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Chapter 1

	The rain started just after six, slanting down the streets of Ashford like thin silver knives. Emma Carlisle stood under the flickering streetlamp, her coat pulled tight around her, and watched the shadows gather. She’d been waiting for almost twenty minutes, but no one had come. Not her ride. Not her brother. Not anyone.

	Her phone buzzed, a single message from her mother: Be careful. Simple. Unnerving. Emma shoved it into her pocket. She hated how the words made her heart thrum like a trapped bird.

	The bus stop was empty, save for a stray dog that lifted its head, sniffed the air, and trotted off into the wet darkness. Emma tugged at the strap of her backpack, suddenly aware of the noise: the slick hum of tires on wet asphalt, the occasional drip of water from the gutter, her own breath puffing clouds in the cold night air.

	And then—nothing.

	It was the suddenness that made it unforgettable. One second she was standing there, eyes scanning the street, the next, she felt the ground disappear beneath her. Or perhaps it was just the sensation that someone—or something—had yanked her sideways into the shadows.

	Emma landed hard, scraping her knee on the asphalt. Pain shot up her leg, but it wasn’t the worst part. She couldn’t see anything, couldn’t hear anything except her own pulse pounding in her ears. For a long moment, she thought she was alone.

	Then came the voice.

	“Emma?”

	She froze. Her heart lurched. Not the familiar, comforting voice of her brother, but something sharper, colder, threaded with urgency. She squinted through the darkness and saw a figure—a man—emerging from the mist. He was tall, broad-shouldered, but his face was hidden under the hood of a raincoat.

	“You shouldn’t be here,” he said. The words were almost casual, but there was a weight behind them that made Emma’s stomach twist.

	“Who… who are you?” Her voice trembled.

	The man didn’t answer. Instead, he reached out a gloved hand. Something about the gesture was calm, measured. Almost polite. Emma hesitated.

	And then, without warning, he vanished.

	She blinked. The streetlamp flickered, casting long shadows that seemed to stretch toward her like fingers. The bus had come and gone, leaving a thin mist of exhaust. She was alone again.

	Emma’s phone buzzed once more. Another message. From an unknown number: You’re running out of time.

	Panic rose in her chest. She scrambled to her feet, clutching the phone like a lifeline. The rain was heavier now, soaking her hair and coat. Her knee throbbed, but adrenaline drowned the pain.

	Somewhere, deep in the foggy streets of Ashford, someone was watching. And Emma knew—though she couldn’t explain why—that this was only the beginning.

	She had vanished once already. And soon, she feared, she would vanish again.

	 


Chapter 2

	Morning came slowly, gray and reluctant, over Ashford. Emma woke in her small, cramped apartment with a throbbing headache and a knee wrapped in a damp cloth. The events of last night felt unreal, like fragments of a half-remembered nightmare. She rubbed her eyes and stared at the ceiling, trying to convince herself she’d imagined the man, the message, the sudden emptiness of the street.

	But the texts were real. Both of them. And the fear still clung to her like wet clothing.

	She dressed quickly, wrapping her scarf tightly and hopping gingerly on her injured leg. The coffee shop below her apartment smelled of roasted beans and sugar—a mundane comfort, almost mocking in its normalcy. Emma needed answers, and somehow, she knew the first place to look was Ashford itself, even if it meant confronting the shadows that seemed to follow her every step.

	By ten, she was walking down Main Street, phone in hand, replaying every detail from the night before. The bus stop, the fog, the man’s sudden appearance… and disappearance. Whoever—or whatever—he was, he’d known her name. And that was impossible. No one in Ashford, besides her family and a handful of friends, knew she even existed out here.

	She stopped outside a small antique shop tucked between a laundromat and a bookstore. Its window was fogged, but she could make out stacks of old newspapers, yellowed and curling. Emma hesitated, then stepped inside.

	“Good morning,” said a frail voice. The shopkeeper, an elderly man with wire-rimmed glasses, looked up from a ledger. “Looking for anything in particular?”
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