grabs my hand.
Another giggle. Closer this time.
Then nothing.
Just silence so thick it feels like it’s pressing on my ears.
We stayed there a long time, holding still.
And then James whispers:
“There’s something written on the tree.”
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Sue-Ellen – 12:02 PM, October 8, 1986
I saw them sneak back through the side yard, clothes dirty and faces pale.
They didn’t see me watching from the upstairs window.
Ruth looked like she was hiding something in her jacket. Anna-Louise looked like she’d seen a ghost.
And that boy—James—was right in the middle of it all. Again.
Something's going on. I don't know what it is yet, but I know that look. It's the same one people get when they lie and hope no one notices.
I thought I was helping her. Anna-Louise, I mean.
I believed she was back. I believed she was my friend. But now I don’t know if she even remembers me. Or if she ever was the same person at all.
Maybe I’ll ask her. Or maybe I’ll wait.
People say the truth always comes out eventually.
I just want to be standing close enough when it does.
James – 12:27 PM, October 8, 1986
I thought I was used to being weird.
But nothing prepared me for the way the air changed when I saw that second symbol—this one burned into the tree like it had been waiting for us. It wasn’t just carved. It was seared. Like fire had touched it, but left no burn marks around it.
The symbol was the same as the one in the diary. The one from the cold case file Dad keeps buried in the basement.
Eleanor Crain.
Whoever she was… she’s tied to all of this.
Anna-Ruth snapped a photo. Anna-Louise just stared.
“I think,” she whispered, “it’s trying to show us something.”
“‘It’?” I asked.
She didn’t answer.

Anna-Ruth – 12:35 PM, October 8, 1986
We took the long way home.
Not because we wanted to. But because we all felt it.
That creeping pressure on our backs. Like someone was trailing just a few paces behind, only stepping when we stepped. Like something wasn’t following with feet, but with eyes.
I didn’t say anything until we got to the broken fence behind the neighbour’s yard.
“We’re being watched,” I said quietly.
James didn’t answer. He pulled out his camera and snapped a photo behind us—just trees, nothing else. But the second the flash went off, Anna-Louise screamed.
I spun toward her, but she was already backing away, staring at the screen of James’s camera.
“It’s there,” she whispered. “Look.”
We all crowded around.
At first, it was just trees.
Then we saw it.
A hand.
Reaching around the side of a tree trunk.
Pale.
Thin.
Too many fingers.
Beth – 12:39 PM, October 8, 1986
I heard them come in from the woods.
I was about to run out and meet them, but then I stopped in the hallway. They were talking fast. Too fast.
Anna-Louise was crying. James sounded mad. Ruth said something like “It didn’t want to be seen.”
Then something hit the floor.
I waited, frozen.
And then I heard it.
A knock.
But not from the door.
From inside the walls.

Detective Schneider – 12:45 PM, October 8, 1986
The folder had no business being on my desk.
I hadn’t touched the Eleanor Crain file in over a decade. I’d tucked it deep in the archives after the last lead went nowhere.
But there it was this morning.
Open.
Page flipped.
A sticky note on top in my handwriting—but I hadn’t written it.
“Look closer.”
I didn’t even remember keeping that pen colour in the office.
The handwriting looked like mine. But too perfect. Like someone had practiced it.
I flipped through the file again. That same symbol—the one on the tree, the one James showed me in that photo last night—was scrawled in the margins of an old interview page. Except I knew for a fact that the symbol wasn’t there before.
I ran my finger along the ink.
Fresh.
Not just copied—added.
There was no record of anyone checking out the file. No fingerprints but mine.
Still, something felt… touched.
I closed the file and locked it again, but it didn’t matter.
This case had been dead for 31 years.
Someone was bringing it back.
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Anna-Ruth – 4:11 PM, October 8, 1986
The library smelled like dust and old glue, but it was the only place quiet enough to talk without everyone’s ears glued to us. We pushed three chairs into a corner table under the flickering light. From the outside, it probably looked like we were studying, notebooks open, pens scratching. But my page was nothing but shaky sketches of that hand.
Too many fingers. More than five. More than six.
“I counted seven,” James whispered, eyes darting toward the nearest shelves. “I swear it. They weren’t curled right either, like they bent in the wrong places.”
Anna-Louise wrapped her arms around herself, shoulders tight. “It felt like it was… reaching for me,” she said softly. “Like it recognized me.”
A chill pricked at the back of my neck. “That doesn’t make sense. People don’t just grow new fingers.”
James tapped his pen nervously. “Which means it wasn’t just a person.”
The word wasn’t settled like a stone between us. No one wanted to say what else it could’ve been.
We sat there pretending to write, but our silence was louder than any answer we could’ve spoken.
Then came the sound. A chair leg scraping against tile—just behind the history shelves.
We froze.

James – 4:19 PM, October 8, 1986
 I leaned forward, trying to see through the gap in the books. For a second, a shadow moved—quick, sharp. Not like a teacher walking by. Smaller. Lighter. Someone is listening.
“Hello?” I whispered, my throat dry.
No response. Just the faint shuffle of sneakers heading the opposite way.
Anna-Louise gripped my sleeve, nails biting into the fabric. “They heard us,” she hissed.
“Maybe it was nothing,” I tried, but even I didn’t believe it. My heart thumped too hard. In this town, nothing was ever just nothing anymore.
Ruth stood, gathering her books in a sharp motion. “We can’t talk here.”
We slipped out of the library in a line, three shadows against the setting sun. Every creak of the doors felt like someone’s eyes were following us.
I checked behind me twice, but the sidewalk was empty.
Still, I couldn’t shake it: someone had been close enough to hear every word.

Anna-Louise – 5:02 PM, October 8, 1986
 Dinner was unbearable. Forks clinked, plates scraped, and everyone kept asking me if I liked the food, if I wanted more, if I remembered anything at all. Every question was a trap. Every answer I gave was wrong.
I couldn’t stop watching it. That hand. The way the extra fingers twitched, not like they belonged to a body but like they belonged to something else.
I looked across the table. Ruth wasn’t eating either. She was stabbing her peas over and over like they’d personally offended her. James tapped his fork three times on the edge of his plate—our signal for later.
Beth kept talking, filling the silence, her voice bouncing off my skin like static. I just nodded at her school story, even though I didn’t hear half of it.
When Dad asked me how my “first real day back” had been, I said fine. But all I could taste was fear.
Because every time I blinked, I saw that shadow at the library, listening.
And I knew we weren’t the only ones keeping secrets anymore.

Sue-Ellen – 5:37 PM, October 8, 1986
 They think I don’t notice things. But I do.
I saw the way Ruth wouldn’t look Mom in the eye at dinner. I saw the twitch in Anna-Louise’s hands, the way she kept glancing toward James, like they’d already agreed on something without words.
And I saw James slip something into his backpack before leaving.
I went upstairs after the plates were cleared, pretending to brush my hair, but really I was watching from the window. Sure enough, the three of them met in the yard by the swing set. Ruth had her flashlight. James had his camera. And Anna-Louise… she looked like she might fall apart if either of them let go.
I pressed my forehead against the glass. My chest hurts.
Whatever they were planning, they weren’t going to tell me. They never did.
But this wasn’t just a sister drama anymore. This was something else. Bigger.
I reached for a notebook from my desk drawer and wrote down what I saw. Just in case.
Because one day soon, someone’s going to ask what really happened here.
And I want to remember every detail.

James – 7:03 PM, October 8, 1986
 The porch light flickered overhead as I sat on the steps, waiting. My dad was still at the station. Mom wasn’t home. That left me with nothing but a half-empty notebook and too many questions buzzing in my head.
I kept replaying the library in my mind. The scrape of the chair. The shuffle of feet. Whoever it was, they were close. Closer than anyone should’ve been without us noticing.
When Ruth and Anna-Louise came out, I didn’t even have to ask. I saw the same unsettled look in their eyes.
“They heard,” Ruth said flatly, like she’d already accepted it.
“Yeah,” I admitted.
Anna-Louise sat beside me, pulling her knees up to her chest. “What if they tell someone?”
“They will,” Ruth muttered. “That’s how this town works. Secrets don’t stay secrets here.”
I tried to sound calm, even though my pulse was hammering. “Then we make sure what they overheard doesn’t sound like anything. Just kids talking nonsense.”
But deep down, I knew it didn’t matter. Whoever was listening… they knew. And now, we weren’t the only ones chasing the truth.

