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PART I – THE ASHFIELD REMNANTS

Chapter 1 – The Boy in the Fog
Ashfield was the kind of town the world forgot.
It sat in a shallow valley, ringed by damp woods and low hills, the kind of place tourists drove through without ever bothering to learn the name. On postcards, it might have looked quaint—white clapboard church, a diner with chrome stools, a main street that hadn’t changed in forty years.
But postcards didn’t show what the town felt like.
From where Marcus Reed stood, just off County Road 19 with fog curling around his ankles, Ashfield felt like a wound that had never properly healed.
He killed the engine and sat for a moment in the quiet of the car. Headlights cut two pale tunnels into the mist ahead, barely touching the treeline and the glow of a cruiser’s flashers washing red and blue through the fog.
Marcus stared through it, jaw tight.
He’d sworn never to come back here.
The knock on his window broke the thought.
He turned.
A young deputy in a rain-darkened uniform bent down, peering in. “Detective Reed?”
Marcus opened the door. Cold, wet air slapped him in the face.
“That’s me,” he said, stepping out.
The deputy straightened, shifting his weight in a way that said he didn’t quite know what to do with his hands. “Deputy Collins, Ashfield PD. Sheriff’s still en route. Medical examiner, too. Crime tech’s from county, stuck behind a jackknifed truck five miles out.”
Marcus glanced past him toward the ravine.
Two more patrol cars. Yellow tape. Shapes in the fog that looked like men trying very hard not to look down at whatever was at their feet.
“What do you have?” Marcus asked.
Collins swallowed.
“Boy,” he said. “Maybe nine. We… we think local. No ID.”
Marcus nodded once. “Who found him?”
“Kid cutting through to catch the school bus.” Collins hesitated. “He’s with a counselor at the station now. Sheriff had him taken in.”
Fog clung to Marcus’s coat as he walked toward the tape. The ground sucked at his boots, mud and dead leaves and the sweet rot of wet earth filling his nose.
The ravine was shallow here—a gradual scoop in the land where water gathered after heavy rain, run-off trickling down from the road. Bare branches clawed at the white sky above, outlines lost to the mist.
The boy lay in the center of it.
Marcus stopped at the edge and let his eyes take it in.
Eight, maybe nine years old. Jeans, a faded red T-shirt with a dinosaur on it, sneakers muddied and untied. He was on his back, arms pressed neatly to his sides, legs straight. Head tilted slightly to the right as if listening to the fog.
His eyes were open.
They stared upward, unblinking, catching the ghost of the flashing lights in their glassy surface.
Death didn’t bother Marcus in itself. Death was a fact. An endpoint. What bothered him was the care.
The boy hadn’t been dumped. He’d been placed.
There was a white ribbon tied around his right wrist. Clean. Unstained. A neat bow, tails perfectly even.
Marcus walked down into the ravine, ducking under the tape. Mud sucked around his boots. No one tried to stop him.
He crouched beside the body without touching it. The air was colder here, heavy with moisture. The fog beaded on the boy’s hair and lashes like sweat. The skin around his lips had the faint blue tinge of hypoxia.
The wound—when Marcus tilted his head enough to see it—was small.
A puncture at the base of the skull, just above the hairline.
Too precise to be an accident. Too clean to be rage.
He exhaled slowly.
“Detective Reed?”
The voice was a calm thread behind him, wrapped in something like exhaustion instead of panic.
He looked up.
A woman stood just beyond the tape, hands in the pockets of a dark wool coat. Her hair—dark brown, almost black—was pulled back into a loose knot, damp from the fog. Her posture was controlled. Steady. But her eyes gave her away. They were too sharp, scanning, already building some internal pattern.
Evelyn Shaw.
She looked different from the last time he’d seen her—thinner maybe, or just more tired—but the mind behind her gaze hadn’t dulled.
She stepped down into the ravine when he didn’t answer fast enough, ignoring the annoyed look from one of the officers.
“Thought you weren’t coming,” she said.
“I thought so, too,” Marcus replied.
Her gaze dropped to the boy. Her jaw flexed.
“Shit,” she breathed.
Marcus said nothing.
They stood like that for a moment, two silhouettes in the fog over a small, still body.
Evelyn crouched on the other side of the boy, mirroring his position. “The pose,” she said quietly. “The angle of the head. He did that on purpose.”
Marcus’s throat felt tight. “Yeah.”
“And the ribbon,” she added.
“Yeah.”
She looked up at him.
Her eyes held a question she didn’t want to ask.
“Marcus… tell me we’re wrong.”
He stared at the ribbon, the neatness of the bow, the way the boy’s hands were aligned just so.
He had seen this before.
He forced his voice out, low, controlled.
“We’re not wrong.”
Evelyn closed her eyes briefly. “So it’s him.”
“Or someone who wants us to think so,” Marcus said.
The fog swirled around them. Somewhere above, a crow called once, harsh and distant.
“Ten years,” Evelyn said. “Ten years since the last one. Everyone decided he was dead or gone.”
“Everyone wanted to decide that,” Marcus corrected.
She met his gaze.
“But you didn’t.”
No, he hadn’t. Because men like that didn’t just stop. They didn’t change their minds about killing the weak. They either got sloppy or smarter.
The white ribbon fluttered faintly in a breeze he couldn’t feel.
“You still call him that here?” Marcus asked. “The Echo?”
Evelyn nodded slowly.
“Nobody says it out loud,” she said. “But yeah. They do.”
The name had started as a media label—some overeager reporter trying to make a career off tragedy. Four children in a fifteen-month span, all found in places like this, all posed the same way, all with a white ribbon tied somewhere on their bodies.
They called him The Echo because every murder had been a warped reflection of a previous crime somewhere else in the state—details copied, rearranged, echoed until nobody knew where the original sound had come from anymore.
The Ashfield cases had been the last.
They were also the ones that broke Marcus.
“County wants to treat this as an isolated incident,” Evelyn said, voice tight. “Until we can prove otherwise.”
“We’ll prove otherwise,” Marcus said.
“Do you think he’s been dormant?” she asked. “Or just… somewhere else?”
Marcus studied the puncture wound. The ribbon. The face.
“No idea,” he said. “But I know one thing.”
“What?”
“He knows we’ll see this for what it is,” Marcus said quietly. “He’s not hiding. He’s calling.”
Evelyn’s shoulders rose and fell in a slow breath.
“And you answered,” she said.
He didn’t reply.
He didn’t need to.
He was here, wasn’t he?
The fog rolled thicker over the ravine, swallowing the boy’s shoes, the mud, the edges of the tape.
For a split second, as the world blurred, Marcus thought he heard something—faint, impossible.
A child’s voice.
Right by his ear.
Whispering his name.
He shut the sensation down, hard.
“Get me everything,” he said, straightening. “Photos, scene sketches, prints, tire tracks, the call log from when the boy was found. I want a list of missing kids within a fifty-mile radius.”
Evelyn rose with him.
“And you?” she asked.
Marcus looked back at the body once more before turning away.
“I’m going to the station,” he said. “To see how much of Ashfield has changed.”
He already knew the answer.
Not enough.

Chapter 2 – Old Files, Old Wounds
The Ashfield Police Department still smelled like burnt coffee and old paper.
They’d repainted since he’d last been in the building—cream instead of nicotine yellow—but the bones were the same. Narrow hallway. Bulletin board layered with community notices. Fluorescent lights that buzzed just badly enough to fray a man’s patience.
Marcus walked past a desk where a civilian clerk was stapling forms with robotic precision, then through a glass door into the bullpen.
Heads lifted. Conversations stuttered. A printer whined in the background like a nervous dog.
You go away long enough, people turn you into a story. Somewhere between cop and ghost.
A broad-shouldered man in his fifties with silver stubble along his jaw and a badge on his belt pushed away from a desk and came toward him.
“Reed,” he said.
“Sheriff Dalton.”
They shook hands. Dalton’s grip was firm, but his eyes flicked over Marcus with an appraising edge.
“You look like shit,” Dalton said.
“Flight was early,” Marcus replied. “Fog was worse.”
Dalton snorted. “Fog’s the same as ever. You’re just not used to it.”
He gestured toward his office. “Come on. Talk in here before the vultures start circling.”
They stepped inside. Dalton’s office was cramped, lined with overflowing filing cabinets and stacked banker’s boxes. A faded photo of Ashfield’s main street in the seventies hung crookedly on the wall.
“Sit,” Dalton said.
Marcus didn’t. “I’ve already seen the body.”
Dalton rubbed a hand over his face.
“Yeah,” he said. “I heard. Shaw called me from the ravine. She insisted I bring you in. Said you’d… recognize the pattern.”
Marcus’s jaw tightened.
“Is that a problem?”
Dalton gave him a long, considering look.
“Problem is,” he said, “half this town thinks you’re the reason the Echo got away last time.”
The words slid under Marcus’s skin like thin blades.
“That’s not how the reports read,” he said.
“I’m not talking about reports,” Dalton said. “I’m talking about gossip. You know how small towns are. They repeat something enough times, it becomes fact.”
“Let me guess,” Marcus said. “The story is I let him walk.”
Dalton didn’t answer.
He didn’t have to.
Marcus looked at the window. Someone had taped up a flyer for the upcoming fall festival on the outside, orange and black and cheerful. It looked obscene in this room.
“I was twenty-nine,” Marcus said. “You know that? First big case. Four dead kids and a town breathing down my neck. We had a suspect, we had circumstantial evidence, we had a judge who wouldn’t sign a warrant because the DA got spooked about profiling.”
“You don’t need to sell me on your side,” Dalton said. “I was there. You pushed for more. They told you to stand down.”
Marcus remembered the shouting. The slammed doors. The way his hands had shaken when he realized the clock had run out and the trail went cold.
He also remembered the looks. In the grocery store. At the gas station. At the bar where he’d tried once to get a drink like a normal human being.
Detective from the city. Came here, stirred up ghosts, left us with four dead.
He’d lasted three months after the last body.
Then he left Ashfield and never looked back.
Until now.
“Doesn’t matter,” Marcus said. “I’m not here to fix the past. I’m here because you have a boy in a ravine who looks like an Echo kill.”
Dalton sighed.
“Shaw faxed the ME a preliminary note,” he said. “Same kind of puncture wound at the base of the skull, same post-mortem staging. The ribbon…”
He shook his head.
“You think it’s the same guy?” Dalton asked.
“I think someone wants us to think that,” Marcus answered. “Whether it’s him or an imitation is what we have to find out.”
Dalton walked behind his desk, pulled open the bottom drawer, and took out a battered cardboard box.
Marcus recognized it before the sheriff even set it down.
ASHFIELD CASE 07-421
ECHO – HOMICIDE FILES
The old case.
Dalton tapped it.
“You sure you’re ready to dig through this again?” he asked. “Because if you’re not, you say so now. I’ll get someone from state.”
Marcus stared at the box.
Memory flickered behind his eyes—the first boy, the second, the third, the fourth. Different ages, different locations, all within a twenty-mile radius. All with that same terrible care in how they’d been left.
“I didn’t come here to walk away,” he said.
Dalton nodded once, satisfied.
“Good,” he said. “Because the town may not want you here, Reed. But I do.”
Marcus looked up, surprised.
Dalton shrugged.
“I read the same reports,” he said. “I know who fought for those kids and who folded when the heat got turned up. You’ve got ghosts here?” He tapped his chest. “So do I.”
He pushed the box across the desk.
“Go down to Records. Take one of the interview rooms. Go through whatever you need.”
Marcus picked up the box. It was heavier than he remembered.
“One more thing,” Dalton said. “Shaw’s not just some freelancer. She’s been living with these cases too. If she says something you don’t like, hear her out anyway.”
“I can work with her,” Marcus said.
Dalton’s eyebrows went up. “You two know each other?”
Marcus hesitated.
“From before,” he said.
Dalton grunted.
“From before never means anything good,” he said. “Get out of my office and go catch whoever’s dumping kids in ravines.”
Marcus turned with the box in his arms.
“Reed,” Dalton added.
He paused in the doorway.
“You walk back into a burning building,” Dalton said quietly, “you don’t pretend you’re not going to get scorched. Just… remember that.”
Marcus nodded once and left without answering.

