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            The church rose above the houses, its steeple plain, its boards washed white. No cross adorned it, no bell hung from the peak. It stood like a skeleton of worship, stripped of faith, yet radiating authority. Mandy's stomach clenched tighter the closer they came. The air shifted, carrying a smell that turned her blood cold.

At first it was faint, just a sweet edge that clung to the breeze. Then it thickened, sour and cloying, the scent of meat gone bad, of sugar laid too long against rot. It wrapped her throat, made her swallow against bile. She slowed, covering her mouth with her hand. "Philip," she murmured, "do you smell that?"

He hesitated, wrinkling his nose, but pressed forward. "It's nothing," he said, though his voice lacked conviction. "Maybe waste. Towns like this don't have proper disposal. Don't let it spook you."

Before they reached the church's steps, movement drew their eyes to the back. Mr. Grieves appeared, emerging from behind the building. He wore a long butcher's apron, its surface streaked with damp stains that caught the light. In his right hand he held a knife, long and gleaming, as though freshly cleaned. He stopped when he saw them, tilting his head with that same unnatural calm.
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To Philip.

​

​
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​

​May you  rot where I left you.
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​Chapter 1
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The desert had a way of stretching itself wider the longer you stared at it. Mandy thought of it as a trick of the light, but a cruel one. What began as a rolling wash of scrub and dirt seemed to grow until it pressed against the horizon, swallowing distance, turning the road into a ribbon strung taut across nothing. Heat shimmered above the cracked asphalt, the kind of wavering light that made mirages dance just out of reach. The late sun bled across the sky, a molten disc slipping lower, painting everything in hues of brass and copper. It was beautiful in a way that felt hostile, as if the land did not want them there.

Philip kept his hands fixed to the wheel, thumbs rubbing at the worn plastic, his jaw set in a posture that pretended ease. He spoke of the radio stations fading in and out, about how the heat warped the dashboard, even about a half-baked plan to stop in Phoenix for dinner, his words small, scattered, meant to fill the silence like pebbles thrown into a dry well. Mandy answered only with nods, with half-smiles that never reached her eyes. She sat angled toward the window, the glass hot against her shoulder, her gaze stretched outward to the barren land where the yucca trees stood like scarecrows. Every so often, she would glance at Philip, the line of his profile catching the dying light, and feel that old urge to reach for him. But the memory of their fight earlier still hung between them like smoke.

She thought of his drinking, the way it altered him, sharpening his words, turning them from careless to cruel. He never struck her, not once, but anger had a weight that filled a room, and she had learned to read the shift in him when the bottle was half-empty. If she had known that side of him before she moved in, if she had known how sharp his pride could cut, she might have said no. And yet here she was, her heart still knotted in affection and disappointment, still hoping for a different ending than the one she feared.

Philip kept talking, softer now, as though he could sense her slipping away into thought. He spoke about how the desert reminded him of old westerns, about how empty land like this meant you could drive forever without hitting a gas station. His voice had that calm, practical edge he carried into everything, the one that said he believed the world could be managed if only you used enough reason. It was what first drew her to him, that strength, but now it grated. He mistook calm for safety, and she mistook his silence for walls.

The car rattled when the wind shifted, a 10-year-old 1951 Ford with more miles than comfort left in it, and Mandy tucked her arms close against her ribs, as if to shield herself from the emptiness outside. It was then she saw it—at first just a shape at the edge of the fading light. A sign, leaning slightly, its paint weathered, the letters uneven.

Welcome to O.

She blinked, frowning. The map she had glanced at earlier showed no town here, no settlements for miles. Just dust and rock and road. But the sign was undeniable, the crooked words pressed into wood as if by a trembling hand.

“Look at that,” Philip said, his voice bright with relief, as though the desert itself had answered his rambling. “Maybe there’s a place up ahead. A diner, maybe. Gas, too.”

Her stomach knotted. “Philip, it’s not on the map.”

He chuckled, tapping the steering wheel with two fingers. “Not everything’s on the map. Old towns out here pop up like weeds. Could be nothing, could be something. Either way, it’s better than more sand.”

Mandy kept her eyes fixed on the sign as they passed it, the wood tilting under the weight of its message. She wanted to say no, to insist they keep driving until the horizon gave them something familiar, but her throat felt dry, as if the desert had stolen her voice.