Anna-Louise – 7:41 PM, October 8, 1986
 Back inside the house, everything looked normal. Too normal.
Beth was sprawled on the rug, colouring unicorns in her sketchpad. Mom was folding laundry at the kitchen table, humming like nothing in the world was wrong. Dad wasn’t home yet. The radio played soft country music, fuzzy through the speakers.
And yet, every time the floorboard creaked, I jumped. Every time the phone rang, I thought it was about me.
I slipped upstairs as quietly as I could, closing the bedroom door behind me. My room—the one they said was mine—still felt staged, like a play set built for an audience I couldn’t see. I sat at the desk and unfolded the note again, the one about the trail.
The handwriting looked like mine. It was mine. And that was the worst part.
“Don’t let them see you at night.”
Who was “them”?
I didn’t realize I was whispering the words aloud until the door creaked. I shoved the note under a book just as Ruth slipped in.
“You were talking to yourself,” she said.
I forced a smile. “Just thinking.”
Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t believe me.
And honestly? I didn’t believe me either.
Sue-Ellen – 8:16 PM, October 8, 1986
 I pretended to be brushing my teeth, but really, I was listening through the vent that led down into Ruth’s room. Voices carried better than people thought.
Anna-Louise’s voice came first—low, shaky. Then Ruth’s voice was sharp and clipped, as if she were trying not to yell.
I couldn’t catch every word, but I caught enough.
“…I saw too many fingers…”
 “…wasn’t human…”
 “…the trail… the gate…”
I pressed my hand over my mouth. My stomach flipped.
They weren’t just talking about Anna-Louise forgetting things. They were talking about something else. Something worse.
And James. His voice joined in too, steady but fast, like he was taking notes.
“…dad’s files… evidence…”
That word made my skin crawl. Evidence.
I shut the bathroom door and leaned against it, toothbrush still in my hand.
Whatever they were tangled up in, it wasn’t just kid stuff anymore. And if Dad and Mom found out—if Detective Schneider found out—I wasn’t sure any of us would be able to stop what came next.
So I did the only thing I knew how to do.
I opened my notebook and wrote it all down. Every word I caught. Every shiver I felt.
Because one day, someone would ask what happened to this family.
And I wanted proof that I’d seen it unravel.
Anna-Ruth – 8:53 PM, October 8, 1986
 The house was too quiet after dark. Even Beth’s singing upstairs sounded far away, muffled, like the walls were swallowing it whole.
I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at the sliver of moonlight sneaking through the blinds.
I couldn’t stop thinking about the library. The shadow is moving between the shelves. The scrape of that chair. Whoever it was, they didn’t just hear us. They wanted to.
When the knock came at my door, I almost screamed.
“It’s me,” James whispered.
I cracked the door and let him in. He carried his notebook under his arm, eyes darting to make sure no one followed.
“Look,” he said, flipping it open. “I’ve been writing down everything since she came back. Times, places, what she says. But something is missing.”
He turned the book toward me. Pages filled with scribbled notes, arrows, and question marks. And one empty page at the back.
“That’s where the answers go,” he said quietly. “And I think they’re in the station. In the files Dad doesn’t talk about. The ones locked away.”
My throat tightened. I didn’t answer.
Because I already knew he was right.
But I also knew we weren’t ready. Not yet.
Anna-Louise – 9:21 PM, October 8, 1986
 The house was dark except for the glow of the hall nightlight. I lay awake in the bed that is supposedly mine, staring at the ceiling, tracing the cracks in the plaster like they were maps leading somewhere else.
Sleep wouldn’t come. Every time I closed my eyes, the hand appeared—the extra fingers stretching toward me, curling in a way no human hand should. Sometimes I thought I felt it brush against my arm, and I’d jolt awake, heart racing, though nothing was there.
I wanted to believe I was safe here, but the truth pressed heavier every night: I didn’t belong in this room, in this house, in this family. Even my supposed twin sister knew it.
A soft creak at the door made me freeze. For a moment, I thought it was that shadow again, sneaking through the walls. But when the door opened, it was Ruth. Her hair was messy, her face pale in the nightlight glow.
“You’re still awake,” she whispered.
“So are you,” I whispered back.
She slipped inside and shut the door gently behind her. “I keep thinking about the library. About the sound we heard.”
I pushed myself up on my elbows. “Me too.”
Her eyes searched mine for a long moment, as if she were deciding whether to believe me. Then she sat at the edge of the bed, arms crossed tight over her chest.
“Someone knows,” she said finally. “And if they know, then we’re already in danger.”
The silence between us stretched until it felt unbearable. I almost told her about the note—the warning I’d found in my own handwriting—but my throat closed around the words.
Because part of me already knew: if I showed her, if I admitted it out loud, I’d never be able to pretend again.
And once the pretending stopped, there’d be no way back.
James – 2:17 AM, October 9, 1986
 I woke up drenched. Sweat pooled along my sides, soaking through my shirt, my blanket, my pillow. My hands wouldn’t stop trembling. My whole body shook.
That hand.
Those seven fingers.
Every time I blinked, I saw them crawling along the walls of my room, stretching toward me, curling in ways no fingers should.
I must’ve screamed, because the door banged open. Dad rushed in, his face sharp with worry.
“Nightmare,” I told him. My voice didn’t even crack. He searched my face for the truth, like he always does, but this time… this time he believed me.
Usually, he sees right through me. Tonight it was like I lied better than I ever had before. Or worse—like the hand wanted me to lie. Like it reached inside me and twisted the words so Dad wouldn’t know.
Because maybe he already knew.
Maybe he knew what I’d seen. Maybe the town kept a secret even from him—no, not from him. With him.
The thought crawled into my brain before I could stop it. What if Dad was hiding something?
I shook my head hard. No. My dad would never do that. He’s always been honest. Always. But then again, how much do any of us really know about the people we live with?
I tried to push the thought away, but it wouldn’t let go.
Sleep was impossible after that. I climbed out of bed, still shivering, and sat at my desk. My notepad stared back at me, blank and waiting.
I started scribbling—ideas, questions, guesses. What was the hand? Who did it belong to? What did it want from me? From us?
Tomorrow, I’d meet up with the twins. We had to talk. We had to figure this out.
Because if we didn’t, that hand wasn’t going to stay in my nightmares.

Anna-Ruth – 6:42 AM, October 9, 1986
 The phone rang early. Too early. But before I even picked it up, I knew it was James. Of course it was. None of us could have really slept after what we saw. That hand. Those seven fingers. It was like they’d followed us home, like they wanted to keep us awake.
“Were you up all night too?” he asked.
“Yes.” The word came out before I could even think.
He didn’t waste time. “I’m coming over. Dad left for work. I’ll be there in ten.”
When he arrived, he didn’t knock. He didn’t have to. He still had the key I gave him the day Anna and I started talking to him about our situation. I’d told myself it was practical—if I was ever locked out, he could help—but really, I just needed him to have it. I didn’t want to lose the only real friend I’d had in years. To me, the key meant that he needed to stay in contact even if she left.
And part of me knew: when Anna-Louise finally went back to wherever she came from, I’d need proof that I mattered too. That James wasn’t just here for her.
Sometimes I almost wanted to keep her, to hold on tight and pretend she belonged here. She was becoming my friend in ways that made me feel guilty. But she wasn’t my sister. I knew my sister. And no matter how much I tried, she wasn’t her.
The floor creaked, and I jumped. Then another sound—three soft knocks against the door. They climbed up together, footsteps rushing. Louise and James, Together. Both of them were standing in front of the door, hurrying to get in.
A moment later, the three of us were in my room, voices low but quick, words spilling over each other.
We talked about the night. How none of us had slept. How the same hand had haunted all of us. James swore the hand wanted him to lie, to keep secrets. Louise whispered that it wanted her too, pressing her toward something she couldn’t explain. James leaned forward, his notebook balanced on his knees. “If my dad knows something, it’ll be in the files. Locked away.”
“Then how do we get to them?” Louise asked.
We sat in silence, listening to the house breathe around us. For a second, I thought none of us would answer.
Finally, I said, “We’ll figure it out.”
And even though no one said the words, the look we traded said everything. 
We’re breaking in.
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Anna-Ruth — Later that day, October 9, 1986
We said it was a “cop movie marathon,” like saying it out loud would make it normal. We sat on the floor with old tapes and the TV fuzzing, pretending we were just killing time. But really, we watched every scene the same way: pausing, rewinding, studying how police places looked on camera. We were looking for anything that might tell us what the evidence room even looked like through a lens.
James kept freezing the screen. “See here,” he’d say, pointing at the corner of the shot. “That camera sits up high. The shadow gives it away.” Anna-Louise wrote down everything. I watched them both, felt the popcorn bowl between us shake when it wasn’t even touched. We weren’t doing this for fun. We were doing this because we had to.
Around four, we walked the block by the police station. We didn’t want anyone to see us poking around, so we stuck to the shadows, acting like normal kids. James spoke low, like he didn’t want anyone to overhear. He said the cameras at the station got moved all the time — “they break, my dad points them somewhere else, or he swaps them out.” He sounded guilty when he said it, not proud. It made everything worse.
We circled the building — quick, not staring, just checking where a camera could be and where it wasn’t. We saw the bench, the leaning mailbox, and the duct-taped side door. Nothing heroic. Just small stuff that might matter later. We weren’t trained or anything. We were three stupid kids with a photo of a rusted box and blank diaries in our pockets.
Back in my room, we spread paper on the floor and made a map. It wasn’t neat. It was pencil lines and arrows and big Xs, the kind of map a club would make. We didn’t write how to get in. We wrote what we needed: names, dates, anything that said Portman or that lavender symbol. We agreed — in messy handwriting — to stop if we saw something that would hurt someone or if a real cop showed up. That felt like a promise, even if every one of us knew promises are slippery.
We gave ourselves jobs. James was “eyes” — taking pictures from far, spotting things that didn’t fit. Anna-Louise was “finder” — she notices tiny things nobody else does. Me? I was a “rememberer.” I knew the trail. I knew the bench. I believed I could tell when handwriting was mine and when it wasn’t.
Sue-Ellen kept floating in my head, the way she pressed her ear to the vents the night before. Part of me wanted to tell her everything. Part of me wanted to keep the map a secret — a small power, something only ours. We argued a little, then stopped because arguing made it feel real, and real was too close to dangerous.
In the middle of the page, we wrote: Timeframe — short. We didn’t put hours or steps. We wrote the reason. We go so someone else doesn’t write this story for us. Under it, in ink that smudged a little from James’s hand, we added: If an adult is involved, we stop. Tell Det. Schnider. Tell him everything.
We knew how messy that was. Telling Schnider could protect us. It could also drag more people into something none of us were ready to face. We folded the map and slid it into the back of my notebook. It felt smaller, like an idea you could still change. We left the lamp on and listened to the house breathe.
Outside, the night was quiet as if someone was waiting to tell us a secret. We were three kids who had seen something they couldn’t explain and didn’t know who to trust. The hand had woken us up. Now we were awake and making choices. That’s all we had.