Chapter 3 – The Mother and the Ribbon
The Lawson house sat on a dead-end street lined with tired maples and chain-link fences. Plastic Halloween decorations still clung to some of the porches despite the calendar insisting it was already November.
Evelyn stood on the cracked front step and watched her breath ghost in the air as she waited.
The porch light was on even though it was mid-day, the bulbs inside the yellow glass fixture buzzing like tired insects.
The door opened a crack.
A woman in her early thirties peered out, eyes red-rimmed, hair pulled back in a messy knot. Her face was pale in a way makeup couldn’t fix.
“Yes?” she asked, voice hoarse.
“Mrs. Lawson?” Evelyn said softly. “I’m Evelyn Shaw. I’m working with the police.”
The woman’s hand tightened on the door edge.
“I already talked to them,” she said. “I already told them everything.”
“I know,” Evelyn replied. “I’m so sorry to bother you. I just… hoped I could ask a few more questions. Not about what happened this morning. About before.”
Mrs. Lawson flinched at the word “morning” and looked away.
A boy’s bike lay on its side in the yard, one wheel slowly spinning.
“Please,” Evelyn added. “If I can understand what Ethan’s last few days were like, it might help us find who did this.”
The mother’s eyes filled, but she nodded and opened the door wider.
“Come in,” she whispered.
The living room smelled like stale cereal and the lemon of furniture polish. Toys were stacked in an overflowing crate by the television. A blue blanket lay crumpled on the couch, still bearing the imprint of a small body.
“Can I get you something?” Mrs. Lawson asked automatically. “Coffee? Tea?”
“No,” Evelyn said quickly. “No, thank you. Please sit.”
They sat opposite each other—Mrs. Lawson on the edge of the couch, Evelyn in an armchair that sagged slightly.
“There’s not much to say,” the woman said abruptly. “He was fine. He was… he was fine. He woke up, he had cereal, he argued about the shoes he wanted to wear. He… he…”
Her voice broke.
Evelyn leaned forward. “Take your time,” she said. “There’s no rush. None.”
She waited as the woman took three shaking breaths.
“He walks to the bus stop,” Mrs. Lawson said. “He likes to go through the cut in the trees, the one that goes by the ravine. He says it’s faster. We told him to stay on the road but he said it’s boring, and I—” She put a hand over her mouth. “—I let him. I let him.”
Guilt poured off her like heat.
“Mrs. Lawson,” Evelyn said gently, “this is not your fault.”
The woman shook her head violently.
“It is,” she said. “If I’d walked with him—if I’d made him stay on the road—”
“You can’t anticipate monsters,” Evelyn said softly. “That’s not on you. That’s on whoever did this.”
The woman’s eyes searched her face, desperate.
“You really think it was some… some stranger?” she whispered. “The sheriff said it might be… something like that old case. The Echo. I remember that. I was in high school. They said he took kids…”
Her breath hitched into a sob.
“Is it him?”
Evelyn didn’t answer immediately.
“Right now,” she said, “we’re looking at everything. Old case files. New evidence. We’re not ruling anything out.”
“That’s not an answer,” Mrs. Lawson whispered.
“I know.”
Evelyn hated this part. The limbo. The point where truth didn’t help and lies felt like betrayal.
“Ethan,” she said instead. “What was he like the last week? Anything out of routine? Any new friends, new interests, strange behavior? Did he seem scared? Secretive?”
Mrs. Lawson scrubbed at her face.
“He… he had nightmares,” she said. “But he’s always had those. He’s a sensitive kid. He worries. He… he’d get up and sit at the window sometimes, says the fog makes noises.”
Evelyn’s stomach tightened.
“What kind of noises?” she asked.
Mrs. Lawson shrugged helplessly. “He said it sounded like someone talking far away. Like a radio. I told him it was the highway. Or the wind in the trees. Kids’ imaginations, you know?”
“Did he say if he ever saw anyone? A car? A man?”
She shook her head.
“No. He just said the fog was ‘busy.’” Her eyes filled again. “What does that even mean? What does that—”
She broke off, choking on the words.
Evelyn waited until she caught her breath.
“Can I ask you something sensitive?” Evelyn said quietly. “It may sound strange.”
Mrs. Lawson nodded, bracing herself.
“Did Ethan start wearing anything new lately?” Evelyn asked. “Something he was given. A bracelet, a ribbon, a charm. Something he was attached to.”
Mrs. Lawson frowned, thinking.
Then her face changed.
“Oh God,” she whispered.
Evelyn’s pulse quickened.
“What?” she asked. “What is it?”
Mrs. Lawson stood abruptly and went to a small table near the hallway. A clutter of mail, keys, and small objects sat there. She picked something up with trembling fingers and brought it back to the couch.
A white ribbon.
Tied in a bow.
Evelyn swallowed.
“Where did he get that?” she asked.
Mrs. Lawson’s face crumpled.
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “He came home with it last week. Said a ‘nice lady’ at the bus stop gave it to him. Said she told him it was for ‘special children who listen.’”
Ice crawled down Evelyn’s spine.
“Did you see this woman?” she asked.
“No,” Mrs. Lawson said. “He… he said she only came some mornings. I thought— I thought maybe it was one of the other moms. I didn’t—”
She clutched the ribbon to her chest like she could strangle it.
“He started wearing it all the time,” she said. “I told him to take it off for bed, but he’d just cry and say she’d be sad if he didn’t keep it on. I hid it yesterday in that bowl, thinking he’d forget. This morning he was so upset he couldn’t find it. I said he’d get a new one… I said…”
Her voice dissolved.
Evelyn gently took the ribbon from her fingers.
“May I?” she asked.
Mrs. Lawson nodded, tears spilling down her cheeks.
Evelyn studied the bow, the texture of the fabric. It wasn’t cheap party ribbon. It was satin, the good kind, the kind people bought for weddings or baby showers.
“What did Ethan call her?” Evelyn asked quietly. “This woman.”
Mrs. Lawson sniffed. “Just ‘the lady.’”
“Did he say anything else about her?”
“He said she… she knew his name,” Mrs. Lawson whispered. “And yours.”
Evelyn blinked.
“What?”
The woman’s hands twisted in her lap.
“He said the lady at the bus stop asked him if he knew Miss Shaw,” she said. “He told her you were the ‘brain lady’ who talked to the police about bad people. He said she laughed and said you ‘always did like puzzles.’”
The room seemed to tilt under Evelyn for a moment.
“Mrs. Lawson,” she said carefully, “why didn’t you tell this to the officers this morning?”
The woman flinched.
“I tried,” she said. “They kept asking about the last time I saw him, his clothes, his route to the bus. They were all talking so fast. There were so many questions. I… I didn’t know which pieces mattered.”
Evelyn closed her hand around the ribbon until the satin bit into her palm.
“They all matter,” she said. “And this one matters a lot.”
She stood.
“I’m going to find who did this to your son,” she said. The words came out low and fierce, surprising even herself. “I can’t promise you when. But I will.”
Mrs. Lawson nodded numbly, as if she didn’t fully believe anyone could fix anything anyway.
As Evelyn stepped back out into the chill, the air felt thinner.
The Echo had never interacted with its victims’ families before.
Never.
This was new.
And it had used her name.

Chapter 4 – Ghosts in the File Room
Records was in the basement, which felt like a bad joke.
Marcus balanced the box under one arm as he pushed through the heavy fire door at the bottom of the stairs. The smell hit him first—dry paper, dust, and the faint tang of old toner.
Fluorescent lights hummed overhead. Metal shelves lined the walls, stacked with banker’s boxes labeled in black marker. A fan in the corner rotated with a tired squeak.
The clerk, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline and a crossword puzzle, looked up from his desk with mild annoyance.
“You lost?” he asked.
“Detective Reed,” Marcus said, setting the box on the counter. “Sheriff cleared me to use an interview room. I need some quiet.”
The clerk eyed the box label, and his expression shifted.
“Echo case,” he muttered. “Didn’t think we’d see that one again.”
“Neither did I,” Marcus said.
He signed the log, took the box to a small room with a table and two chairs, and closed the door behind him.
Silence pressed in.
He sat down and lifted the lid.
Four case binders. Each thick. Each with a child’s name written on the tab.
LINDY WELLS, age 7.
TYLER GRANT, age 11.
MIA SANTOS, age 9.
JORDAN KLEIN, age 8.
Eight-by-ten crime scene photos were clipped to the inside of each binder’s front cover. Marcus did not look at them immediately. He knew too well what they showed.
He opened the supplemental file.
His own handwriting stared back at him from the first page.
Profile notes. Scene sketches. Frantic underlines. Arrows connecting details that no longer made sense.
He flipped through, scanning.
All four kids taken on weekdays, between seven and eight in the morning. Three on their way to the bus. One walking to a neighbor’s to be driven in. No witnesses ever saw the abductions themselves. Only the absence—one minute they were there, the next minute, gone.
Bodies found within twenty-four hours each time.
Always in a place that felt… transitional. Not quite wilderness, not quite urban. A drainage ditch, an empty lot by an abandoned church, a culvert under a service road, a shallow ravine like this morning.
Always posed.
Always with the ribbon.
And always with that same impossibly clean, precise puncture wound.
Back then, they’d considered all kinds of mechanisms. A modified captive-bolt gun. A custom ice pick. A homemade tool. They’d had a short list of local men with technical skills, men accustomed to working with fine detail: a retired machinist, the owner of a small engine repair shop, a former Army medic.
Two alibied out. One drank himself to death three years later. None were ever charged.
Marcus flipped to the interview transcripts.
He remembered the faces—the fathers with clenched jaws, the mothers trembling, the siblings staring at the walls.
“Did she ever mention a stranger?” he had written. “Man in a car? Anyone watching?”
In every case, the answer had been no.
He skimmed his own early profile.
Subject displays high level of control, ability to approach children without triggering fear response. Possible use of authority role (teacher, coach, clergy, law enforcement) or disguised as such. Target selection suggests local knowledge, but no direct personal connection yet established.
He remembered writing that at two in the morning, hands shaking from too much bad coffee and too little sleep.
Something bothered him, even now, reading it.
Too clean. Too careful. Too… clinical.
Like he’d been trying to impress whoever might read the file later, prove that he knew what he was doing.
He sat back and rubbed his eyes.
Younger him had still believed in the system. In outcomes. In closure.
Older him knew better.
He forced himself to look at the photos.
He laid them out in a row across the table, four small bodies in four different seasons.
Lindy in a pink dress, eyes staring at a cloudy sky. Tyler in a hoodie, hair plastered to his forehead from rain. Mia with braids splayed like dark ropes behind her head. Jordan in a soccer jersey, one shoe missing.
All posed.
All perfect.
All wrong.
And in each photo, a glint of white.
He traced the placement of the ribbon in each image with his eyes.
Wrist. Ankle. Neck. Wrist.
The knot was identical each time. The tails of the bow symmetrical.
His stomach twisted.
He reached into the box’s side compartment and pulled out a smaller envelope he didn’t remember adding.
Inside were four bagged ribbons. The originals.
He removed one and held the plastic up to the light.
The satin was slightly worn at the edges—handled, tightened, maybe retied. No one had ever found trace evidence that amounted to anything. Too many hands had touched them by the time they were processed.
He set them down and closed his eyes.
He tried to imagine the sequence.
The Echo, whatever his real name was, approaching each child. Smiling. Speaking softly. Handing them the ribbon with some excuse.
For special kids. For kids who listen. For kids who keep secrets.
Predators didn’t appear as monsters. They appeared as solutions. As comfort. As someone who finally saw the child in a world where adults were always too tired or too busy.
A knock on the door broke his focus.
Marcus looked up.
Evelyn stood in the doorway, damp hair curling at the ends, eyes burning with something sharper than anger.
“Busy?” she asked.
He gestured to the second chair. “Always.”
She shut the door behind her and sat, her gaze flicking to the photos. Her mouth tightened, but she didn’t look away.
“Mrs. Lawson talked about a ribbon,” she said.
Marcus nodded. “We saw it at the scene.”
“No,” Evelyn said. “Another one.”
She placed the white ribbon from the Lawson house onto the table between them. The bow was neat, the satin clean.
Marcus stared at it.
“Ethan’s mother said a woman at his bus stop gave it to him last week,” Evelyn said quietly. “Told him it was for ‘special children who listen.’”
“A woman,” Marcus repeated.
“Yes.” Evelyn folded her hands to stop them from shaking. “And that’s not the part that scares me.”
He looked up at her.
“What does?”
Evelyn met his eyes and didn’t blink.
“He told his mother that the woman at the bus stop knew my name,” she said. “Knew I worked with the police. Knew I ‘liked puzzles.’”
Marcus felt a cold prickle run down his spine.
“Why would she say that?” he asked.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” Evelyn said. “If this is the Echo—or someone who learned from him—he’s escalating. He’s contacting the kids before the abduction. Playing the long game. Making them like him.”
She nodded to the old ribbons.
“Did any of the previous families mention gifts?” she asked. “Charms, trinkets, anything like this?”
Marcus sifted through his memory, then checked his notes. He came up empty.
“If they did, it never made it into the file,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. We might not have known what to ask back then.”
She exhaled slowly.
“Younger me assumed the monster came out of nowhere,” Evelyn said. “Older me knows he’s probably been rehearsing for years.”
Marcus watched her.
“You’re taking this personally,” he said.
She let out a humorless laugh. “A boy is dead, and apparently the killer is dropping my name at bus stops to recruit victims. Hard not to take that personally.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Marcus said. “You’ve been here. You didn’t just parachute in on this case.”
Evelyn hesitated.
Then she nodded.
“After you left Ashfield,” she said, “the town still needed someone to help them feel like they were doing something. Dalton brought me in as a consultant on a couple of other cases—domestic, missing persons, nothing like this. But people don’t forget the Echo. Especially the parents.”
She looked at the photos, jaw tightening.
“I sat in living rooms that smelled like stale grief for years,” she said. “You may have been the detective on paper, but I inherited the anger when you left.”
“Anger at me?” Marcus asked quietly.
“At the badge,” she said. “At the idea that anyone could have stopped it and didn’t.”
He absorbed that.
“You hate me for leaving?” he asked.
Her eyes snapped to his.
“If you’re looking for self-flagellation material,” she said, “you don’t need my help, Marcus. You’re very good at punishing yourself without me.”
He flinched.
She saw it and sighed.
“I don’t hate you,” she said. “I hated that everyone pretended time solved things when it didn’t. That’s why I stayed.”
“And now?” he asked.
“Now?” she said. “Now I’m wondering if staying made me visible enough for whoever this is to start playing games.”
She tapped the ribbon between them.
“This feels like a message,” she said. “And not just to the kid.”
Marcus looked at the ribbon. The fibers caught the light, simple and innocent.
“What kind of message?” he asked.
Her mouth was a flat line.
“‘I know who you are,’” she said. “‘And I remember you, too.’”