Philip turned the wheel without hesitation, guiding the car off the highway onto a narrow road that seemed to grow from the dust itself. The tires hissed against the grit, the sun dipping lower as if it too were watching.

The desert air, once alive with the hum of cicadas, grew still. The silence pressed down on them, so complete that Mandy could hear her own pulse in her ears. The land no longer shimmered with heat. It waited.

And with every mile Philip drove, Mandy felt the weight of the sign sink deeper into her chest.
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​Chapter 2
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The sign seemed almost absurd in its loneliness, standing there at the fork where the cracked highway bled into a narrower strip of road that looked less paved and more remembered. It was no billboard, no bright neon promise of burgers or gasoline, just a crooked slab of wood hammered to a splintering post. The words had been painted with a hand that shook, the letters uneven, some larger than others, the O standing out like an empty mouth. Welcome to O. Nothing more. No population count. No distance markers. Just the name, if name it was, left like a whisper in the desert air.

Philip let out a low chuckle, the kind he used when something unsettled him but he would not admit it. “Well, there you go. Maybe there’s a diner down there. A cold drink and pie. Can’t be worse than another fifty miles of sand.” He tilted the wheel as if the matter were already settled, his voice carrying the same surface calm that he had wielded all afternoon, as though words could plaster over everything that had cracked between them.

Mandy felt it coil at once, that cold knot deep in her stomach, the sense of being pulled somewhere she did not want to go. She looked at the sign again, at the way the paint had run in spots as if it had been applied with hurried strokes, as if whoever made it wanted to finish before the dark came down. The desert wind had stilled, and even the cicadas had gone quiet, as if the land itself was holding its breath. Her chest tightened, and she shifted in her seat, pressing her back into the hot vinyl as though she could push herself farther from the road Philip was already guiding them toward.

“There’s nothing here,” she said finally, her voice more strained than she wanted it to be. She meant to sound calm, reasoned, but what came out was tight, edged with fear. “It’s not on the map, Philip. There shouldn’t be anything here.”

“That’s the point,” he replied, his eyes locked on the narrow road as though the act of staring could make it real. “Sometimes the best places aren’t on the map. Think about all those old Route 66 towns. People forget them, but they’re still out here.”

“You don’t know what’s out here,” she pressed, her hand clutching the door handle as though she might fling herself out and refuse the turn. “It feels wrong.”

He sighed through his nose, that sharp exhale she knew too well, the one that told her he was already closing himself off. “Everything feels wrong to you lately. Not everything’s a warning sign. Sometimes it’s just a sign.” He forced a laugh at his own joke, a brittle sound that did not belong to the desert silence surrounding them.

Mandy turned her face back to the window, swallowing the words she wanted to say. That was how it always went. She saw currents beneath the surface, felt the shifts before they came, but whenever she tried to speak them aloud they collapsed into something thin, something that sounded like panic. Philip’s pride would not bend toward her instincts, not even when they burned as bright as fire in her chest.

The Ford dipped onto the narrow road, gravel popping beneath the tires. The sun was a low coin now, bleeding its last light across the flat horizon. Ahead, the path wound between scrub and mesquite, bending into the land like a scar. The sign was already behind them, leaning back into the desert, its words swallowed by distance, but Mandy could still see it in her mind.

Welcome to O.

The farther they went, the heavier the silence grew. It pressed in on the car, muting the rattle of the engine, dampening even the sound of their own breath. The air had changed, thick and waiting, as though the desert itself had given way to something else. Philip drummed his fingers against the steering wheel in a rhythm meant to soothe himself. Mandy folded her arms tight and watched the light stretch into long shadows, each one seeming to lean toward the road as if drawn to it.

When the first bend came, sharp and sudden, the car’s headlights flickered briefly across the fence of weathered posts lining the way. Many leaned at angles, broken or jagged, their shadows spidering out across the ground. Mandy caught her breath, sensing not merely neglect but intention, as though the fence marked a boundary that should not be crossed.

“Relax,” Philip murmured, his voice an anchor of calm that was quickly sounding less like strength and more like willful blindness. “It’s just a road. Just a town. Nothing to be scared of.”
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