James – October 9, 1986, 11:03 PM
 I couldn’t sit still. My notebook sat open on the desk, but the words and drawings inside it didn’t make sense anymore. Circles. Arrows. The hand with too many fingers. Each time I sketched it, it looked different. Longer. Crooked. Alive. I tore one page out, crumpled it, threw it in the wastebasket, and missed.
The map we made at Ruth’s was burned into my head. Every X we’d drawn, every shaky line, every question mark. We folded it like it was nothing, tucked it into her notebook like kids hiding a cheat sheet, but it felt heavier than anything I’ve ever carried.
I kept thinking about Dad. About how he came into my room after I screamed. How he looked at me like he already knew what I’d seen, like he was testing me. I told him it was just a nightmare, and he believed me. He’s never believed me before. Usually he sees right through me, catches every lie, every fidget. But that night? It was like he wanted me to lie. Or worse—like the hand wanted me to.
What if he’s hiding something? What if all of them are?
I pressed the pencil so hard it snapped in half. Graphite smeared across my palm, my skin shining with sweat. I wanted to call Ruth, or Louisa, just to hear their voices and know I wasn’t losing it. But it was too late. The whole world was asleep except me.
I went to the window. Outside, the street was quiet, the kind of quiet that makes your ears ring. The streetlight buzzed faintly. For a second, I swore I saw someone standing under it. Still. Watching. Their faces hidden in shadow.
I blinked. The space was empty again.
I told myself it was nothing. My brain, still haunted by that hand. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was real. That someone was watching us the same way we were watching them.
I pulled the blinds shut and stepped back, my heart racing. My notebook stared at me from the desk, the broken pencil lying across the page like a warning.
Sleep wasn’t coming. Not tonight. Not with that thing in my head, curling its fingers around every thought.
I lay back on my bed, still shaking, and whispered out loud to the dark, “We’re not ready.”
And the worst part was—I wasn’t sure the dark didn’t whisper back.

Sue-Ellen – October 10, 1986, 12:14 AM
 I couldn’t sleep. I could hear the house breathing — floorboards popping, the water heater sighing, Beth mumbling in her sleep. But over all of that, I kept hearing them. Ruth, Louisa, James. Whispering through the walls like they had a language only they could speak.
I pressed my ear to the vent again. Their voices rose and fell, sometimes too soft to catch, sometimes sharp enough to sting. I caught words like hand and seven fingers and evidence. Evidence. That one clung to me like a burr.
I should’ve gone back to bed. I should’ve closed my eyes and told myself they were just playing some dumb game. But I couldn’t. Not after the way Ruth had been looking at me lately, like she was guarding something. Not after James kept showing up like he belonged here.
I wrote it all down in my notebook. Every word I caught, even the half-sentences. My handwriting got messy in the dark, but I didn’t care. Someday, when they pretended I was never part of this, I’d have proof.
But the thing is… I don’t know if I want proof. The more I hear, the more it sounds like they’re walking straight into something they can’t walk out of. And part of me wants to slam the notebook shut, throw it in the trash, and beg them to stop.
I went to the window. The streetlight buzzed outside, flickering once, then steady. I thought I saw someone there earlier, just standing, but when I blinked it was gone. Maybe James saw it too. Maybe we’re all seeing the same things now.
I pulled the curtains shut and crawled back into bed, clutching the notebook against my chest.
One day they’ll ask what really happened. And when they do, I’ll be ready.

Anna-Ruth – October 10, 1986, 8:03 AM
 The morning felt wrong from the second I opened my eyes. Light poured through the blinds, too bright for October, but the air in my room was heavy, like the night hadn’t left. I lay there, staring at the ceiling, trying to convince myself that today was just another day. But my stomach twisted, and I knew it wasn’t.
James showed up before breakfast, his hair still damp, like he hadn’t even dried off after a shower. He carried his notebook under one arm, pages sticking out from the sides. He didn’t smile, didn’t even say hi. He just looked at me with those restless eyes and muttered, “We need to talk.”
Louisa was already awake. She met us in the kitchen, her face pale, her hands clenched around a coffee mug she didn’t even drink from. The three of us sat at the table, the smell of burnt toast still hanging in the air, and it felt like a secret meeting we weren’t ready for.
James opened his notebook and flipped to the map we made. His fingers traced the lines like they were sacred. “I couldn’t sleep,” he admitted. “I kept thinking about it. About the cameras. About what Dad knows.”
I wanted to tell him I felt the same, but my throat closed. Instead, I looked at Louisa. She nodded once, quick and sharp, like she’d already made up her mind.
“We need to figure out exactly what we’re looking for,” she said. “Not just wander in blind.”
“We know,” James said. His voice cracked. “Portman. The lavender symbol. Anything with her name on it. That’s all.”
We sat there in silence, letting the words settle. My hand brushed the edge of the map, and it felt like touching fire.
And then the sound came. A floorboard, creaking at the top of the stairs.
All three of us froze.
Someone was listening.
I glanced toward the hallway, but no one appeared. The silence that followed was worse than footsteps.
James whispered, “We’re not alone.”
My heart slammed against my ribs. I wanted to shout, to demand whoever it was come out, but my voice wouldn’t work. Louisa’s hands shook as she folded the map and stuffed it back into James’s notebook.
The three of us sat there, waiting, listening.
And then—knock.
Not from the front door. Not from upstairs.
From the basement.
A single, hollow knock, echoing through the floorboards beneath us.
We all looked at each other, wide-eyed.
No one moved.
Then it came again. Louder.
Knock. Knock.
I wanted to tell myself it was the pipes, or the wind, or the old wood shifting. But deep down, I knew better.
Whatever it was, it was calling us.
And it wasn’t going to stop.
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James – October 10, 1986, 8:07 AM
 The knock was still echoing in my head when I told myself I was imagining it. Pipes. Old wood. Houses make noises. That’s what Dad always said when I was little and thought monsters lived in the walls.
But this didn’t sound like pipes. It didn’t sound like wood.
It sounded like someone knocking from underneath us.
Ruth’s eyes were locked on mine. Louisa’s fingers dug into the table, leaving half-moons in the wood. None of us moved.
Then it came again. Two hard raps against the floor, like a fist on a door that wasn’t there.
“Don’t,” I whispered, when I saw Ruth start to stand.
But she ignored me.
She pushed back her chair and walked slowly toward the basement door, her bare feet silent on the tile. The house felt like it was holding its breath. I didn’t want her to open it. I didn’t want to see what was waiting down there. But if she didn’t, the knocking would drive us insane.
I followed her, my stomach twisting. Louisa trailed behind, her arms wrapped around herself like she was already cold.
The basement door loomed in front of us. Ruth’s hand hovered over the knob.
“Wait,” I said, grabbing her wrist. “What if it’s—”
The knocking stopped.
Silence.
The kind of silence that’s worse than any noise.
Ruth yanked her hand free and opened the door anyway. The smell of dust and damp air rushed out. Stairs led down into blackness.
Nothing moved. Nothing breathed.
But I swear I saw a shadow shift at the bottom of the steps, just out of reach of the light.