Chapter 5 – The Motel and the Message
The Ashfield Motor Lodge had the kind of neon sign that buzzed louder than the traffic.
Marcus dropped his overnight bag onto the bed and stood in the center of the narrow room for a long moment, taking in the stale air, the dated floral bedspread, the cheap artwork of a barn in a field that probably didn’t exist.
The radiator clicked to life under the window with a disgruntled rattle. Outside, the sky had gone from fog-white to bruise-gray. Rain streaked the glass, warping the view of the highway beyond.
He loosened his tie, used the remote to turn on the TV without looking at what channel came up, then turned it off again. Noise didn’t help. Silence didn’t either.
He sat on the edge of the bed.
The box from Records sat on the small table by the door. He didn’t open it. He didn’t need more ghosts right now. He had enough of them uninvited.
His phone buzzed.
He glanced at the screen.
DALTON
He answered. “Reed.”
“We got confirmation,” Dalton said without preamble. “ME just called. Ethan Lawson—same puncture wound. Penetration depth, angle, trajectory all match the Echo cases within a fraction of a millimeter. Cause of death: instantaneous brain stem trauma.”
Marcus closed his eyes.
“Any trace?” he asked.
“Nothing yet. No fibers that aren’t from the crime scene or his own clothes. No useful prints. We’ll run tox, but I’m not optimistic.”
Ethan’s open eyes flashed behind Marcus’s eyelids.
“Any word on the woman with the ribbon?” Marcus asked.
“Uniforms canvassed the bus stop,” Dalton said. “No one remembers anyone unusual. Couple of moms think they might have seen ‘someone’ standing further down the road earlier in the week, but you know how that goes. Hindsight adds shadows.”
“Pull CCTV,” Marcus said.
Dalton snorted. “This is Ashfield, Reed, not London. Closest camera is at the convenience store half a mile away, and it’s been broken since June.”
Marcus pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Then we go old-school,” he said. “Footwork. We build a map of who was where and when.”
“You got maps in that city brain of yours?” Dalton asked.
“Always.”
“Good. Shaw wants to run a psychological overlay. She’s sending me a list of variables. I’ll forward it to you.”
“Do that,” Marcus said.
He heard Dalton hesitate.
“One more thing,” the sheriff said. “Parents are asking if it’s him. The Echo. I can’t keep dodging the question forever.”
“Then don’t,” Marcus said quietly. “Tell them the truth.”
“Which truth?” Dalton asked. “That we don’t know if he’s the same man, but we know he’s the same kind of monster? That won’t help anyone sleep.”
“Nothing’s going to help them sleep,” Marcus said. “Being lied to won’t either.”
Dalton was silent for a beat.
Then: “You changed.”
“So did the world.”
Dalton exhaled through his nose.
“I’ll be in touch,” he said, and hung up.
Marcus dropped the phone onto the bed and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.
The room pressed in close. He rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the day.
A faint sound made him stop.
Something slid against the floor just outside his door.
He straightened, listening.
Silence.
Then a soft, almost polite knock.
Once.
Twice.
No one knew his room number except Dalton and Evelyn, and both would have called first.
Marcus stood and moved to the side of the door, back against the wall. The peephole gave a distorted fish-eye view of the outside hallway when he glanced through.
Empty.
“Who is it?” he called.
No answer.
He waited.
Nothing.
He opened the door.
A folded white envelope lay on the metal threshold.
Nobody in the hallway. Just the buzzing light and the hum of the ice machine around the corner.
Marcus picked up the envelope carefully. No name on the front. No markings.
He shut the door, locked it, slid the chain across, and carried the envelope to the table.
He considered gloves, then decided it was pointless. If the Echo wanted to torment him, he wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave prints.
He opened the flap with a pen and eased out the contents.
A photograph slid onto the table.
Not a murder scene.
A candid shot.
Marcus recognized himself first.
Ten years younger, standing beside a patrol car on Ashfield’s main street, a file in his hand, a phone tucked between his shoulder and his ear. Frowning at something out of frame. The strain already visible around his eyes.
Someone had taken this from across the street.
The unsteady angle, the blur of a passing truck, the sunlight washed over the scene—it wasn’t professional surveillance.
It was personal.
Beneath the photo was a square of white satin.
A ribbon, cut short.
No bow.
Just a clean strip.
Something was written on it in tiny, block-printed letters, black ink biting into the weave.
He brought it closer to read.
YOU NEVER LISTENED, MARCUS.
The room went cold.
For a moment, all he could hear was the radiator ticking and the secret pulse of his own heart.
Then his phone buzzed again.
He didn’t look away from the ribbon as he picked it up.
“Reed.”
“It’s me,” Evelyn said. “Dalton forwarded you my notes?”
“I haven’t checked yet,” Marcus said.
Her voice shifted, noticing something in his tone.
“You okay?” she asked.
He looked at the photograph.
At his younger self, frozen in time.
At the strip of white satin in his hand.
“No,” he said. “We have a problem.”
“What kind of problem?”
He swallowed.
“The kind that knows my name,” Marcus said quietly. “And remembers the last time I failed.”
There was a pause on the line.
“Marcus,” Evelyn said, voice very soft, “what did you get?”
He stared at the words on the ribbon.
YOU NEVER LISTENED, MARCUS.
“A message,” he said. “From our ghost.”
He set the ribbon down beside the old case files, as if it belonged there.
Because it did.
The Echo wasn’t just back.
He’d been waiting for Marcus all along.


Chapter 6 – Things Left Unsaid
Evelyn stared at the ribbon on the table as if it might start moving on its own.
She’d asked Marcus to meet her at the diner because she didn’t want to see that motel room. Didn’t want to imagine him sitting alone with old files and new messages.
Outside, the sky had sunk into evening, the light above the parking lot buzzing against the fog. Inside, Ashfield’s only diner smelled like burnt coffee and frying oil.
Marcus arrived five minutes late, shoulders damp from the mist, eyes hollow in a way that made her stomach tighten.
He slid into the booth opposite her. The waitress—Nancy, who’d been here since before Evelyn moved to town—gave him a curious glance before wandering off.
He reached into his coat and put the ribbon on the table between them.
Evelyn exhaled slowly.
“Did you bring the photo?” she asked.
He nodded and added it.
She studied the image, lips pressed together: Marcus ten years younger, captured mid-stride, phone to his ear, frown carved into his face.
“Where did you get this?” she asked.
“Envelope under my door,” Marcus said. “No note. No return address.”
She flipped the photo over. The back was blank.
“Could it be from an old case file someone dug up?” she asked. “Something that never made the record?”
“I checked,” Marcus said. “It’s not in the Echo boxes. It’s not in any of the logs. Someone took this for themselves.”
Evelyn’s fingers rested lightly on the ribbon, careful not to smear any potential prints—not that she expected any.
“And this,” she said. “Handwriting?”
“Block letters,” Marcus said. “Right-handed, normal pressure. Not much to work with.”
She read the words again.
YOU NEVER LISTENED, MARCUS.
“Listen to what?” she murmured.
“That’s the question, isn’t it?” he said.
She glanced up at him.
“Let’s assume this is from the same person who gave Ethan the ribbon,” she said. “We have someone who knows your history here, knows your involvement in the original Echo case, and holds a grudge.”
Marcus’s jaw tightened. “That narrows it down to half the town.”
“No,” Evelyn said. “Half the town blames ‘the system’ in general. This is personal. This is someone who watched you work and felt ignored. Or someone who thinks they tried to warn you and you dismissed it.”
She waited a beat.
“Is there anyone who fits that?”
Marcus looked away, gaze drifting to the rain streaking the diner window.
“We interviewed almost everyone twice,” he said. “Parents. Teachers. Pastors. Shop owners. Anyone whose schedule intersected with the kids. A lot of them thought they were more helpful than they were.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
His fingers curled around his coffee cup.
“There was a girl,” he said finally. “Back then. Sixteen. Lived in one of the trailer parks outside town. Kept turning up at the periphery of the scenes. Said she ‘saw things’ in the fog. She’d call in tips that didn’t go anywhere.”
Evelyn frowned.
“What was her name?”
“Harper,” he said. A pause. “Harper Lane.”
“And you didn’t believe her?”
“I believed she believed what she was saying,” Marcus said. “But she talked about hearing whispers in the trees, shadows that watched her sleep. The department wanted me to label her as a crank so they’d stop wasting time chasing false leads.”
“And you?” Evelyn asked quietly.
He stared at the coffee.
“I was young,” he said. “I was desperate for clean facts. She talked in metaphors and riddles. I didn’t have the patience for it. Eventually, I told her not to contact me again unless she had something concrete. She stopped calling.”
“You never followed up?” Evelyn asked.
His silence was answer enough.
She tapped the ribbon.
“Maybe you should now,” she said.
He looked up sharply.
“You think Harper sent this?” he asked.
“I think,” Evelyn said, “whoever sent this believes you don’t listen. That phrase is loaded. If there was someone you pushed away because they didn’t speak your language… yeah, I’d want to talk to her.”
“What if she’s dead?” Marcus asked.
“Then that’s also information,” Evelyn said. “But until we know, you need to see her.”
Marcus’s throat worked.
“Why didn’t Dalton mention her?” Evelyn added.
“Because I never put her in the file,” Marcus said. “If I had, I would’ve had to justify why I stopped returning her calls.”
Guilt slid between the words.
Evelyn leaned back.
“Lawson said the woman at the bus stop knew my name and that I ‘like puzzles,’” she said. “Now someone leaves you a ribbon hinting you ignored a warning. It feels like this person is stitching our histories together to get our attention.”
“They have it,” Marcus said. “The question is what they want us to do with it.”
Nancy swung by, topped off their coffees without asking, and shuffled away again, leaving a swirl of steam between them.
“You said Harper saw things in the fog,” Evelyn said. “What kind of things?”
“Voices. Shapes. Patterns in the way the mist moved,” Marcus said.
“Crazy, in other words,” Evelyn translated.
He didn’t argue.
“And you never once wondered if someone was actually out there,” she pressed. “Watching kids on their walk to school, using the fog as cover?”
“I did wonder,” Marcus said. “I just didn’t think a sixteen-year-old with untreated trauma was the most reliable witness.”
“You know that’s exactly the kind of person predators exploit,” Evelyn said. “Invisible kids. Kids nobody trusts.”
Marcus’s jaw set.
“You want to blame me for missing something, go ahead,” he said. “But it won’t help Ethan. It won’t bring back Lindy or Tyler or Mia or Jordan.”
“I’m not blaming you,” she said softly. “I’m telling you that whoever is doing this wants you to feel like you’re to blame. If you carry it like a stone in your chest, they’ll keep using it.”
He looked at her, eyes tired.
“What about you?” he asked. “He’s using your name with the victims now. You don’t think that’s personal?”
“Oh, it’s personal,” she said. “But I’ve lived with being the town’s designated monster-whisperer for years. That’s not new.”
She tapped the ribbon again.
“This is new,” she said. “And it’s not just about guilt. It’s about control. He’s telling you: ‘You didn’t listen then, so now you dance to my tune.’”
Marcus exhaled.
“Then we stop dancing,” he said.
Evelyn nodded.
“Where does Harper Lane live now?” she asked.
“If she’s still in Ashfield?” he said. “There’s only one place she’d be.”
“Where’s that?”
He met her eyes.
“The trailer park by the old mill,” he said. “The one the town pretends doesn’t exist.”

Chapter 7 – Trailer Park Oracles
The Ashfield Pines Mobile Home Park had never seen a pine tree in its life.
It sat off a cracked side road, the sign at the entrance leaning at an angle, the paint flaking off its wooden letters. Mud puddles reflected the sky in distorted patches. Rusting trailers lined the gravel lanes, some with sagging porches, others with tarps for roofs.
Evelyn drove.
Marcus sat in the passenger seat, watching the world shrink.
“Why’d they call it ‘Pines’?” she asked.
“Developers had big dreams,” he said. “Plans for a gated community at the edge of town. Market crashed, investors pulled out, and they slapped wheels on what was left.”
“You sound bitter,” she said.
“I’m from here,” he said. “We’re born bitter.”
She smiled slightly despite herself.
As they pulled into the park, a couple of kids stopped kicking a half-deflated soccer ball and watched the car with wary eyes. A dog barked from under a porch. Someone’s TV flickered blue behind thin curtains.
“You sure she’s still here?” Evelyn asked.
“No,” Marcus said. “But if she’s not, somebody will remember her.”
He rolled down the window and called to the kids, “Hey. I’m looking for Harper Lane. She still around?”
They studied him, weighing fight or flight.
One boy, maybe twelve, pointed down the far lane.
“Green trailer with the busted steps,” he said. “Last one before the ditch. She reads cards. Some folks say she’s a witch.”
“Is she?” Evelyn asked lightly.
The boy shrugged. “She knows stuff. That’s close enough.”
They drove slowly down the lane. The last trailer on the left had peeling teal paint and steps with a missing board on the bottom. A wind chime made from mismatched keys hung by the door, clinking softly in the damp air.
Evelyn parked.
“Let me go first,” Marcus said.
She raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
“Because I’m the one who told her to stop calling a decade ago,” he said. “Feels like I should at least knock.”
He stepped out, boots sinking into the soft ground, and walked to the steps. He remembered her then: skinny kid with a black hoodie, hair in her eyes, chewing the sleeves raw. A chip on her shoulder the size of the state.
He knocked.
For a moment nothing happened.
Then a woman’s voice called from inside, “Door’s open. Watch the step.”
He shot Evelyn a brief look, then opened the door and went in.
The living room was small but surprisingly tidy. Shelves lined with jars and books. A low table with a deck of tarot cards fanned across it. A stack of local newspapers in one corner, neatly bound with twine.
Harper Lane sat cross-legged on the couch.
She was not sixteen anymore.
Her hair was still long and dark but streaked with silver at the temples, pulled back in a messy knot. A small hoop ringed one nostril. Tattoos curled up from the collar of her shirt, black ink sharp against pale skin.
Her eyes were the same.
Sharp. Watchful. Tired.
“Well, well,” she said. “If it isn’t Detective Marcus Reed.”
He hesitated near the door.
“You remember me,” he said.
She snorted. “You kidding? You were the most exciting thing that happened to this town in years. A city cop with a savior complex and a permanent scowl. Hard to forget.”
Evelyn stepped in behind him.
“And you must be Miss Shaw,” Harper added. “The brain lady. The one who came after, when everybody needed someone new to project their shit onto.”
Evelyn blinked. “We’ve never met.”
Harper shrugged. “Ashfield’s small. I listen. I watch. I connect dots.”
Her gaze dropped briefly to Marcus’s hand.
He realized he was still holding the ribbon.
She smiled—sharp and humorless.
“So,” she said. “He finally started writing back, huh?”
Marcus’s skin prickled.
“Why do you say that?” he asked.
“Because that’s what I told you ten years ago,” Harper said. “That he was already talking to you. You just didn’t like the language.”
She pointed to the sagging armchair.
“Sit down before you fall down,” she said. “You look like you haven’t slept since the last administration.”
They sat.
The room hummed with a strange energy—not mystical, but charged, like a storm about to break.
“You live alone?” Evelyn asked.
“For now,” Harper said. “Roommate moved out. Said my dreams freaked her out. Can’t imagine why.”
She picked up the tarot cards and began shuffling them without looking, her fingers moving with casual practice.
“Why are you here, Marcus?” she asked. “And don’t say ‘to ask some questions.’ You had ten years for that.”
He swallowed.
“There was a boy,” he said. “Ethan Lawson.”
“I know,” Harper said quietly. “I heard the sirens. Fog was different this morning.”
Evelyn leaned forward. “Different how?”
Harper studied her.
“When you stare at smoke long enough, you learn the way it moves,” she said. “Fog’s no different. It curls around things. Avoids heat. Clings to cold. This morning it… tracked.”
Marcus frowned. “Tracked what?”
“Movement,” Harper said. “Kids on their way to school. One in particular. Like it was following him.”
Evelyn and Marcus exchanged a look.
“Ethan,” Evelyn said.
Harper nodded once.
“That’s not how weather works,” Marcus said.
Harper smirked. “And dead kids in ravines don’t arrange themselves. Yet here we are.”
She pulled three cards from the deck and laid them face down on the table. Habit, not theatrics.
“Ten years ago,” she said, “I called your station six times in three months. Told you I heard things in the fog. Saw shapes. Patterns. Told you they were getting clearer.”
“I remember,” Marcus said.
“You told me to go outside more. Touch grass. Get a hobby that wasn’t fear,” Harper said. “So I did. I started taking pictures.”
She gestured to a box on the floor by the couch. Evelyn bent, picked it up, and set it on the table.
Inside were photographs—hundreds of them. Fog over fields, fog in alleys, fog around streetlights. All in black and white, the grain rough.
Evelyn flipped through them, brow furrowed.
“Art project?” she asked.
“Evidence,” Harper said.
“Of what?”
Harper met her eyes.
“That something moves inside it,” she said. “Call it a man. Call it a monster. Call it the Echo. But it’s there. You can’t always see it clearly, but it bends things around itself.”
Marcus tried to keep his voice neutral.
“What do you mean, bends things?”
Harper tapped the photos.
“Look at the edges,” she said. “You’ll think it’s just a trick of the lens at first. But the fog clusters where it shouldn’t. Creates shapes that aren’t random. Lines. Angles. Like it’s drawing itself in the air.”
Evelyn brought a few photos closer to the lamp.
At first, it did look like chance—clumps of fog, light catching droplets, the brain trying to impose pattern.
Then she noticed it.
In several shots, the fog formed a faint shape.
Tall. Upright. Slightly hunched at the shoulders.
In one photo, near the edge of a fence, it looked almost like a man with his head tilted to the right.
Her skin crawled.
“How often did you see him?” she asked.
Harper shrugged. “Often enough that I stopped walking alone at dawn.”
“Why didn’t you bring these to the police?” Marcus asked.
“I did,” Harper said flatly. “Or I tried. I brought them to the front desk. The clerk said he’d ‘put them with the file.’ I guess the trash can was closer.”
Evelyn glanced at Marcus.
He looked like someone had punched him.
“I never saw these,” he said.
“I know,” Harper said.
“How?” Evelyn asked.
“Because if you had,” Harper said, “you would’ve come back.”
Silence settled over the room.
Harper flipped the three tarot cards over one by one.
The first: The Moon.
The second: The Hanged Man.
The third: The Fool.
She snorted softly.
“Well,” she said. “That tracks.”
Evelyn ignored the cards.
“Harper,” she said, “someone’s out there now. Giving white ribbons to kids at the bus stop. Using my name to get their trust. Leaving Marcus messages. Does that sound like the same presence you’ve been… tracking?”
Harper’s gaze went distant for a moment.
“The Echo never stopped,” she said finally. “Not really. He just learned better routes. He left Ashfield’s kids alone for a while, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t feeding somewhere else.”
Her eyes sharpened.
“But this?” she tapped the ribbon Marcus had brought. “This is different. This is personal. This is him turning back to look at you.”
She pointed two fingers—one at Marcus, one at Evelyn.
“You two are in his story now,” she said. “That changes the ending.”
Marcus’s voice was low.
“What ending do you see?” he asked.
Harper smiled without humor.
“Depends,” she said. “On whether you’ve finally learned how to listen.”

Chapter 8 – The Town Meeting
Word spread faster than facts.
By the time Sheriff Dalton called the town meeting that evening, Ashfield’s community center was already packed. Folding chairs scraped the linoleum floor. Voices overlapped in nervous streams.
Evelyn stood near the side wall, arms folded, watching the crowd.
She recognized faces she’d seen in quieter moments—the hardware store owner with his permanent frown, the teacher who ran the summer reading program, the woman from church who organized casserole rotations for grieving families.
Tonight, their grief was raw. And it had teeth.
Marcus stood near the front, half in the shadow of a sagging banner that read WELCOME HARVEST FESTIVAL in cheerful letters. He looked like he’d been dropped into the wrong scene from the wrong decade.
Dalton stepped up to the mic. The old PA system squealed, then settled.
“Evening,” he said.
The room muttered back greetings that sounded like accusations.
“I’ll keep this short,” Dalton said. “Most of you already know why we’re here. This morning, Ethan Lawson was found deceased off County Road 19. The circumstances of his death are under active investigation.”
A ripple of sound ran through the crowd.
“What we’re not gonna do,” Dalton continued, “is turn this into a circus. I know the word ‘Echo’ is being thrown around. I’m not gonna stand up here and tell you not to say it—this is a small town and you’re gonna talk. What I will say is this: we are working the case with every resource we have. That includes outside help.”
He gestured toward Marcus.
“Detective Marcus Reed is consulting,” Dalton said. “Some of you remember him from the earlier investigation. Some of you have… opinions about that.”
A man near the front—stocky, late forties, a mechanic by the look of his hands—stood abruptly.
“Damn right we do,” he said. “My sister’s kid was one of the four. Jordan Klein. You remember him, Reed?”
Marcus met his eyes.
“Yes,” he said.
“You were supposed to catch the bastard,” the man said. “Instead you left. We buried a boy and you disappeared.”
A murmur of agreement rolled through the room.
Dalton held up a hand. “Frank—”
“No,” Frank snapped. “We got a right to say it. You bring this man back in here like some kind of hero, you better be ready for folks to ask why he thinks he can help now when he couldn’t then.”
Evelyn saw Marcus’s throat tighten.
He didn’t defend himself.
He didn’t apologize either.
He just said, “You’re right.”
The room quieted, thrown for a beat.
Frank frowned. “What?”
“You’re right,” Marcus repeated. “I didn’t catch him. I pushed as far as they’d let me, and when the trail went cold, they pulled me out. I left because every day I stayed, this town looked at me like a reminder of what hadn’t been done.”
He took a breath.
“That doesn’t change the fact that four kids died. It doesn’t change the fact that Ethan Lawson is dead now. If you want to hate me for not doing enough back then, I understand. But I’m not here for a second chance at my reputation. I’m here because he’s hunting again.”
The word he hung on was he.
Not it.
Not the Echo.
He.
Something specific. Something with a shape.
“I don’t care what you think of me,” Marcus said. “I care about making sure there isn’t a fifth funeral in this town. Or a sixth. Or a seventh.”
A woman near the back lifted her hand, voice shaking.
“Is it the same man?” she asked. “Is it the Echo?”
Dalton’s jaw worked.
“Yes,” he said finally. “Right now, our working assumption is that the unsub is either the original Echo or a copycat with intimate knowledge of the old case. The way Ethan was killed matches the previous homicides too closely to write off as coincidence.”
A man in a church usher’s jacket made the sign of the cross.
“So what do we do?” someone else demanded. “Keep our kids locked inside forever?”
“For the time being,” Dalton said, “I’m advising all parents: no children walking alone. To school, from school, to friends’ houses—doesn’t matter. If your kid leaves the house, an adult goes with them. We’ll increase patrols near bus stops and school zones. We’re coordinating with state for additional support.”
“What about this person giving ribbons to kids?” a woman cried. “My niece came home with one last week. We thought it was nothing. Are you saying someone could have been—”
Her voice broke.
“That’s under investigation,” Dalton said. “If your child has been approached by anyone offering them gifts, ribbons, charms—anything—tell us. Don’t wait. Don’t chalk it up to ‘stranger being nice.’”
Evelyn stepped forward.
Dalton nodded and moved aside.
She took the mic.
“I know I’m not from here originally,” she said, scanning the faces. “I know some of you see me as an outsider, as the woman who sits in your living rooms and asks you to talk about the worst days of your life. That’s fine. You don’t have to like me.”
A strained chuckle rippled through the crowd.
“What you do need to know,” she continued, “is that whoever this is? He understands how this town thinks. He understands how fear travels through a place like this. He knows some of you are more scared of embarrassment than danger. That you’ll rationalize things for a while because you don’t want to be ‘dramatic.’”
She let that sink in.
“I’m telling you now: this is the moment to be dramatic,” she said. “If your kid mentions a woman or a man who seems overly interested in them, don’t shrug it off. If someone you don’t recognize lingers near your bus stop, don’t assume it’s a parent you haven’t met.”
Someone scoffed. “So we just treat everyone like a suspect?”
“For a little while?” Evelyn said. “Yes. I’d rather hurt a stranger’s feelings than plan another funeral.”
Frank Klein spoke again, softer this time.
“You really think you can stop him?” he asked. “After all this time?”
Evelyn looked at Marcus, then back at Frank.
“I think we can make it very, very hard for him to keep hunting here,” she said. “Predators like this thrive where they can move unseen. Hide in routine. The more eyes are open, the more risk he takes.”
“And if he’s not afraid of risk?” someone asked.
“Then,” Marcus said from the side, “he’ll make a mistake.”
“Like what?” Frank asked.
Marcus thought of the ribbon on his motel table, the photo of his younger self, the handwritten message.
“Like reaching out,” he said. “Like talking too much.”
He looked out over the crowd.
“And when he does, we’ll be listening.”
Evelyn knew the line sounded good. Knew it was half performance, half truth.
But in the back of the room, near the exit, a woman she didn’t recognize slipped out quietly, head down, hands tucked into her coat sleeves.
Evelyn’s gaze snagged on the slight tilt of the woman’s head as she turned.
Like she was listening to something only she could hear.