James – October 10, 1986, 8:09 AM
 The basement air smelled old, like wet concrete and something sour I couldn’t place. Ruth flicked the light switch, but nothing happened. The bulb was dead. Figures.
“We should go back,” I whispered, even though I knew neither of them would listen.
Ruth’s hand gripped the rail. “We can’t. What if someone’s down there?”
Her words hung in the air like smoke.
I swallowed hard and took the first step down. The wood groaned under my weight. Louisa clung to the wall behind me, her breath shaky.
Step by step, the darkness wrapped tighter around us. I kept waiting for another knock, but none came. Only the faint drip of water somewhere below.
Halfway down, I froze. The shadow I thought I saw earlier—it was back. A darker patch of dark, shifting near the bottom step. My chest tightened.
“Do you see that?” I hissed.
Ruth squinted. Louisa shook her head. “There’s nothing there, James.”
But I knew there was. I felt it watching us.
I reached the concrete floor, my sneakers crunching on loose grit. The basement stretched out in every direction, cluttered with boxes and old furniture covered in sheets. Shapes rose up out of the dark like ghosts.
I lifted my flashlight and swept it across the room. The beam caught dust hanging in the air, old cobwebs, cracked shelves. For a second, I almost relaxed—until the light hit the far wall.
There was a mark.
Drawn in chalk.
A circle with a line through it, crooked but deliberate.
“Is that—?” Ruth started.
“Yeah,” I breathed. “The same one from the diary.”
The lavender symbol.
Only this time, it wasn’t lavender. It was here. In our basement.
James – October 10, 1986, 8:14 AM
 I kept the flashlight steady, though my hand shook so badly the beam jittered across the wall. The chalk mark stared back at me, crooked and heavy, like someone had carved it into the concrete with their bare hands.
Ruth stepped closer, her breath shallow. “It’s the same symbol. Why would it be here?”
No one answered. None of us could.
Louise  hovered near the stairs, one hand gripping the rail like she was ready to bolt. Her voice cracked. “Maybe—maybe your dad drew it.”
I shook my head fast. “No. He doesn’t even believe in this stuff. He wouldn’t.”
But the thought slid into me anyway. My dad knew things he never talked about. He moved cameras around. He had access to every file, every locked door. He could’ve done this.
I aimed the flashlight lower. Dust coated the floor, except for one stretch in front of the wall where the chalk mark was. The dust was disturbed, footprints leading right up to it and then vanishing, like whoever made them had walked straight through the wall.
My stomach twisted.
“James,” Ruth whispered. “Don’t.”
I crouched anyway. The prints weren’t fresh, but they weren’t old either. Not years old. Days, maybe. Hours.
I ran my hand along the wall. The concrete was cold, damp. Solid. No door. No break. Just stone.
Behind meLouise’s voice shook. “We need to go back upstairs. Please.”
For once, I didn’t argue. I swept the flashlight across the room one more time—boxes, broken chairs, an old mirror leaning against the far wall. For a second, the mirror caught my reflection. But it didn’t look like me.
It looked like someone standing too close behind me.
I whipped around. The beam slashed across the basement. Empty.
My chest thudded so hard I couldn’t breathe.
“James,” Ruth said again, sharper this time. “We’re leaving.”
She grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the stairs. Louisa was already halfway up, her feet pounding like she couldn’t get out fast enough.
I let Ruth drag me, but I couldn’t stop staring at that wall, at that crooked chalk mark glowing white in the flashlight’s last sweep.
Because as we climbed, I heard it again.
Knock.
Not from the basement.
From upstairs.
James – October 10, 1986, 8:32 AM
 We burst back into the kitchen like we’d been chased, but no one was there. The house was quiet. Too quiet. The basement door stood open behind us, yawning dark.
Anna-Louise  shoved it shut and twisted the lock, like that would do anything. She pressed her back against it, her chest heaving. Ruth leaned on the counter, her face pale. None of us spoke.
Then Beth came down the stairs, rubbing her eyes, her hair sticking up in every direction. “Why are you guys up so early?” she mumbled, like nothing had happened. Like the whole world wasn’t tilting sideways under our feet.
“We were just—watching TV,” Ruth said quickly. Too quickly.
Beth frowned, then shrugged and padded toward the fridge. The normal sound of orange juice pouring into a glass felt almost cruel. Like the universe was mocking us.
I sat down at the table and tried to look calm, but my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. I shoved them under the table, pressed them between my knees, but the trembling only got worse.
Ruth shot me a look, sharp enough to cut. Don’t say anything. I nodded, but the words still clawed at my throat.
We ate breakfast like ghosts. Toast. Juice. Quiet. I couldn’t taste anything. Every bite felt like chalk in my mouth.
When Beth left the room, I grabbed my notebook. I had to write it down. If I didn’t, I’d explode.
The hand. The chalk mark. The footprints that ended at the wall. The reflection in the mirror that wasn’t me.
I scribbled faster, the words slanting off the page. My pencil tore the paper, black lines digging into white. My breathing turned shallow.
“What if he knows?” I whispered, too soft for anyone but me to hear. “What if he already knows and he’s part of it?”
Ruth’s hand slammed over my notebook, yanking it away. Her eyes burned into mine. “Stop. You’re scaring her,” she hissed, nodding at Louisa, who sat frozen, her face gray.
I wanted to stop. I wanted to breathe. But I couldn’t. The words kept hammering inside my skull.
The hand wanted me to lie. The hand wanted me to keep Dad safe. The hand wanted me to be quiet.
I gripped my hair with both fists, pulling until my scalp burned. “It was there,” I whispered. “I saw it. I saw it in the mirror. It’s here.”
Ruth’s voice shook for the first time. “James—please.”
I lifted my head and stared at her. My voice didn’t sound like mine anymore.
“It’s not coming for me,” I said. “It’s coming for all of us.”
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Sue-Ellen – October 10, 1986, 9:02 AM
I heard everything.
Not just the whispers through the vent last night, not just the low voices in Ruth’s room. This morning was worse. Their words carried through the walls like they wanted me to hear them.
The hand. The mirror. The chalk mark. Dad knows. The hand wants me to lie.
James’s voice cracked when he said it, like he was breaking open right there in the kitchen. Ruth tried to shut him up. Louise looked like she wanted to vanish into the floor. And me? I sat on the stairs, notebook in my lap, my pencil digging lines so deep the paper almost ripped.
I don’t even know why I keep writing it down. Maybe so I don’t forget. Maybe so I have proof when they finally push too far and something bad happens.
But the truth is, I don’t need the notebook anymore. I can hear their voices in my head even now.

I peeked down the stairs once, just enough to see them huddled at the table. They looked like conspirators, like kids in one of those mystery movies James is obsessed with. But there was nothing fun about this.
They’re hiding something from me. From all of us. And maybe I should tell Mom. Maybe I should tell Dad. Maybe even Detective Schnider.
But when I put my hand on the banister to go down and stop them, I froze. Because for a second, I swear I saw movement in the hallway mirror. Not me. Not them. Something else.
I dropped my pencil.
By the time it hit the floor, the mirror was empty again.

James – October 10, 1986, 9:21 AM
 I couldn’t shake the mirror. The shape that wasn’t me. The way the chalk symbol seemed burned into my eyes even after we left the basement.
Dad had gone into the station hours ago, and I wanted to follow him, rip open every drawer in his office, and demand he tell me what he was hiding. But instead I sat at the kitchen table, chewing my thumbnail until it bled, staring at my notebook like the answers might suddenly appear on their own.
Ruth hovered by the window, pretending to watch the yard. Louisa sat across from me, her hands twisting in her lap. Neither of them said a word.
Finally, Ruth snapped. “You have to stop, James. You’re scaring everyone.”
“Good,” I said. My voice didn’t even sound like mine anymore. “You should be scared.”
Louis’s eyes filled with tears, but she didn’t argue.
I opened my notebook again, flipping past the map we’d drawn, the frantic sketches of the hand, the notes I’d scrawled at two in the morning when I thought someone was outside. My handwriting slanted worse the later it got, like the words were sliding off the page.
“I think it wants us to go there,” I whispered.
Ruth turned. “Go where?”
“The station. The locker.”
She shook her head instantly, violently. “No. We’re not doing that. Not yet.”
But the words were already out.
And the more I said them, the more true they felt.
The hand wasn’t just in my head. It was leading us. And I wasn’t sure I could resist anymore.

Anna-Ruth – October 10, 1986, 9:37 AM
 James was slipping. I could see it in the way his hands shook when he wrote, in the way his voice cracked like glass when he swore the hand wanted him to go to the station.
Anne Louise wouldn’t look at him. She just stared at the floor, her hair falling in front of her face, like if she didn’t see him, maybe none of this was real.
I wanted to scream at him, to shake him until he came back to himself. But instead I said, “We’re not ready. We don’t even know what we’re looking for.”
The words sounded thin, even to me.
James didn’t answer. He just kept writing, tearing into the paper like the pencil might snap in half.
The room felt too small. Too heavy. I couldn’t breathe, so I slipped outside. The cold morning air bit at my skin, sharper than it should’ve been. Across the street, Mrs. Hall was hanging laundry like she always did, but even that looked wrong today—like her white sheets were funeral shrouds swaying in the wind.
I leaned against the porch rail, trying to steady my heartbeat. That’s when I saw her.
Sue-Ellen.
She stood by the oak tree at the edge of the yard, her arms crossed tight, her little notebook clutched against her chest. Watching me. Watching the house. Watching us.
Our eyes met, and for a split second, I almost called her over. Almost asked her what she knew, how much she’d heard. But something in her face stopped me.
She smiled.
Not a nice smile. Not even a mean one. Just a smile that said: I know more than you think.
By the time I blinked, she’d turned and walked back toward her house, her ponytail swinging like nothing was wrong.
But I knew something was.
When I went back inside, James was gone from the table. Anne Louise sat alone, pale as a ghost.
“Where’d he go?” I asked.
She shook her head, her voice breaking. “He didn’t say.”
I ran up the stairs two at a time. His bedroom door was open. The blankets were still tangled from last night, the window cracked, the curtains swaying.
On his desk sat his notebook, wide open.
But the last page wasn’t filled with words.
It was filled with drawings.
Seven hands. Seven fingers.
And underneath, scrawled in jagged letters that didn’t look like his:
It’s waiting.