Chapter 9 – The Woman in the Glass
The motel bathroom mirror had seen better days.
Marcus wiped the steam from it with the edge of a towel, leaving streaks. His reflection looked distorted—stubble too harsh, eyes too shadowed, the lines at the corners deeper than he remembered.
He didn’t sleep much after the town meeting.
Frank’s accusation hung in the air of the community center long after everyone left. But it wasn’t the anger that stuck with him. It was the grief. The way the man’s voice broke when he said his nephew’s name.
Marcus turned on the tap, splashed cold water on his face, and gripped the edges of the sink until his knuckles whitened.
Fog pressed against the bathroom window, blurring the parking lot lights.
He stared at his reflection.
“Listen,” Harper had said.
YOU NEVER LISTENED, MARCUS, the ribbon had said.
“What am I supposed to be hearing?” he muttered.
He turned off the tap and stepped back into the main room.
The old case files sat where he’d left them. The new ribbon lay beside them like a bridge between past and present.
He sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the photograph again.
Whoever had taken it had been standing outside the grocery store across from the station. The angle showed a reflection in the glass behind him—a partial image of the street.
He squinted, bringing it closer.
There.
Barely visible.
Faded.
But there.
A figure in the reflection, further up the sidewalk.
Not clear enough to see a face, but enough to make out posture. Shoulders slightly hunched. Head tilted.
It could have been anyone. A random passer-by.
But his mind snagged on the tilt. The angle.
Same as the boy in the ravine.
Same as the shapes in Harper’s photos.
Same as—
His phone buzzed.
Unknown number.
He answered cautiously. “Reed.”
A woman’s voice.
Soft.
Measured.
Unfamiliar.
“Detective,” she said. “Nice to finally hear your voice again.”
The hair on the back of his neck rose.
“Who is this?” he asked.
“You really don’t remember?” she said. “I’m hurt.”
He stood, pacing without realizing.
“If you have something to say, say it,” he snapped.
She laughed lightly.
“Still impatient,” she said. “You never learned to sit in silence and listen. Even back then.”
“Back when?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.
“When we talked about fog and echoes,” she said. “When I told you there were patterns in the way the town breathed and you told me to get some air.”
His chest tightened.
“Harper?” he asked.
She hummed in acknowledgment.
“That’s one of my names,” she said. “You didn’t use it much. You preferred ‘kid’ or ‘sweetheart’ when you were trying to keep me calm.”
He clenched his jaw.
“Where did you get this number?” he asked.
“You really think there’s anywhere in this town I can’t reach?” she asked. “You underestimate me. You always did.”
His mind raced.
He’d just seen her in person. She’d been sharp, bitter, measured. But on the phone, her voice carried a different undercurrent. Something almost playful.
“What do you want?” he asked.
“Is that how you greet old witnesses?” she said lightly. “No wonder they stop talking to you.”
“You dropped off the grid for ten years,” he said. “Now I have a dead boy and a ribbon under my door. Forgive me if I’m not in the mood for small talk.”
Silence stretched for a beat.
“When you came today,” she said, “you didn’t apologize.”
He blinked.
“I’m not here to make amends,” he said. “I’m here to stop someone from killing more kids.”
“You still think those goals are separate,” she said. “That’s your problem.”
He was about to argue when he heard something in the background of her call.
A faint, irregular beeping.
A distant cough.
Footsteps on tile.
“You’re not at home,” he said.
“No,” she said. “I’m at the hospital.”
“Are you hurt?” he asked.
She laughed softly.
“Not yet.”
He felt his free hand ball into a fist.
“Harper,” he said carefully, “if you know something—if you’ve heard something—you need to tell me. Ethan Lawson did not die because you used a tarot metaphor. He died because someone put a hole in his skull. I need more than riddles.”
She exhaled into the phone.
“You sound tired,” she said. “Is the guilt heavier at night?”
“Where are you exactly?” he pushed. “Which hospital?”
Instead of answering, she said:
“Do you remember what I told you about the Echo?”
“You told me a lot of things,” he said.
“I told you,” she said, “that he doesn’t just repeat. He reflects. He becomes what people fear. Back then, he was everyone’s boogeyman. A man in the woods. A stranger. A shadow.”
She paused.
“But fear has changed since then,” she said. “Now parents aren’t just afraid of dark alleys. They’re afraid of screens. Systems. Things that watch when they can’t.”
“What are you saying?” Marcus asked.
“You’re still looking for a man in the fog,” Harper said. “But he’s learned new places to hide.”
He moved to the window, looking out at the empty lot.
“Where?” he asked.
Static crackled faintly on the line.
“In the wires,” she said.
The phrase sent a cold shiver through him.
“You sound like you’re reciting a script,” he said. “Who are you talking to besides me?”
She laughed again, but it cracked at the edges.
“Everyone,” she whispered. “No one. The town. The patterns. Him.”
“Harper—”
“Come to St. Augustine’s,” she said suddenly. “Third floor. East wing. Tonight. If you want to know what you never listened to.”
The line went dead.
He stared at his phone.
St. Augustine’s was the only hospital within forty miles.
He grabbed his coat.

Chapter 10 – St. Augustine’s
Hospitals at night always felt like purgatory.
Dim lights. Echoes of footsteps. The constant, low hum of machines keeping people in the in-between.
Marcus’s shoes squeaked on the polished floor as he stepped out of the elevator onto the third floor of St. Augustine’s. East wing.
The signs pointed toward Oncology, Pediatrics, Long-Term Care.
Nurses moved like ghosts from room to room. A cleaning cart rattled past. Somewhere, a monitor beeped steadily, then flatlined into a long, continuous tone before being silenced.
He checked his phone for service.
Three bars.
No new messages.
“Can I help you?” a nurse at the station asked, eyes tired but kind.
“I’m looking for Harper Lane,” he said. “She said she was here.”
The nurse frowned, tapping on her keyboard.
“Lane…” she murmured. “Harper. Yes. Room 314. But visiting hours are—”
“She asked me to come,” Marcus said. “I’m consulting with the police. It’s important.”
The nurse studied him, then sighed.
“Two minutes,” she said. “Don’t stress her.”
He walked down the hall, past closed doors and slivers of lives—televisions flickering with muted game shows, a man staring out the window, a woman curled on her side with a book fallen open on the bed.
Room 314’s door was slightly ajar.
He knocked once and entered.
Harper sat on the edge of the bed, an IV line taped to the back of her hand. She’d swapped her T-shirt for a faded hospital gown, but her eyes were exactly the same: sharp, amused, and old.
“You clean up nice,” she said.
“You lied,” he replied.
“Only a little,” she said. “I said hospital. Didn’t say I was the patient for good.”
He glanced at the IV.
“You sick?” he asked.
“Chronic,” she said. “Autoimmune bullshit. My body thinks I’m the enemy. Fitting, really.”
He shut the door behind him.
“Why am I here?” he asked.
“You’re here,” she said, “because you finally answered the phone.”
He stepped closer.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were in treatment?” he asked. “When did it start?”
“After you left,” she said. “After the Echo stopped and the town went back to pretending bad things only happen on the news. I started getting tired. Doctor said my immune system was ‘overactive.’ I called it karmic irony.”
He didn’t sit.
She did that for him.
“You’re pacing,” she said. “That means you’re scared.”
“I’m irritated,” he said.
“Irritated is just scared with a badge,” she replied.
He dragged a chair closer and sat, elbows on his knees.
“You said he’s in the wires now,” he said. “Explain.”
Harper looked at the IV bag for a moment.
“People think Echoes are about sound,” she said slowly. “But really, they’re about repetition. Patterns bouncing off surfaces until they become something else.”
“This isn’t a poetry reading,” he said. “I need specifics.”
She smiled faintly.
“You ever notice how this town changed after you left?” she asked. “Not the buildings. The behavior. Cameras on every porch. Parents tracking their kids’ phones. School installing new security systems. Church swapping out hymn books for digital projectors.”
“That’s not just Ashfield,” he said. “That’s the world.”
“Exactly,” she said. “Fear evolved. It learned screens. Signals. Networks. Everyone started feeding their routines into invisible systems and hoping those systems would keep them safe.”
She tapped her temple.
“Monsters pay attention,” she said. “If they want to keep hunting, they don’t fight the new structures. They swim through them.”
He remembered the broken CCTV at the convenience store. The dead camera at the Lawson’s intersection. The way the town’s tech seemed to fail just where they needed it not to.
“You think the Echo is hacking security systems now?” he asked, skeptical.
“I think,” she said, “the Echo watches people the way I watched fog. He learned where cameras can’t see, where signals drop, where people are blind while thinking they’re watched.”
She looked at the heart monitor by her bed.
“Wires keep us alive,” she said. “They also give a clever mind access to places flesh can’t go.”
Marcus shook his head.
“We’re not dealing with some omniscient phantom in the internet,” he said. “We’re dealing with a man who knows this town and is good at not being seen.”
“Who says it can’t be both?” Harper asked.
He was about to reply when the lights flickered.
Once.
Twice.
The hum of the heart monitor glitched, then resumed.
Harper’s eyes didn’t leave his.
“You feel that?” she asked.
“Old hospital wiring,” he said.
“Sure,” she said. “Keep telling yourself that.”
He rubbed his face.
“This is why I didn’t listen to you ten years ago,” he said. “You wrap things in myth until nobody knows where the evidence begins and the story ends.”
Harper’s smile vanished.
“You really want evidence?” she asked. “Fine. I’ll give you one.”
She nodded toward the bedside table.
“Top drawer,” she said. “I’ve been keeping something for you.”
He opened it.
Inside was a small, black USB drive on a cheap keychain.
“What’s this?” he asked.
“Footage,” she said. “From before one of the old Echo killings. A guy who ran an unofficial scrap yard had a motion-activated camera pointed at his lot. Caught something the night before Lindy died.”
Marcus felt his pulse spike.
“How did you get it?” he asked.
“I went looking where you didn’t,” she said. “I offered him cash. He thought it was a joke. Tucked it away. Said the ‘real cops’ weren’t interested in ghost pictures.”
“And you didn’t bring it to me,” he said.
“I did,” she said. “I brought it to the station. Same as the photos. It disappeared into a desk drawer and never came out.”
“You’re sure it’s still on here?” he asked.
“If it isn’t,” Harper said, “I’m sicker than I thought.”
He pocketed the drive.
“Thank you,” he said.
She waved that away.
“You’re not done,” she said. “Ask what you came to ask.”
He hesitated.
“When you said he’s ‘in the wires,’” Marcus said, “do you mean you think he can… talk through them? Phone lines. Radios. That kind of thing.”
Harper tilted her head.
“Why?” she asked. “Did your motel TV start whispering last night?”
He didn’t answer.
Her gaze sharpened.
“Something’s following you,” she said quietly.
He stood.
“You’re exhausted,” he said. “I should let you rest.”
“You should,” she said. “You won’t.”
He moved to the door.
“Marcus?” she said.
He paused.
“You know why he likes you?” Harper asked softly.
His hand tightened on the doorknob.
“Who?” he asked. “The Echo?”
She nodded.
“You carry the same thing he does,” she said. “Silence. Only difference is, you’re trying to fill yours with the right voices.”
He swallowed.
“And him?” he asked.
“He just wants more echoes,” she said.

Chapter 11 – Noise
Marcus drove back to the motel with the USB burning a hole in his pocket.
Rain smeared across the windshield, turning the world into streaks of light and shadow. The wipers thumped a steady rhythm, useless against the feeling that something watched from the edges of the road.
He told himself it was adrenaline. Lack of sleep. The weight of reopening old wounds.
He knew better.
He parked crookedly outside his room, killed the engine, and sat in the silence.
The motel sign buzzed overhead. In the distance, a truck rumbled down the highway.
He stepped out, scanning the parking lot. A couple arguing quietly near the soda machine. An older man smoking under the awning, eyes on some game playing on his phone.
Normal.
It always looked normal right before it broke.
He went into his room and locked the door.
The laptop on the table was old, issued from his consulting firm, not connected to any cloud backup. He preferred it that way. He liked knowing that if he smashed it, the wreckage would be local.
He plugged in the USB.
For a second, nothing happened.
Then the drive’s folder popped up.
One file.
VIDEO_0412.MP4
He opened it.
Grainy, black-and-white footage appeared—a fixed view of a chain-link fence, stacks of scrap metal, the outline of a rusted truck. Time stamp in the corner. 02:13:07 A.M.
“Come on,” he murmured. “Show me something.”
For thirty seconds, nothing moved.
Then the fog rolled in.
It seeped into the frame slowly at first, then thicker, swallowing the details of the lot. The fence became a ghost outline. The truck turned into a shadow.
The motion sensor struggled to adjust, occasionally glitching as droplets hit the lens.
Marcus watched, leaning forward.
At 02:15:32, a shape appeared.
It was faint. A darker smudge in the white.
Tall. Human-height. Indistinct.
It moved along the inside of the fence, unhurried, like someone taking a casual stroll through the scrap yard.
It paused once, head tilting slightly—to the right.
Marcus felt his skin go cold.
“Stop,” he whispered to the screen. “Turn. Show me your face.”
The figure did neither.
It continued to the edge of the frame… and vanished into the fog.
The time stamp ticked on.
He rewound the clip and watched it again. And again. Slowing it, pausing, advancing frame by frame.
The shape never became clearer.
But something else did.
At 02:15:34, when the shadow paused near the fence, a faint distortion appeared in the time stamp numbers. For half a second, the digits flickered—tiny, unreadable symbols overlaying them. Then they corrected.
His heart pounded.
He replayed that section. Froze it.
The symbols were too blurry to parse, but the fact that they existed at all bothered him. Analog cameras didn’t glitch like that.
He grabbed his phone.
“Shaw,” he said when she picked up. “You awake?”
“You know that’s not how sleep works,” she muttered. “What do you have?”
“Footage from before Lindy’s murder,” he said. “Harper had it. I’m sending you a still.”
He snapped a photo of the laptop screen and texted it.
She was quiet for a moment.
“Is that… a person?” she asked.
“I think so,” he said. “The shape, the tilt of the head. Could be a trick of the fog. But look at the time stamp.”
Another pause.
“That distortion isn’t normal,” she said. “Camera artifact?”
“Harper said the guy who owned the scrap yard called it ‘ghost static,’” Marcus said. “Said he showed it to an officer who told him not to worry about it.”
She sighed.
“We should get the original camera if it still exists,” she said. “See if it ever did that at other times.”
“I’ll ask Harper,” he said.
“Marcus,” she added, voice softer. “How are you? Really.”
He looked at his reflection in the dark laptop screen.
“Unpopular,” he said. “Haunted. You know. The usual.”
“Funny,” she said.
“I try,” he replied.
He hesitated.
“There’s something else,” he said. “She said he’s ‘in the wires.’ That he’s learned to swim through systems. It sounds like paranoid metaphor until you see this.”
“You think he’s tampering with electronics?” she asked. “Scrubbing cameras. Killing feeds. Triggering glitches so nobody trusts what they see.”
“It matches what Dalton said about broken CCTV,” Marcus said. “And Mrs. Lawson’s story about the fog making ‘busy’ noise.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I don’t know if Harper is describing a man who understands tech,” he said, “or if she’s… tuned into something bigger.”
“You’re asking me if I believe in ghosts now?” she said lightly.
“I’m asking,” he said, “if you’ve ever seen evil move in ways you couldn’t explain.”
She was quiet for a long time.
“Yes,” she said finally.
He waited.
“But I’ve also seen people use that mystery as an excuse to stop asking questions,” she added. “We don’t get to do that. Not if we want to catch him. Whether he’s using fog, wires, or carrier pigeons, he bleeds like anyone else.”
He exhaled slowly.
“Fair enough,” he said.
“Try to sleep,” she said. “If the Echo wants to send you more late-night fan mail, we’ll deal with it in the morning.”
“Comforting,” he said.
He hung up.
The room felt too small.
The ribbon lay beside the laptop, words taunting him.
YOU NEVER LISTENED, MARCUS.
“Well,” he murmured, “I’m listening now.”
The motel’s AC unit hummed.
The neon from the sign outside bled red along the ceiling.
He lay back on the bed fully dressed, one arm over his eyes.
At some point, he drifted.
He wasn’t sure how long he slept before the noise started.
A faint crackle at the edge of hearing.
Like static, but wetter.
Closer.
He woke with a start.
The room was dark. The laptop screen slept. The clock read 3:07 A.M.
The noise grew louder.
He sat up.
It was coming from the TV.
The set was off. The power light glowed red.
But the sound—static, whispers, a distant, windless rush—poured out of it.
“Great,” he muttered. “Now I’m in a cheap horror movie.”
He swung his legs off the bed and stood, moving closer.
Up close, the sound changed.
Underneath the static was something else.
Words.
His name.
“Marcus…”
He froze.
The hairs on his arms stood up.
He leaned closer.
“Say it again,” he whispered.
The whisper came, stretched through interference:
“Mar… cus…”
He yanked the TV’s power cord from the wall.
The sound stopped.
The room went dead quiet.
His heart pounded in his ears.
He stared at the unplugged set, chest heaving.
His phone buzzed.
No caller ID.
He answered without thinking.
“Reed.”
The line hissed softly.
And then a child’s voice—thin, distant, like it was coming from the bottom of a tunnel—whispered:
“You hear it now, don’t you?”
His throat closed.
“Who is this?” he whispered.
A pause.
Then, almost gently:
“You never listened before. That’s why we had to do it again.”
The call cut off.
Marcus stared at the phone screen.
His hand shook.
Outside, the fog pressed thick against the window, muffling the rest of the world.
Inside the room, the only sound was his breathing.
For the first time since coming back to Ashfield, Marcus Reed believed something he didn’t know how to admit to himself:
This wasn’t just a man in the shadows anymore.
Something in the wires was listening back.
Chapter 12 – The Static in His Bones
Marcus sat motionless on the edge of the bed, phone still in his hand, breath shaking in and out of his chest.
The room was dark except for the red glow of the motel sign bleeding through the blinds. The unplugged TV stared blankly at him like an accusation. Outside, the fog thickened, pressing its weight to the window like a living thing.
“You hear it now, don’t you?”
The child’s voice—thin, disembodied—clung to the walls of his skull.
He forced himself to stand, to move, to breathe. His first instinct was to call Evelyn. His second was to throw the phone against the wall. His third was to run out into the fog and scream until something screamed back.
Instead, he went to the laptop and inserted the USB again, as if the footage might offer a rational anchor.
It didn’t.
He paused the frame where the shadow paused at the fence. Waited. Watched.
The faint distortion over the timestamp flickered again, like the video itself was breathing.
“What are you?” Marcus whispered at the screen.
The shadow didn’t answer.
But the heater clicked loudly behind him, making him jump.
He scrubbed his hands over his face.
Sleep was not an option now.
He grabbed his coat, shoved the USB and ribbon into his pocket, and left the room.
He didn’t know where he was going.
He just knew he couldn’t stay still.

Chapter 13 – The Road to the Chapel
The fog made the streets look like a dream set built by someone with a smoking habit and a death wish.
Marcus drove with both hands white-knuckled on the wheel, headlights slicing short beams into the mist. The quiet inside the car felt wrong, like the silence between heartbeats before a seizure.
He didn’t remember deciding to go to the old chapel. But when he reached the turnoff—an overgrown path off County Road 12—his body moved before his mind caught up.
The chapel had been abandoned for years, shunned after rumors that one of the Echo victims had once attended Sunday school there. It wasn’t true, but in Ashfield, rumors often replaced facts because rumors hurt less.
Marcus parked near the crooked sign that read:
ST. LUKE’S CHAPEL
GOD SEES EVERYTHING
He swallowed.
He wasn’t religious, but the sign felt personal tonight.
He stepped out and walked toward the building.
The grass was wet. The fog slid along the ground like a low tide. The chapel’s broken windows reflected nothing.
Then the wind shifted.
Something whispered through the trees—not that ghostly static, but something more human.
A child’s voice.
“…Marcus…”
He froze.
Not again.
He turned toward the sound.
Nothing but fog.
“Enough,” he snapped into the mist. “Come out.”
Silence.
Then—a soft, distinct tap, like a stone hitting wood.
He spun toward the source—the chapel door had moved slightly, creaking on its swollen hinges.
He approached slowly, pulse thundering in his throat.
“Who’s in there?” he called.
A faint shuffle answered.
He pushed the door open.
Inside, the chapel was a ruin—dust on the pews, cobwebs in the rafters, hymnals scattered like fallen birds. Rain dripped through holes in the roof.
And at the front, near the altar—
A figure.
A woman.
Standing perfectly still in the fog drifting through the broken window.
Her head was tilted.
Slightly.
To the right.
Marcus’s stomach dropped.
“Ma’am?” he called cautiously.
She didn’t move.
He stepped closer.
“Hey—are you alright?”
The woman slowly turned her head toward him, movement stiff, unnatural.
Her face was pale, eyes wide and glassy. Her coat hung damp around her frame as if she’d been walking for hours.
“Are you hurt?” Marcus asked.
She blinked slowly.
Then spoke.
“He listens,” she whispered.
His breath caught.
“Who?” he asked.
Her mouth opened, but no sound came.
Instead, she lifted her hand.
A white ribbon hung from her fingers.
Marcus’s pulse spiked.
“Where did you get that?” he demanded.
She tilted her head further—too far now, almost unnaturally—and whispered:
“He watches.”
“Who is ‘he’?” Marcus snapped.
Her eyes flickered—fear? Pain? Something else?
And then—
Her body seized.
She jerked once, violently, as if yanked by an invisible hook. The ribbon fell from her hand. She gasped, choking on air that wasn’t there.
Marcus rushed forward and grabbed her shoulders.
“Hey! Stay with me!”
But her eyes rolled back.
She collapsed into his arms, shaking like something inside her was shorting out.
“Jesus Christ—”
He lowered her to the dusty floor, checking her pulse.
It fluttered weakly.
Her lips moved.
“Static…” she rasped. “Too loud…”
Marcus leaned close.
“What static?”
Her trembling hand reached blindly toward the broken stained glass above them.
“He’s… in the—”
She convulsed again.
Her pulse stopped.
Just like that.
Marcus froze, horror spreading cold through his veins.
He reached for his phone with shaking fingers.
“Dispatch, this is Reed, I need EMS to St. Lu—”
The line cut.
Static.
Raw, choking static poured from the phone speaker.
Then—underneath it—
A voice he couldn’t place.
Male. Soft. Whispering like a secret shared under bedsheets.
“She listened.”
Marcus’s lungs froze.
“Who is this?” he forced out.
Static flared.
“He listens when you don’t.”
The line went dead.
He stared at the corpse on the floor.
A ribbon at her fingertips.
Fog drifting through the shattered window.
Something had killed her without touching her.
No—that wasn’t right.
Something had triggered something already inside her.
A command?
A signal?
A pattern?
Harper’s words echoed:
“He learned where the wires go.”
Marcus swallowed hard.
Whatever was happening—even if there was a man at the center of it—something else was riding inside the chaos.
And it had just killed a woman at his feet.

Chapter 14 – The Autopsy Will Lie
Evelyn arrived at the chapel twenty-two minutes later, breath visible in the cold air as she rushed to the door.
“What the hell happened?” she snapped the second she saw Marcus outside.
He ran a hand through his hair. “She died in front of me.”
“Who is she?”
“No ID. No purse. Just wandered in. She said… she said he listens. And then—”
“And then?” Evelyn pressed.
“She convulsed,” Marcus said. “Like something shut her down.”
Evelyn stared at him.
“You’re saying she had a seizure?”
“No,” he said. “I’m saying she died because something told her to.”
She blinked. “Marcus—no. That’s not how bodies work.”
“You didn’t see her,” he snapped.
EMTs rushed past them into the chapel.
Dalton arrived minutes later, coat unbuttoned, hair still wet from the shower he’d clearly been dragged out of.
“What the hell did you drag me to at midnight?” he demanded.
Marcus pointed inside.
“A woman is dead,” he said. “She had a ribbon. She referenced the Echo.”
Dalton swore under his breath.
They watched as the EMTs carried the woman’s body out on a stretcher. Her head lolled to the side—tilted right.
Evelyn felt her stomach twist.
“Cause of death?” Dalton asked the EMT.
“Unknown,” the man said. “No trauma. No visible injury. Pupils constricted before she flatlined. Could be an aneurysm.”
“Or something else,” Marcus said quietly.
Dalton shot him a look. “Don’t start with the ghost shit.”
“It wasn’t ghost shit,” Marcus said. “It was controlled. Like she responded to something neither of us could hear.”
Evelyn shivered.
Dalton ran a hand over his face.
“I’ll send the body to the ME tonight,” he said. “But unless a demon crawls out of her chest during the autopsy, they’re going to call it natural causes.”
“It wasn’t natural,” Marcus insisted. “Not a chance in hell.”
Dalton glared. “You want to tell the town the Echo can kill by looking at people? You want hysteria? Panic? People barricading themselves inside with shotguns? Because that’s what you’re selling.”
“I didn’t say that,” Marcus said. “But something triggered her. Something we can’t explain yet.”
Evelyn caught his arm.
“Marcus,” she said quietly, “we need to slow down. Just for a second.”
He looked at her like she’d slapped him.
“You saw what happened,” he said.
“I saw the aftermath,” she corrected. “But we need facts, not fear. When I talked to Harper, she said—”
“Don’t quote Harper at me right now,” he snapped. “Her mind’s half in fever dreams.”
“She was right about the footage,” Evelyn said calmly. “She was right about the patterns in the fog. And she was right about someone contacting Ethan before he died.”
“That doesn’t make her a prophet,” Marcus muttered.
“No,” she said. “It makes her a witness.”
He exhaled sharply but didn’t argue.
Dalton rubbed his temples.
“Look,” he said. “I’ll put out a quiet notice for anyone who might know this woman. But until we have a name, this goes nowhere public. Understood?”
Marcus nodded reluctantly.
“Good. Go home. Both of you. You’re not going to solve this tonight.”
Evelyn glanced at Marcus.
He was trembling.
Just enough that only someone who knew him would notice.
She touched his sleeve.
“Come on,” she whispered. “Let’s get out of here.”
He let her guide him away.

Chapter 15 – Crossover
Evelyn drove them back to town, knuckles tight around the wheel.
Marcus sat hunched beside her, staring out the window.
“She was alive,” he said finally. “Talking. Afraid. And then it was like something reached inside her and flipped a switch.”
“Marcus—”
“I know what I saw,” he insisted.
“I didn’t say you didn’t,” she said gently. “But we need to find the rational thread.”
“That’s the problem,” he said. “What if there isn’t one?”
She glanced at him sharply. “Don’t do that.”
“Do what?”
“Let the case define the logic,” she said. “We follow evidence, not fear. That’s the only way we stay sane.”
He pressed his lips together.
“Do you think Harper’s right?” he asked. “About… whatever this is bleeding into the wires? Into the fog?”
Evelyn considered her answer.
“I think fear creates patterns,” she said finally. “And I think someone very human is exploiting that.”
“But the phone call—”
“Could have been spoofed,” she said. “Could have been a recording. Could have been a kid playing a part.”
“It wasn’t a kid.”
“I know.”
They drove in silence a while.
Lights from passing houses flashed across the windshield—warm living rooms, silhouettes of people at tables, kids asleep on couches.
A normal town.
Trying desperately to pretend it wasn’t rotten under the quiet.
“Pull over,” Marcus said suddenly.
“What? Why?”
“Just do it.”
She pulled into an empty lot by the old hardware store.
“What?” she asked.
Marcus reached into his pocket and pulled out the USB.
“Watch this,” he said.
He played the video.
The fog.
The shape.
The tilt.
The flicker of symbols.
Evelyn leaned closer, eyes narrowing.
“That distortion,” she said. “It looks almost… intentional.”
Marcus nodded.
“Watch the frame before it,” he said.
He rewinded three seconds.
Paused.
“Do you see anything?” he asked.
She studied the static.
Then exhaled sharply.
“Yes,” she whispered.
In the corner of the frame, just before the shadow appeared—
A second shape.
Smaller.
Child-sized.
Barely visible.
And then gone.
Her voice cracked.
“Marcus… that’s not fog.”
“No,” he said softly. “It isn’t.”