Detective Belmont – October 10, 1986, 10:15 AM
 The station was too quiet that morning. Papers stacked neatly on desks, phones silent, the smell of burned coffee clinging to the air. I’d been doing this long enough to know when a place felt wrong.
James’s father wasn’t in yet, though his jacket was tossed over his chair. Strange. He never left things lying around.
I sifted through a file he’d left half-open on his desk. It wasn’t part of my case, but the heading caught my eye. “Missing Persons – Juvenile, Female.” The page was dated months before the Portman case ever hit my desk.
And then I saw the mark.
Scrawled in the corner, like someone had doodled while on the phone: a circle with a line through it.
I froze.
Because I’d seen that mark once before.
And if it was showing up here, in this station, on files that weren’t supposed to exist… someone wasn’t telling me the truth.
I closed the folder just as footsteps echoed in the hall. Heavy. Confident. Coming closer.
I slid the file back into place, straightened my tie, and leaned on the desk like I hadn’t touched a thing.
The footsteps stopped right outside the office.
Then the door handle turned.
Anne Louise – October 10, 1986, 10:22 AM
The notebook shook me.
Seven hands, seven fingers, drawn in black lines that didn’t even look human. James said he saw it in the mirror, but I hadn’t. I never did. Sometimes I wonder if I’m blind to it, or if it’s hiding from me.
Ruth tried to act like she wasn’t afraid, but I saw her face when she read the words: It’s waiting.
Waiting for what? For who?
I hate thinking about it, but I can’t help it: maybe it’s waiting for me.
Because I’m the one who doesn’t belong here. I’m the one they found. I’m the one who doesn’t have a past, not one I can remember.
Last night, when I tried to sleep, I dreamed of fingers brushing against my cheek, cold and damp like they’d been buried in the earth. When I woke up, I swore I could still feel the touch on my skin.
I don’t know if James is losing his mind or if the hand is pulling him closer to the truth. But one thing is certain: whatever it is, it won’t let me go either.
And I’m not sure I want it to.

James – October 10, 1986, 11:01 AM
I couldn’t stay in the house anymore. The walls pressed too tight, the air too thick. So I left, without telling Ruth or Anne Louise where I was going.
I walked fast, my feet dragging me toward the station even though I knew it was too soon. We weren’t ready. But the hand didn’t care. The hand whispered that the truth was already waiting for me, waiting in the dark.
By the time I stopped, I was standing outside the station doors.
I looked up at the brick building, its windows staring down like dead eyes. For a second, I almost went inside. Almost.
Then I saw movement in the reflection of the glass.
A face.
Not mine.
Not my father’s.
Something pale, stretched, with too many shadows where the eyes should’ve been.
It leaned closer to the glass until its seven fingers pressed against the inside of the window.
Right where my hand was.
My breath caught. My knees almost gave out.
And then—
the door clicked open.

Detective Belmont – October 10, 1986, 11:05 AM
The station hummed with a false quiet. Phones rang in other rooms, typewriters clacked, but here—where I stood—it felt staged. Too neat. Too controlled.
I walked past the evidence lockers, their heavy padlocks gleaming under the dim lights. Something about them gnawed at me. Files were stacked too tightly. Tags dated weeks apart were crammed together like someone had gone rifling through them and tried to cover their tracks.
I ran my hand over the lock on the second row. It was warm.
Someone had been here. Recently.
A shuffle of footsteps echoed down the hallway. I turned, expecting one of the clerks, but no one came.
Instead, I caught a reflection in the glass panel of the office door. A boy. Standing outside.
James Belmont.
My stomach dropped.
What the hell was he doing here?

Anna-Ruth – October 10, 1986, 11:12 AM
The house was too quiet.
Anne Louise sat curled up on the couch, her knees pulled to her chest. She hadn’t spoken in ten minutes. I could see her lips moving like she was whispering to herself, but I couldn’t hear the words.
I told myself James was upstairs, sulking. Or maybe outside. But deep down, I knew better.
I stormed up the stairs anyway, throwing open his door. Empty. The window wide, curtains blowing like hands reaching in.
Panic stabbed through me.
“Louise?” I shouted down the stairs. “Where’s James?”
No answer.
I tore through the rooms—nothing. My chest ached like someone had tied it in knots. Then I saw it.
On the kitchen table, under the edge of his notebook. A scrap of paper. Torn, scribbled, rushed.
One sentence.
If I don’t come back, don’t look for me.
My vision blurred, but I forced myself to read it again, to be sure.
And that’s when I heard it.
Not knocking this time.
A voice.
Low. Crooked. Coming from the basement.
Calling my name.
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Anna-Ruth – October 10, 1986, 11:15 A.M.
“Anna-Ruuth…”
The sound crawled up the stairs like it had claws. My blood iced over.
Anne Louise shot upright on the couch. Her eyes were wide, her face drained. “You heard that, didn’t you?”
I couldn’t answer.
The voice dragged itself through the floorboards again, warped and waterlogged, like someone was speaking from the bottom of a well.
“Anna-Ruuth…”
The basement door was still locked. I could see the key hanging on the nail where we left it. No one had touched it. But the sound didn’t care—it slipped through the cracks, wormed through the walls, wrapped around my name until it didn’t feel like mine anymore.
Anne Louise clutched my arm so tightly her nails cut into my skin. “Don’t go down there,” she whispered.
I couldn’t move. My legs were stone, my throat sand.
And then the voice changed.
No more dragging. No more distortion.
Clear. Familiar.
James.
“Anna-Ruth,” it called, urgent now. “Help me.”
The sound hit me harder than a scream.
I stumbled back a step, shaking my head. “That’s not him,” I muttered. “That can’t be him.”
Anne Louise’s grip tightened. “Then who is it?”
Before I could answer, the basement door rattled. Once. Twice. The knob twisting against the lock.
And then—silence.
The kind of silence that makes you wish the noise would come back.

James – October 10, 1986, 11:17 A.M.
The door of the station creaked open.
I should’ve run. Every instinct in me screamed to turn, to get away, to pretend I’d never been here. But my feet stayed rooted to the pavement, frozen, as the gap widened.
For a moment, no one stood there. Just a sliver of darkness, stretching wider, spilling cold air into the sunlight.
Then something moved inside.
A hand.
Seven fingers.
It slid up the glass from the inside, smearing the reflection until my own face disappeared.
“James,” a voice whispered from the shadows.
My name.
From inside my father’s station.
The basement door went still.
Anne Louise’s breath hitched, her eyes locked on the doorknob. I pressed my hand over hers, trying to be the strong one, though my pulse thudded so loud it hurt.
“James?” I whispered, though I already knew it wasn’t him.
Silence.
Then—three slow knocks. Not on the door. From inside the wall.
Anne Louise yanked me back. “Don’t—don’t answer it,” she gasped.
But my feet were already moving.




James – 11:17 A.M.
The hand pressed flat against the glass, each finger too long, too thin. My reflection bent around it, warped into something unrecognizable.
I stumbled back, but the door swung wider, groaning on its hinges. The dark inside wasn’t empty—it breathed. I could feel it sucking at the air, pulling me closer.
“James,” the voice said again, clearer now. “Come inside.”
My father’s station. My father’s voice. But wrong. All wrong.
I should’ve run. But I stepped forward.

Anna-Ruth – 11:18 A.M.
I crept closer to the basement door, each step heavier than the last. The air turned cold, sharp enough to sting my skin.
Anne Louise clung to my sleeve. “Don’t open it. Please, Ruth.”
I wanted to promise her I wouldn’t. But the knocking was inside my skull now, pulsing in rhythm with my heartbeat.
One step more, and I could touch the knob.
The metal was ice under my palm.
“Anna-Ruth,” James’s voice called from below. Desperate. Frantic.
It couldn’t be him. He wasn’t here. He couldn’t be here.
But what if he was?

James – 11:20 A.M.
The dark swallowed me whole.
The station wasn’t a station anymore—it was endless, shifting, stretching. The walls groaned like they were alive, the floor sticky under my shoes.
And then I saw it.
A notebook. Mine. Open on the counter, pages fluttering in a wind that shouldn’t exist.
The last page was different now. No drawings. No words. Just a sentence scratched deep into the paper:
Bring them here.
Anna-Ruth – 11:22 A.M.
The doorknob was cold enough to burn. My hand trembled against it, sweat slicking my palm.
Behind me, Anne Louise whimpered, “Don’t, Ruth. Please don’t.”
But the voice came again—James’s voice.
“Anna-Ruth. Help me. They’ve got me.”
It sounded so close, like he was standing just beyond the door, one breath away. My chest seized. If he was trapped down there, if he was really calling for me, how could I leave him?
The lock clicked.
I hadn’t even turned the key.
The door shifted, groaning open an inch, dark air seeping through like smoke.
Anne Louise screamed and grabbed my arm, but it was too late. I saw something in that gap—something swaying.
Just a shape. A silhouette.
Hanging.
My stomach lurched.
I slammed the door shut so hard the frame rattled, the sound echoing through every wall in the house.
Anne Louise clutched me like she was drowning. Her voice broke in my ear. “What did you see?”
I couldn’t answer. I didn’t dare.
Because the truth was—I wasn’t sure if it was James.

James – 11:25 A.M.
The notebook snapped shut.
The sound cracked through the darkness, sharp enough to make my ears ring. I staggered back, but the notebook lifted on its own, floating inches above the counter, pages fluttering.
The words bled across the paper in front of my eyes, forming letters that weren’t mine, weren’t anyone’s.
IT KNOWS WHO WILL DIE FIRST.
My throat tightened. My lungs wouldn’t fill. I stumbled into the hallway, searching for a door, a way out, but every hallway twisted back into itself.
And then I saw it.
A shadow at the far end, dangling from the ceiling.
A body.
Its head tilted at an impossible angle, the rope creaking as it swayed.
The face was blurred, shifting, like it couldn’t decide who it wanted to be. For one breathless second, I thought it looked like me.

Anna-Ruth – 11:27 A.M.
Anne Louise hadn’t let go of me. Her nails dug crescents into my skin, but I barely felt it. I couldn’t stop staring at the basement door.
Because it was still moving.
The wood bowed outward, like something inside was pressing against it.
Then—scratch.
Long, deliberate scratches dragged down the other side.
Anne Louise’s voice trembled. “It’s not James, Ruth. It’s not him.”
I swallowed hard, my mouth dry. “I know.”
But still… my hand drifted back toward the lock.

Sue-Ellen – 11:30 A.M.
I should’ve stopped writing.
Every page of my notebook is filled now, words scrawled so hard my pencil tore the paper: the basement noises, James’s shouting, Anna-Ruth’s trembling voice. All of it.
But I couldn’t stop. I had to get it down. Because if I didn’t, maybe it would vanish. Maybe I would too.
I was crouched on the landing, knees aching, when I heard it—faint but real. A scream. Cut short.
From Anna-Ruth’s house.
I leaned closer to the vent, my heart racing, but what I heard wasn’t her voice. It wasn’t James’s either.
It was mine.
“Sue-Ellen,” it whispered, in a perfect copy of my voice. “Come down here.”
My stomach dropped.
Because I wasn’t speaking. My lips hadn’t moved at all.
I slammed my notebook shut and bolted for the door, too scared to look back.
Detective Belmont – 11:35 A.M.
The station wasn’t empty anymore. I heard footsteps echoing down the hall, too light to be one of the officers, too fast to be casual.
I followed, careful, every step measured. The sound led me toward the evidence lockers.
And then I saw it.
The padlock on the third row had been broken clean through, like someone had pried it open with bare hands. Inside, the files were scattered, pages ripped out, some missing entirely.
One folder lay on the floor, open to a photo.
Three kids.
James. Anna-Ruth. Anne Louise.
Taken from across the street.
My pulse hammered in my ears. Someone had been watching them. Tracking them. And now those files—those faces—were here, inside the station.
A creak made me turn.
The locker door swung shut on its own, slow and heavy, until the metal clanged closed.
And in the reflection of the steel, I saw a shape standing behind me.
Tall. Thin. Fingers too long.
The air turned sharp in my lungs.
“Detective,” it whispered, right against my ear.
I spun around—
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Sue-Ellen – October 10, 1986, 11:41 A.M.

I shouldn’t have left the house.

But the whisper — my whisper — still echoed in my head. I couldn’t breathe with it inside me. So I ran.

The streets were empty. Too empty. Even the dogs that usually barked from behind fences were silent. Every house I passed looked shut tight, blinds drawn, curtains pulled. Like the whole town knew something I didn’t.

I slowed when I reached the edge of the woods. My notebook was clutched to my chest so tightly my arms ached. I told myself I’d just sit here, just breathe for a second.

Then I heard it.

A branch snapping. Close.

I spun around, my notebook almost slipping from my grip. Nothing there. Just trees shifting in the breeze, shadows moving where they shouldn’t.

“Hello?” My voice sounded too small, too shaky.

The woods didn’t answer.

But the wind carried something else. A sound. A soft creak. Rhythmic. Back and forth.

I froze.

It was the sound of a rope under weight.

I took one step back. My shoe sank into the mud.

And then I saw it.

A shape swaying in the distance, barely visible through the branches.

Too tall. Too still.

Hanging.

My chest tightened, my vision blurred. I wanted to run, to scream, but my legs locked.

The notebook slipped from my hands and fell open in the dirt.

The page stared up at me.

New words, scrawled in jagged black ink I hadn’t written:

You’re next.


Anna-Ruth – October 10, 1986, 12:04 P.M.
The silence didn’t feel like peace.
It pressed against the windows, thick and waiting, the kind of quiet that made you want to whisper even when you were alone. Dust floated through the sunlight in thin, slanted beams, turning the kitchen gold and ghostly at the same time.
Anne Louise sat at the table, tracing circles in the condensation on her glass of water. She hadn’t spoken since the basement door slammed. The bruise-shaped shadows under her eyes looked deeper now, like she hadn’t slept in days.
I tried to clean up, anything to keep my hands busy — to pretend everything was fine. But every sound I made felt too loud. The clink of a plate. The groan of the old floorboards. Even my own breathing came out ragged, uneven.
The clock ticked over the stove. Each second louder than the one before.
Tick. Tick. Tick.
Outside, the sky looked wrong. The clouds hung too low, heavy and pale, like something was pressing them down against the town. Even the birds were gone. No crows on the fence. No sparrows on the wires.
Anne Louise lifted her head, her voice small. “Do you ever feel like… the house is listening?”
I froze.
She stared at the window, not at me. “Like it’s holding its breath. Waiting.”
The glass above the sink fogged for just a second, like someone on the other side had exhaled.
I turned fast, but no one was there.
The fog vanished as quickly as it came, leaving only my reflection staring back — pale, tired, and shaking.
“Maybe,” I whispered.
Because I couldn’t tell if I was lying anymore.
Anna Ruth October 10th 1986

The quiet kept folding in on itself until it didn’t sound like quiet anymore; it sounded like pressure. I kept pretending I was cleaning because movement made me feel less like prey. The sponge dragged across the counter in slow circles, leaving a trail of water that caught the dim light from the window. Every few seconds, I’d glance at the glass, waiting to see another fogged breath appear. Nothing did, but that almost felt worse—like whoever, or whatever, had been there was holding back a second round.
Anne Louise stayed at the table, the condensation on her glass spreading into a small puddle. She hadn’t lifted her head in minutes, but I could hear her shallow breathing. The air in the house smelled faintly of iron and wet wood. I kept telling myself it was the pipes, that the basement moisture had just crept up again, but the taste of it sat thick on my tongue.
I walked into the hallway. The floorboards flexed beneath me, soft with age, and every sound carried farther than it should have. The wallpaper was peeling near the corners, tiny curls like dried petals. I ran my fingers over one and felt how brittle it was, how easily it came away from the plaster. I told myself that houses rot from the inside out when you don’t care for them; it was a normal thing, ordinary decay. But the moment I thought the word inside, I pictured the hand pressed behind those walls, listening.
Down the hall, the door to my father’s old study stood half-open. I hadn’t gone in there since the night we saw the hand. I told myself I would, someday, but “someday” kept stretching further away. The smell of dust drifted out, heavy with the faint sweetness of old books and the sharper sting of mildew. I pushed the door open with the edge of my shoe, just enough for light to slip across the carpet.
Everything was where it always was: the shelves lined with hardcovers, the desk still bearing the impression of the lamp that used to sit there. Yet something felt shifted. The chair was angled slightly away from the desk, as if someone had sat in it and turned to face the doorway.
I whispered a small sound—maybe a word, maybe just my breath—and the stillness answered back with the creak of wood. It came from the floor beneath the chair.
Kneeling, I saw a thin crack between two boards. It looked newer than the others, the edges sharp, the color less faded. My heart hammered, but I pressed my fingers against it anyway. The wood lifted a fraction, just enough for me to see a sliver of paper tucked inside.
I hesitated. Part of me didn’t want to touch it, but curiosity has its own gravity. I slid the paper free. It was stiff with damp, the edges browned, and on it someone had drawn the same crooked symbol we’d found in the basement—circle with a line through it—but here it was surrounded by words written so small they looked like scratches: Don’t let it in.
The handwriting wasn’t James’s. It wasn’t mine or Anne Louise’s either.
A floorboard popped somewhere behind me. I turned, expecting to see her in the doorway, but the hall was empty. Only the faint swing of the half-open door and the quiet thump of my pulse in my ears.
I folded the paper, tucked it into my pocket, and whispered, “It’s just the house settling.”
The house answered with another creak. Lower this time. Closer.
I forced a laugh that sounded nothing like me and walked back to the kitchen, pretending my steps were steady. Anne Louise hadn’t moved; her eyes were fixed on the window again. I asked if she was okay, and she nodded, but her mouth kept moving after that nod, as if she were still talking to someone I couldn’t see.
When I sat across from her, the tick of the kitchen clock started up again. Every beat a reminder that something else in this town had stopped keeping time.