Chapter 16 – Regression
Dalton didn’t answer his phone.
The ME didn’t answer hers.
But the file room was always open if you had the right badge and the right anger.
Evelyn pulled open the old Echo binders while Marcus paced the dusty basement.
“Regression patterns,” she murmured. “Repeat behavior under stress. Copycat escalation. What are we missing?”
Marcus stopped pacing long enough to look over her shoulder.
The photos of the original four victims lay spread out in front of her: the bow on Lindy’s wrist, the ribbon at Tyler’s ankle, the angle of Jordan’s head.
“Look at the background,” Evelyn said, tapping Jordan’s photo. “Look past the body.”
He did.
A dark shape in the fog.
Barely there.
But there.
“How did nobody see this?” he asked.
“Because nobody wanted to,” she said. “You were too close. The parents were grieving. The town wanted closure. Everyone wanted the monster to be human so they could hate something with a name.”
He exhaled.
“What about Mia?” he asked.
Evelyn pulled that photo closer.
The fog behind her formed a shape too.
Slight.
Bobbed.
Like someone crouched.
“Harper saw it,” Evelyn whispered. “And you ignored her.”
Marcus stared at the image.
“I was the wrong person for this case,” he said.
“No,” Evelyn said firmly. “You were the right person. You just weren’t ready for it.”
“What makes you think I’m ready now?”
She looked at him.
“Because now you’re listening.”

Chapter 17 – The Pattern Breaker
At dawn, the fog thinned enough to show the town’s outline. Evelyn and Marcus left the file room with the weight of the past pressing on their shoulders.
They didn’t decide where they were going next.
The case decided for them.
Dalton called at 6:14 AM.
“We have another one,” he said.
Evelyn felt her stomach fall.
“Dead?” Marcus asked.
“No,” Dalton said. “Not yet.”
They exchanged a glance.
“Where?” Marcus asked.
“East Hollow,” Dalton said. “Near the trailhead.”
They were already in the car when he finished speaking.
When they arrived, officers stood in a tense semicircle around a young boy sitting on a boulder, wrapped in a blanket. He was shaking violently, eyes glassy with shock.
Evelyn crouched in front of him.
“Hey,” she said softly. “I’m Evelyn. Can you tell me your name?”
“Jamie,” the boy whispered.
“How old are you, Jamie?”
“Ten.”
She smiled gently. “Okay. Can you tell me what happened?”
Jamie’s lips trembled.
“He… he talked to me,” he whispered.
“Who?”
“The man in the fog.”
Marcus’s pulse spiked.
“What did he say?” Evelyn asked.
Jamie swallowed hard.
“He said I wasn’t supposed to be awake yet.”
Evelyn felt goosebumps crawl up her arms.
“Did he hurt you?” she asked.
Jamie shook his head. “No. He… he told me to go home. But my legs wouldn’t move.”
“Why not?”
Jamie’s eyes filled with tears.
“I couldn’t hear my body,” he whispered.
Evelyn and Marcus exchanged a horrified look.
“What do you mean?” she asked gently.
Jamie lifted his hands.
“They felt like someone else’s,” he said. “Like they were sleeping. But I wasn’t. And then he…” Jamie’s breath hitched. “He put something in my hand.”
“What did he give you, Jamie?”
Jamie opened his fist.
A white ribbon, tied in a perfect bow.
Marcus stepped back like he’d been hit.
“Did he say anything else?” Evelyn asked.
Jamie nodded, tears spilling down his face.
“He said… he said you’re too late.”
Evelyn swallowed.
“Too late for what?”
Jamie’s voice cracked.
“For the next one.”

Chapter 18 – The Calendar of Ghosts
Evelyn and Marcus sat in the sheriff’s office, the walls closing around them.
Dalton paced.
“This is escalation,” he said. “This is taunting.”
“It’s more than taunting,” Evelyn said. “It’s scheduling.”
Marcus nodded slowly.
“He’s planning something,” he said. “Something big.”
Dalton slammed his palm against the desk.
“What does that mean?” he snapped. “Are we looking at another body tomorrow? A week from now? What?”
“Look at the dates,” Evelyn said.
She spread out the reports: Ethan’s murder. The woman in the chapel. Jamie’s encounter. The old Echo cases.
“They all line up,” she said. “Patterns in intervals. Seven days. Thirteen. Nineteen.”
Marcus’s eyes sharpened.
“A sequence,” he murmured. “Like a countdown.”
Dalton froze.
“To what?” he asked.
Evelyn looked at Marcus.
Marcus looked at the ribbon in his pocket.
Then he said the one thing none of them wanted to say:
“To the one he’s been saving.”
Dalton sat heavily in his chair.
“And who the hell is that?” he demanded.
Evelyn answered.
“Whoever he’s been talking to the longest.”
Dalton frowned. “And who would that be?”
Marcus’s phone buzzed.
Unknown number.
He answered automatically.
“Reed.”
Static hissed.
Then a faint, amused whisper:
“You listen now.”
Marcus’s grip tightened.
“What do you want?” he growled.
A soft breath. Almost gentle.
“The one I saved,” the voice whispered,
“has your eyes.”
Marcus went still.
Absolutely still.
Evelyn’s face drained of color.
Dalton swore.
The call ended.
Marcus lowered the phone slowly.
Then whispered:
“He has a child.”
CHAPTER 19 – The House That Waited
The address Dalton gave them sat on the far edge of Ashfield—
a small, sagging house half-swallowed by trees, its porch light flickering weakly like a dying pulse.
“This is where the boy said the man walked out of the fog,” Dalton muttered. “Said he followed Jamie home. Just… followed him.”
Marcus stared at the house, jaw clenched.
“He wasn’t following Jamie,” Marcus said. “He was scouting.”
Evelyn tightened her scarf against the cold.
“Scouting for what?”
Marcus didn’t answer.
He already knew.
The house’s door hung slightly open.
No sign of forced entry.
No footprints in the mud.
No broken lock.
Just an open door and quiet too deep to be natural.
They stepped inside.
The air was stale.
The living room looked abandoned—photos missing from frames, drawers open, dust undisturbed except for—
Evelyn froze.
“Marcus. Look.”
On the coffee table:
A child’s shoe.
A small blue sneaker, mud still fresh on the sole.
Beside it:
A white ribbon.
Neatly tied.
Marcus’s pulse hammered.
“Jesus,” Dalton breathed. “Is this his?”
Evelyn knelt, studying the ribbon without touching it.
“It’s fresh,” she murmured. “Hours old. Maybe less.”
Marcus scanned the room.
“Where’s the family?”
Dalton’s jaw tightened.
“Neighbors said they haven’t seen the parents since yesterday. Kid hasn’t been to school.”
Marcus felt his stomach drop.
“He took them,” Marcus whispered.
“No. Not took. Moved.”
Evelyn looked at him sharply. “Moved where?”
Marcus turned to the hallway.
Because from deep inside the house—
Something whispered.
A soft, dragging sound.
A child’s voice.
“…help…”
Dalton raised his gun. “Everyone stay behind me.”
Evelyn grabbed Marcus’s arm. “Wait. Marcus—what if it’s—”
But Marcus was already moving, drawn toward the hallway like a moth dragged by gravity instead of light.
The hallway stretched long and narrow, each door open just a crack—
like eyes watching him approach.
The whisper came again.
“…help me…”
Marcus stepped through the last doorway—
And froze.
The room was empty.
Perfectly empty.
Except for the writing on the wall.
Scratched into the paint with fingernails until they bled:
HE LEARNS FAST
And beneath it—
A single fingerprint smear.
Child-sized.
Dalton swore under his breath.
Evelyn whispered, “He’s not just mimicking behavior anymore. He’s learning patterns.”
Marcus felt the air shift—
cold slithering down his spine.
“He’s not learning from the children,” Marcus said quietly.
Evelyn frowned. “Then from who?”
Marcus swallowed.
“From me.”

CHAPTER 20 – The Radio Keeps Talking
The station felt smaller than usual.
Too bright.
Too loud.
Too many people whispering the word “Echo” like it was poison.
Dalton slammed papers down on the table.
“Three people missing,” he snapped.
“The boy’s family. And the woman from the chapel—nobody’s claimed her. No prints in the system. It’s like she never existed.”
Evelyn crossed her arms.
“He’s isolating households. Picking people who won’t be reported missing for a day or two—enough time to move, stage, prep.”
“Prep for what?” Dalton demanded.
Marcus spoke softly:
“For the unveiling.”
Dalton stared. “What unveiling?”
Marcus sat down slowly.
“When we caught the old case… when we pieced together his ritual… we thought the ribbons were symbolic. We thought the tilt was imitation of an injury. We thought the fog was concealment.”
“Marcus—” Evelyn warned.
“We were wrong,” he said.
Dalton bristled. “Speak plainly.”
“He’s building a message,” Marcus said.
“He’s turning the town into a transmitter.”
Dalton opened his mouth to argue—
But the station lights flickered.
Once.
Twice.
Then the radio in the corner crackled to life.
Nobody touched it.
A thin voice spilled through the speakers—
A child whispering:
“…Marcus… you’re late…”
Evelyn’s breath hitched.
Dalton reached for the dial—
Marcus grabbed his wrist.
“Don’t.”
Static churned.
Then a faint sound emerged—
Breathing.
Slow.
Measured.
Too controlled to be fear.
Too deliberate to be coincidence.
Marcus stepped closer to the radio.
“Where are they?” he whispered.
A soft laugh.
Child-like.
Cruel.
“…you were supposed to find the first house.”
Evelyn’s eyes widened.
“First?” she echoed. “There’s more?”
Marcus felt cold spike through his chest.
“Where is the second house?” he asked.
Static exploded—
the lights popped—
the radio shrieked—and then:
“…behind you.”
Marcus spun.
A small blue sneaker sat on the floor behind him.
Nobody had put it there.
Dalton staggered back.
“Jesus Christ—how—?!”
Marcus didn’t speak.
He locked eyes with Evelyn.
“He’s inside the lines,” Marcus whispered.
“He’s in the wires.”

CHAPTER 21 – The Room With No Corners
The second house was worse.
Much worse.
Dalton ordered the nearest units to swarm the address, lights off, silent approach. Marcus and Evelyn rode in the backseat, hearts pounding.
The house sat on a hill overlooking Ashfield—
dark, windowless, standing like a blind sentinel watching the town rot below.
Officers spread out.
Dalton raised his hand.
“Go.”
They entered.
Flashlights swept the living room.
Nothing.
Kitchen.
Nothing.
Bedroom—
Evelyn stopped dead.
“Oh my god…”
Marcus stepped beside her.
The walls were covered in drawings.
Hundreds.
Children’s drawings.
Stick figures. Houses. Ribbons. Fog. A man with no face.
And in the center—
A drawing of Marcus.
Detailed.
Shaded.
Eyes hollow.
A small note scrawled beneath it:
YOU DIDN’T SAVE HER EITHER
Marcus’s knees nearly buckled.
“Marcus,” Evelyn whispered, “you need to step back.”
He didn’t.
He moved closer.
More drawings.
More messages.
LEARN FASTER
LISTEN BETTER
YOU BELONG TO THE ECHO
BRING THE GIRL BACK
FINISH WHAT YOU STARTED
Dalton entered behind them—and froze.
“What the hell…”
Evelyn’s hand shook as she lifted a final drawing off the wall.
A girl’s face.
Smiling.
Ribbon in her hair.
Marcus recognized her instantly.
His throat closed.
“Mia,” he whispered.
Evelyn’s breath left her body.
“Marcus… this isn’t possible.”
“She died ten years ago,” Dalton said quietly. “This is—Jesus, this is sick.”
Marcus reached out and touched the paper.
It was warm.
Warm.
Fresh.
Evelyn recoiled.
“Marcus—don’t.”
But he couldn’t stop.
Because underneath the drawing—
in tiny writing—
was a line that made his blood turn to ice:
SHE’S NOT DEAD.
Evelyn whispered, “Marcus… this has to be a trap.”
Marcus shook his head slowly.
“No.”
Tears blurred his vision.
“No… I never found her body.”
Dalton swallowed hard.
“Then who the hell put this here?”
Marcus turned the drawing over.
On the back—
Coordinates.
Fresh ink.
Evelyn whispered, “He’s leading us somewhere.”
Dalton exhaled sharply.
“He wants you to go alone.”
Marcus nodded.
“I know.”
“And you’re not considering it,” Dalton snapped.
Marcus didn’t answer.
Because deep inside his chest—
a truth he’d buried for a decade
finally clawed its way to the surface:
If there was even a 1% chance Mia was alive—
He would walk straight into hell.
Evelyn touched his arm.
“Marcus… if you go alone… you won’t come back.”
He turned to her.
Eyes dark. Determined.
“I don’t care.”