Detective Belmont – October 10, 1986 12:37 P.M.
The rain had stopped hours ago, but the air still carried its taste—metal and earth. The streets glistened like spilled mercury, and every puddle held a copy of the sky, gray and warped. The town looked the way a whisper sounds: half-finished, afraid to echo.
I walked the narrow path behind the station, boots sinking into the softened dirt. The generator out back clicked irregularly, a dry, dying pulse. I told myself I was only taking a lap before the next round of paperwork, but I was really following the feeling that something was off. The kind of feeling that usually means you’re right and wish you weren’t.
The trees behind the lot leaned too far toward the building, their branches crusted with moss that dripped like old candle wax. A smell of ozone and damp copper hung in the air—rainwater mixed with the trace of electrical burn. The scent reminded me of an evidence room lamp that had once short-circuited: that thin line between light and smoke.
A single crow sat on the wire above me, silent. It should have called out. They always did when people got close. This one only tilted its head, black eyes following every move I made.
Inside the back door, the corridor stretched long and colorless. The fluorescent bulbs buzzed, their light too white, too thin. I ran a hand along the wall; it felt clammy, as though moisture had been trapped inside the paint. The hallway should have smelled of cleaner, but today it carried the faint reek of river water.
I reached the evidence lockers. The padlock I’d fixed that morning hung open again, swinging slightly as if someone had just brushed past. The papers inside were undisturbed, but a single tag lay on the floor. The name written there stopped me cold: Sue-Ellen Marsh.
Her case wasn’t open, wasn’t even supposed to exist. She was a neighbor’s child, alive as far as I knew. I bent to pick up the tag, and the metal burned cold against my palm, colder than the air should have allowed.
The hum from the lights deepened until it wasn’t a hum anymore—it was a note, low and tremulous, vibrating in my teeth. The tag slipped from my hand and hit the floor with a sound too loud for its weight.
Something shifted at the far end of the hall. A blur, not fast, not slow, just there. I told myself it was a shadow cast by a passing car, except no car drove by.
The lights flickered. Once. Twice.
Then the corridor fell black.
For a heartbeat, the only thing I could see was the faint reflection of myself in the glass of the nearest locker door. And then, behind that reflection, another outline leaned in—taller, thinner, its face almost brushing the glass, the faintest suggestion of fingers sliding up the metal.
I didn’t breathe.
The power returned with a pop, and the thing was gone. Only the echo of wet footprints remained, leading away from me, vanishing toward the stairwell.
I followed them, even though every instinct screamed not to.

Detective Belmont – October 10, 1986 12:43 P.M.
The footprints led to the stairwell that dropped toward the basement archive. The light down there was different—greenish, like water seen through glass. Each step moaned under my weight.
I told myself it was just a leak, that rainwater had tracked mud across the floor, but the prints were too defined. Each toe distinct, long, ending in sharp points. Bare feet shouldn’t leave marks that clear.
Halfway down, the air changed. Colder, heavier, laced with the smell of metal filings and damp rope. The walls sweated; condensation slid down the paint and pooled at the edges of the steps. The hum from the lights above faded until all I could hear was my own pulse and the faint drip of water somewhere below.
At the bottom, the hall widened into the storage room. Rows of boxes towered on either side, labeled in the cramped handwriting of officers long retired. Paper had warped with humidity; labels peeled. I moved between them, hand resting on my holster, flashlight beam shivering with my heartbeat.
Something had been dragged across the floor. A clean arc carved through the dust, leading toward the far corner where the old evidence table stood. The chain that usually held the table drawers closed was broken. I crouched, lifted the edge of the top drawer, and found a single sheet of paper inside.
It was damp and translucent, the ink bled out like veins. Three words were still legible: “Don’t look up.”
The breath caught in my throat before I realized I’d obeyed it. I froze, staring at those words until the flashlight’s beam began to tremble across the page. Then curiosity—no, compulsion—forced my chin upward.
The ceiling was low, a tangle of pipes and wiring. Between two pipes hung something that wasn’t supposed to be there: a length of rope, frayed at one end, still wet, swinging gently as if stirred by breath.
I took a step back. The rope twisted, turned once, and a small clump of hair snagged on the fibers glistened in the light—brown, fine, unmistakably human.
My knees went weak. I fumbled for the radio clipped to my belt, pressed the button, heard only static.
Somewhere above me, the building groaned. It sounded like the station exhaling, like it had been holding its breath too long.
Then, faintly, from the direction of the main hall, a phone began to ring. One single tone, stretched and warped, echoing through the pipes.
I climbed the stairs two at a time, the sound growing louder, more insistent. When I reached the door at the top, the ringing stopped.
On the desk just inside the office, the phone’s receiver was off the hook.
And underneath it, drawn across the blotter in smeared black ink, was the same crooked symbol—circle with a line through it—still wet enough to shine.
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Anne Louise – October 10, 1986 1:04 P.M.
For the first time all morning the house was quiet enough for me to hear the ticking of my own watch.
 I told myself I’d make tea. That was what people did when they wanted to feel normal.
 Boil water, count the seconds, watch the steam rise.
The kettle’s whistle filled the kitchen until it sounded less like comfort and more like warning. I poured the water anyway, the cup trembling in my hand. The smell of chamomile should have been soft, but it clung to the air like smoke.
Outside, sunlight hit the window so hard it turned everything white for a second. When my eyes adjusted, the backyard didn’t look right. The grass had flattened in long curves, as if someone had walked slow circles around the house.
I told myself it was the wind. The wind could do that, couldn’t it?
The spoon slipped from my fingers and rang against the tile. When I bent to pick it up, the light flickered. For one impossible heartbeat my reflection in the oven door wasn’t mine.
 The girl staring back at me smiled first.
The kettle stopped whistling. The silence came back sharper than before.
I left the tea where it was and stepped into the living room. The curtains moved though no window was open.
 Something faint brushed my wrist—cold, quick, deliberate—like fingertips testing whether I was real.
I turned too fast and knocked over the lamp. The bulb shattered. The smell of burned dust filled the room.
From upstairs came a single, heavy thud.
I waited for the second one.
None came.
And somehow that was worse.


Anna-Ruth – October 10, 1986 1:11 P.M.
The crash came from downstairs—a sound sharp enough to slice through the quiet.
 I was halfway down the hall before I realized I’d moved.
The scent of scorched dust met me first. Then I saw the lamp on its side, the thin thread of smoke rising from the shattered bulb. The tea kettle still sat on the stove, hissing out its last breath of steam.
“Louise?” I called. My voice cracked halfway through her name.
No answer. Only the faint drip of water from the faucet.
The house looked wrong again. Brighter in the corners, darker everywhere else. The light bent strangely, like it was moving through water. I stepped over the fallen lamp, careful not to cut my shoes on the glass, and stopped in the middle of the room.
The curtains swayed though the windows were shut. One of them brushed my arm—cold fabric, colder air.
I said her name again. “Anne Louise, where are you?”
A sound answered from upstairs. Not a voice. Not footsteps. Something between the two. A dragging weight.
The back of my neck prickled. I didn’t want to go up there, but staying still felt worse. I took the first step, the wood sighing beneath me. The smell of metal thickened with each stair, a tang like old blood and wet nails.
Halfway up, I saw the tea trail. Drops of amber liquid, perfectly spaced, leading toward the end of the hall. Each drop caught the light like glass.
I followed them to my bedroom door. The air was colder there—unnaturally so, as if someone had opened a freezer. I pushed the door open.
Anne Louise stood by the window, her back to me. The curtains fluttered around her, but she didn’t move.
“Hey,” I said softly. “You okay? You scared me.”
She didn’t answer. Her reflection in the window didn’t move either.
When I stepped closer, the boards creaked. That tiny sound finally broke her stillness. She turned halfway, enough for me to see the side of her face.
Her lips were moving, soundless. Whispering to the glass.
I couldn’t hear what she said, but I could see the fog forming with each breath—letters, maybe a word, drawn by her exhale against the windowpane.
Help.
The word lingered a second before the glass cleared again.
I reached for her shoulder, but the temperature dropped so fast it burned.
And then—knock.
Three slow knocks from inside the wall behind the window.
Anne Louise flinched. I dragged her back, both of us stumbling onto the floor. The knocking came again, louder, closer, until the glass began to tremble in its frame.
I shouted her name this time, but she only stared at the window, whispering, “It found us.”
The final knock shattered the glass.
Cold wind burst into the room, scattering dust and paper. I covered my face, coughing, and when I looked again the window was empty. No shape outside. No hand. Only the open air and the low sound of something laughing far away, fading into the trees.