CHAPTER 22 – The Coordinates in the Dark
They followed Marcus.
Dalton yelled, threatened suspension, threatened arrest.
Marcus ignored him.
Evelyn refused to leave his side.
The coordinates led them deep into the old industrial district—
abandoned warehouses, rusted water towers, broken streetlamps.
The fog here was thicker, colder, heavier—
like it had gathered specifically to watch them arrive.
The warehouse door stood open.
Waiting.
Dalton stepped forward.
“Backup sweeps first.”
“No,” Marcus said.
Dalton rounded on him. “Don’t be a—”
“This is for me.”
Dalton wanted to argue.
But something in Marcus’s voice—
something hollow—
made him stop.
Marcus entered alone.
Evelyn watched him disappear into the dark, breath trembling.
Dalton muttered, “He’s going to get himself killed.”
Evelyn swallowed hard.
“No,” she whispered. “He’s walking into something worse.”

Inside the warehouse, Marcus walked through aisles of broken shelves and overturned crates.
“Hello?” he called.
His voice echoed faintly.
Then—
A sound.
Soft.
Wet.
Breathing.
Marcus turned toward the back wall.
A flashlight flickered.
Not his.
Someone else’s.
It lay on the floor, still warm.
Beside it—
A ribbon.
And then—
A small handprint.
Child-sized.
Fresh.
Marcus’s chest tightened.
“Mia?” he whispered.
And then—
Behind him—
Footsteps.
Slow.
Deliberate.
Marcus spun around.
Nothing.
Just darkness.
And then he heard it:
A girl’s voice.
Soft.
Familiar.
Wrong.
“…Marcus…”
His heart stopped.
“Mia? Mia, is that—”
But the voice cut him off.
“…you’re late…”
A figure stepped from the shadows.
Small.
Thin.
Hair falling over her face.
Marcus’s breath shattered.
“…Mia…” he whispered.
The figure looked up.
And smiled.
But the eyes—
They weren’t Mia’s.
They weren’t human.
“He saved me,” the girl whispered.
Marcus’s blood froze.
“What… what do you mean?” he choked out.
She stepped closer.
“He saved me from you.”
Marcus flinched.
“I tried to find you,” he whispered. “I tried—”
She shook her head slowly.
“No,” she said.
“You listened too slowly.”
Then the fog behind her thickened—
and something enormous moved within it.
Marcus stepped back in horror as the girl whispered:
“He’s almost ready.”
A shadow stretched across the floor—
long, broken, bending in ways no human shape could.
And the girl whispered one last thing:
“He only needs one more.”

CHAPTER 23 – The One More
Marcus stumbled backward.
“No—no—Mia, please—”
The girl tilted her head.
“I’m not Mia.”
His stomach twisted into a knot of ice.
“Then who are you?”
She blinked.
Eyes too black.
Too empty.
“I’m the one he fixed.”
Marcus swallowed.
“He took you?”
“He taught me,” she whispered. “He teaches all of us.”
“Us…?”
She smiled.
“You’ll meet the others soon.”
Marcus’s skin crawled.
“What does he want?” he whispered.
The girl stepped so close he could feel the cold radiating off her skin.
“He wants you to finish what you started.”
Marcus shook his head violently.
“I didn’t start anything.”
“You did,” she whispered.
“When you let her die.”
Marcus’s breath broke.
Evelyn shouted his name from outside the warehouse.
The girl stepped back into the darkness, whisper fading:
“Bring her to him.”
Marcus froze.
“Bring who?”
Evelyn burst in through the doorway.
“Marcus—!”
He turned toward her.
And in that instant—
he understood.
The girl’s final words echoed in his skull:
“Bring her to him.”
Marcus’s face drained of all color.
“Evelyn,” he whispered,
“Run.”
CHAPTER 24 – The Girl Who Wasn’t Mia
“RUN!”
Marcus shoved Evelyn behind him as the fog surged into the warehouse like a living mouth opening wide.
Dalton yelled something outside, officers scrambled, and Evelyn grabbed Marcus’s sleeve—
“What happened? Who was that girl?”
Marcus’s eyes were wild, unfocused, almost broken.
“She said—she wasn’t Mia—she said—”
He couldn’t form the words.
His throat had closed around them like a vise.
“Marcus,” Evelyn whispered, “look at me.”
But he wasn’t looking at her.
He was staring past her.
At the corner of the warehouse where the girl had vanished.
At the darkness still breathing.
“She said he only needs one more…”
Evelyn tightened her grip.
“One more what?”
Marcus turned to her slowly.
And the horror in his eyes told her what she already feared.
“Eve… I think he meant you.”
She froze.
“Me? Why me?”
Marcus swallowed hard.
“Because you’re the only one he can use to get to me.”
The fog thickened—
light warping, sound muffled, like a storm inhaling.
Dalton’s voice cut through the chaos:
“WE’RE GETTING YOU TWO OUT—NOW!”
But Marcus shook his head.
“No. If we run, we lose him. If we chase—he leads us.”
Evelyn stared.
The calm in his voice terrified her more than the fog.
“Then what do we do?”
Marcus looked into the darkness.
“He wants me alone.”
Evelyn grabbed his face with both hands.
“And that is EXACTLY why you’re not going alone.”
The fog pulsed.
And something answered deep inside it.
A low vibration.
Almost a growl.
“…you’re late…”
Evelyn flinched.
Dalton cursed violently.
“OUT. Both of you. NOW!”
Marcus let Evelyn pull him, but his eyes stayed fixed on the dark.
Because he finally understood the Echo’s real goal.
It wasn’t killing children.
It wasn’t recreating the old murders.
It wasn’t haunting fog-drenched roads.
It was building message chains.
Connections.
Nodes.
And Marcus Reed was the center point.

CHAPTER 25 – The Descent Pattern
They regrouped outside, fog curling around their ankles like restless animals.
Dalton barked orders.
Officers swept the perimeter.
Lights flickered overhead, as if the town itself were listening.
Marcus walked away from the noise, breathing hard.
Evelyn followed him.
“What did she say exactly?” Evelyn asked softly.
“The girl. Tell me word for word.”
Marcus pressed his fists to his forehead.
“She said she wasn’t Mia. She said he ‘fixed’ her. She said he’s teaching them. That I didn’t save Mia. And that he needs one more.”
“And she identified me?”
“No. But she said…”
He swallowed.
“She said, ‘Bring her to him.’”
Evelyn’s blood went cold.
“So he’s manipulating you.”
Marcus nodded.
“He’s using the one thing he knows I can’t ignore.”
“Your guilt,” Evelyn whispered.
Marcus didn’t deny it.
“He wants you alive,” he said.
“Which means he wants something from you. From us.”
Evelyn stepped closer.
“Then we stay together. We don’t split. He can’t control that.”
Marcus shook his head slowly.
“He already has.”
He looked past her.
At the officer standing near Dalton.
A young deputy.
Sweating.
Pale.
Eyes too fixed.
Evelyn followed Marcus’s gaze.
“What is it?”
Marcus whispered,
“His posture. His breathing. He’s… listening to something.”
The deputy blinked once.
Twice.
Too slow.
Dalton noticed the staring.
“Hey! You alright there—?”
The deputy didn’t answer.
He lifted his hand.
Evelyn saw it first.
“GET DOWN!”
A shot cracked—
But it wasn’t aimed at them.
The deputy turned the gun on himself—
—
CLICK.
—
The gun jammed.
Dalton tackled him instantly.
The deputy screamed.
A raw, non-human scream.
Marcus froze.
Because the voice that tore from the deputy’s throat wasn’t his.
It was the same voice from the radio.
“…you’re not ready yet…”
Evelyn whispered, horrified,
“He’s piggybacking on people. He’s USING them.”
Marcus stared at the deputy thrashing on the ground, eyes rolling like he was drowning inside his own skull.
“This isn’t possession,” Marcus said quietly.
“It’s signal hijack.”
Dalton pinned the deputy, panting.
“What the hell does that mean?!”
Marcus answered.
“It means he’s in multiple people at once.”

CHAPTER 26 – The Map of Missing
The sheriff’s station turned into a war room.
Evelyn pinned maps.
Marcus connected time stamps.
Dalton ran missing-person checks with every ounce of manpower Ashfield had left.
Names filled the board.
Dates.
Times.
Distances between houses.
Ribbon locations.
Fog sightings.
Phone outages.
Radio static bursts.
Evelyn drew a circle around the industrial district.
“This is where the strongest signals are,” she said.
“Three missing. Two appearances. And the girl.”
Marcus stared at the map.
“What if these places aren’t random?”
Dalton raised an eyebrow. “You saying he’s drawing a picture?”
Marcus nodded slowly.
“Not a picture.”
He grabbed a marker and began connecting the dots.
The lines formed a symbol.
Evelyn sucked in a breath.
“That’s not natural placement.”
“No,” Marcus said. “It’s intentional.”
Dalton squinted at the symbol.
“What the hell is that?”
Evelyn whispered,
“A labyrinth.”
Marcus nodded grimly.
“He’s building a maze. Using houses, victims, fog clusters, signal outages, crime scenes…”
Dalton muttered,
“A maze leading where?”
Marcus circled one point.
The dead center.
The Meadow Creek Reservoir.
Evelyn froze.
“No,” she whispered.
“That place is—”
“Where Mia vanished,” Marcus finished.
Dalton swore under his breath.
“You think she’s there?”
Marcus shook his head slowly.
“I think something is.”

CHAPTER 27 – Where the Fog Has a Heart
Midnight.
Fog thick as wool.
Reservoir dead silent except for water slapping the concrete spillway.
Dalton insisted on backup.
Marcus refused.
Evelyn stayed with him, no matter how he argued.
They stood at the edge of the reservoir.
Lights flickered across the water—
not reflections.
Not boats.
Shapes.
Human shapes.
Walking beneath the surface.
Evelyn’s breath trembled.
“What… what the hell…”
Marcus couldn’t speak.
Because the shapes were familiar.
Children.
Dozens of them.
Walking in circles beneath the black water.
Some holding ribbons.
Some drifting like puppets.
Dalton whispered,
“That’s not real… that’s not POSSIBLE…”
Evelyn grabbed Marcus’s hand.
“Please. Don’t go near it.”
Marcus stepped forward anyway.
Because at the center of the dark water—
standing ankle-deep, head bowed—
was a small figure.
A girl.
Hair soaked.
Dress clinging.
Hands clasping a ribbon.
“Mia…”
Marcus’s voice broke.
Dalton cursed.
“This is INSANITY—”
Evelyn whispered,
“Marcus, stop. STOP.”
But Marcus walked into the water.
It was cold.
So cold his bones screamed.
So cold it felt like something alive was coiling around his legs.
He approached the girl slowly.
“Mia?” he whispered.
She didn’t lift her head.
“Mia… it’s me… it’s Marcus… I’m here…”
Her head rose.
But her eyes—
Black.
Empty.
Endless.
And her voice wasn’t hers.
“…you listen now…”
The fog shuddered.
Dalton screamed Marcus’s name.
Evelyn sprinted into the water after him.
The shapes beneath the water surged upward.
Hands grabbed their legs.
Small hands.
Cold hands.
Hands that shouldn’t be alive.
Evelyn yelled, thrashing.
Dalton waded in, pulling her back.
Mia— or what used to be Mia—
reached out with her ribbon.
Marcus reached back—
The fog swallowed them—
And the voice whispered from everywhere at once:
“…the last one is hers…”
Evelyn screamed—
And everything went black.

CHAPTER 28 – The Echo Opens Its Eyes
(KẾT THÚC BOOK 1 – CLIFFHANGER OPEN)
Evelyn woke up choking on her own breath.
Cold stone beneath her cheek.
A basement?
A tunnel?
A chamber?
Dim lights flickered overhead, powered by a generator humming like insects whispering.
Her wrists were tied.
Dalton lay unconscious nearby.
His badge missing.
His radio smashed.
But Marcus—
Marcus wasn’t there.
“Marcus?” she whispered.
“Marcus—PLEASE—”
Footsteps echoed.
Not Marcus.
Smaller.
A child.
Evelyn stiffened.
The girl who wasn’t Mia stepped into the light.
Her ribbon trailed behind her like a severed leash.
“Where is he?” Evelyn demanded.
The girl tilted her head.
“He’s almost ready.”
“Ready for WHAT?”
The girl blinked.
“He’s listening now.”
Evelyn’s pulse spiked.
“Where is Marcus?”
The girl smiled.
“He’s where you can’t follow.”
Evelyn struggled violently.
“WHERE?!”
The girl leaned close.
Her breath was cold.
“He went to finish the maze.”
Evelyn froze.
“No…”
“Yes,” the girl whispered.
“He’s going to meet him.”
Evelyn’s voice trembled.
“Who…?”
The girl stepped back into the dark—
And whispered:
“…the one who learned your names…”
Then the lights snapped off.
Total darkness.
Evelyn screamed Marcus’s name—
Far away, in another part of the underground—
Marcus opened his eyes.
And a voice whispered right beside him:
“…I’ve been waiting for you.”