James – October 10, 1986 1:14 P.M.
The sun hadn’t broken through all morning. The sky just sat there, pale and heavy, pressing down on the town like it was trying to keep something buried.
I’d been sitting in my dad’s office for almost an hour, pretending to work on homework, but I couldn’t focus. Every sound felt amplified: the ticking of the clock, the hum of the vending machine in the hall, the muffled voices outside the door. My pencil rolled off the desk and hit the floor, and even that small sound made my chest tighten.
Something wasn’t right.
I picked up my phone—no signal. The static from the radio on the desk buzzed in faint bursts, like someone trying to breathe through static. I twisted the dial, but it just hissed back at me.
Then a voice slipped through—broken, faint, almost mechanical.
“…James…”
I froze.
“Hello?”
The line snapped into silence.
It had sounded like Anna-Ruth.
I waited another second, then grabbed my jacket and ran. My dad’s office chair spun slowly behind me as the door slammed shut.
Outside, the air had that after-storm smell again—wet asphalt, copper, and something else underneath, something sour. The trees along the street were still, no wind, but I could hear leaves rustling somewhere, whispering.
The drive to their house felt longer than usual. The radio kept cutting in and out, catching fragments of other stations that didn’t make sense—voices whispering over top of each other, an old song reversed halfway through. I turned it off, but the silence was worse.
When I pulled up to their street, the house looked wrong. Curtains moving. Front door slightly open. The kind of open that doesn’t happen by accident.
“Anna?” I called, stepping out. The gravel under my shoes crunched too loud.
No answer.
The air around the house felt colder than it should have been. My breath showed white, even though the weather wasn’t cold enough for that.
I pushed the door open wider. The hinge squealed.
The smell hit me first—dust, smoke, and something faintly metallic. The lamp was still on its side. The tea cup lay shattered on the floor.
“Anna-Ruth?” I called again, louder. “Anne Louise?”
Something shifted upstairs. Quick. Light.
I took the stairs two at a time, heart hammering so loud it drowned out everything else.
The hallway was littered with shards of glass. The window at the end was gone—shattered outward, like something had come in.
And then I saw them.
Both of them.
Anna-Ruth crouched on the floor, one arm wrapped around Anne Louise, who was shaking, eyes wide and unfocused.
I started to speak, but the sound that came out wasn’t a word. Because behind them, the wall pulsed. The wallpaper stretched outward, just once, as if something inside was pushing to get out.

Anna-Ruth – 1:17 P.M.
I didn’t scream when I saw the wall move. I wanted to, but the sound stuck somewhere between my ribs.
Anne Louise was still shaking, her head buried against my shoulder. I could feel her heartbeat—fast, uneven, like she was running in her sleep.
Then I heard the front door.
 James.
He came up the stairs so fast I thought he was going to trip. When he saw us, his face changed. All the color drained out of it.
“What the hell happened?” he whispered.
I couldn’t answer. I just pointed. The wall behind us pulsed again, faint this time, like it was breathing.
James took a step forward. “Is it… alive?”
“Don’t,” I said. My voice cracked. “James, please don’t touch it.”
But he was already reaching out.
The wallpaper stretched beneath his fingers. It looked soft, almost liquid, but when he pressed harder, it snapped back like skin. He jumped back, shaking his hand.
“Cold,” he muttered. “It’s freezing—what is that?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “It started after the window broke. It—”
A low noise came from behind the wall.
 Not a voice, not a growl.
 More like a sound you’d hear underwater, deep and far away, but close enough to feel in your bones.
Anne Louise lifted her head. Her eyes were glassy, unfocused.
 “It’s listening,” she said quietly.
James crouched in front of her. “Who’s listening?”
She blinked. “Him.”
“Who’s him, Anne?”
She didn’t answer. She just pointed at the wall.
Then it happened—so fast I didn’t see it, only heard it.
 A sound like tearing fabric, sharp and violent.
 The wallpaper split down the center, and something spilled out—dust, cold air, the faint smell of dirt and rust.
We all stumbled back.
“Out!” James shouted, grabbing my arm.
I pulled Anne Louise to her feet, but she was limp, barely moving. The air turned heavy again, pressing down like a storm.
“Go!” he said, louder this time.
We ran. Down the stairs, past the broken lamp and the kettle still sitting on the stove. My hand slipped on the railing—it felt slick, wet—and I didn’t look to see why.
Outside, the light hurt my eyes. It shouldn’t have; it wasn’t even sunny. But the air was too bright, the shadows too sharp.
Behind us, the front door slammed shut.
No wind.
No one near it.
Just slam.
We all froze on the porch, breathing like we’d been running for miles.
James finally spoke, his voice low, almost shaking.
 “What the hell did we just see?”
I didn’t know what to say, so I just looked at Anne Louise.
She was staring straight ahead, her lips barely moving. I had to lean close to hear her.
“It’s awake,” she whispered. “And it remembers.”
Anna-Ruth – 10:43 PM, October 12, 1986
The sound freezes me mid-step.
 A heavy thud, somewhere above.
 Too heavy to be Beth. Too sharp to be the wind.
I stare at the ceiling—the old plaster trembles once, then stills.
 “Mom?” I whisper, but the word disappears before it reaches the stairs.
The house feels different tonight.
 Colder.
 Like someone opened all the windows in their sleep.
I force my legs to move. The floorboards whine beneath every step. My flashlight shakes in my hand, throwing pieces of light across the wallpaper—flowers turning into faces when the beam hits them wrong.
Halfway up the stairs, I hear it again.
 Thud.
 Then a long, dragging scrape.
My mouth goes dry. “Anna-Louise?”
Silence.
I reach the landing. The hallway smells faintly of wet dirt, like the woods after rain. Her door is open just a crack. I press my palm against it and push.
She’s sitting on the floor, back to me, head tilted like she’s listening to something inside the wall.
“Anna-Louise,” I say again, quieter this time.
She doesn’t move.
Then she turns her head slightly, and I see her face in the flashlight beam. Her eyes are open—too wide—and there’s mud smeared across her cheek.
“I was dreaming,” she whispers. “But I don’t think I was asleep.”

Anna-Louise – 10:46 PM
When Ruth came in, I didn’t even hear her footsteps. The sound in the wall drowned everything else out.
It’s still there—soft tapping, like someone knocking from the other side.
 One, two, pause. One, two, three.
I press my ear closer. The wood feels warm. Alive.
“I heard it again,” I tell her. “From the trail. The same rhythm.”
Ruth kneels beside me, trying to listen. Nothing.
 She pulls back. “There’s nothing there.”
But I know there is.
 I grab the screwdriver from the desk drawer and wedge it between the baseboard and the floor. The first piece of wood lifts with a crack. The air that escapes smells old, wet, metallic—like pennies and rain.
Ruth coughs. “Stop. You’re gonna—”
Something falls out of the gap.
A folded photograph.
I pick it up carefully. The edges are burned, the image nearly gone, but I can still make out three faces: me, Ruth, and someone else—a taller figure standing behind us, face blacked out.
I flip it over.
 Scrawled in the same shaky handwriting as the note:
 “If she knocks, don’t answer.”
My heart skips. “Ruth—”
But before I can finish, we hear the knock again.
 Not from the wall.
 From the window.

James – 11:02 PM
I should’ve gone home hours ago, but something about the case keeps scratching at the back of my mind.
Dad’s notes are spread across the dining-room table—names, dates, sketches of the trail. I flip to the newest page, the one from this morning: Lavender post—possible entry point. Gate compromised.
The radio on the counter crackles suddenly, making me jump.
A burst of static, then a voice—faint, muffled, almost human.
“…don’t… let them in…”
I freeze.
“Dad?” I ask the air, but the channel’s dead again.
I twist the dial slowly, catching fragments—wind, whispers, something that might be breathing.
Then, through the hiss, one clear sentence:
“They’re at the house.”
I grab my jacket, shove my camera into the bag, and run.

Anna-Ruth – 11:07 PM
The knocking doesn’t stop.
 Three beats. A pause. Then again.
 The pattern from the trail.
Ruth edges closer to the window. “It’s just a branch,” she says, but her voice trembles.
I shake my head. “Branches don’t knock.”
We inch forward together. The glass is fogged from the inside, a pale outline forming in the condensation—five fingertips pressing from the other side.
Ruth gasps and stumbles back. I can’t move.
The fingers slide down the glass, leaving dark streaks of mud. Then they’re gone.
Silence.
I turn toward her. “You saw it, right?”
She nods once. “We’re leaving. Now.”
We grab our jackets, sprint down the stairs, and don’t stop until the porch light hits us like a flare.
That’s when headlights sweep across the driveway.
James’s car skids to a stop. He jumps out, breathless. “Get inside,” he shouts. “Now!”
But behind him, from the edge of the woods, the lavender post glows faintly—like it’s alive again.
And for the first time, I’m not sure if it’s calling us… or warning us.
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