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NOTICE
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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The night Pine Hollow changed forever began like any other. ​ The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and pine, the kind of stillness that made the town feel like it was holding its breath. Maggie O’Connor stood on her porch, coffee mug in hand, watching the stars blink into view above the treetops. ​ The hum of crickets filled the air, punctuated by the occasional bark of a neighbor’s dog or the distant rumble of a truck on the county road. It was quiet, ordinary, and safe—everything Maggie had come to expect from her small, patchwork town. ​
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But then the hum shifted. ​ It wasn’t the crickets anymore. ​ It was deeper, vibrating in her chest, rattling the windows. ​ Maggie froze, her fingers tightening around the mug as the sound grew louder, pulsing in waves that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. ​ She stepped off the porch, her bare feet crunching on the gravel, and looked up.
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The stars were gone.
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In their place, a lattice of lights stretched across the sky, moving in patterns too precise to be natural. ​ They pulsed in unison, casting an eerie glow over the town, bathing the trees and rooftops in a ghostly blue. ​ Maggie’s breath caught as the lights shifted, snapping into a perfect grid, then collapsing into a single, blinding beam that pierced the woods behind her house. ​
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The hum reached a crescendo, a metallic screech that made her teeth ache and her knees buckle. ​ She dropped the mug, the ceramic shattering at her feet, but she barely noticed. ​ Her eyes were locked on the beam, which seemed to pulse with a rhythm she couldn’t quite understand—a rhythm that felt alive.
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​

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the light vanished. ​ The hum faded, leaving the world in silence. ​ The crickets didn’t return. The dog didn’t bark. ​ Even the wind seemed to hold its breath. ​
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Maggie stood there, staring at the darkened woods, her heart pounding in her chest. ​ She didn’t know it yet, but this was the beginning. ​ The first ripple in a wave that would spread far beyond Pine Hollow, shaking the foundations of everything she thought she knew. ​Something was out there. ​ And it was watching.
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CHAPTER 1
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Maggie O’Connor started her days at six a.m. sharp, not out of necessity but from the steady drumbeat of habit. She’d been up since five-thirty, brewing the first mug of coffee, standing barefoot in the kitchen as the Pine Hollow sun tried to press through the cheap vinyl shades. There was the usual list of tasks: make toast for Sam, her nine-year-old, iron the least-wrinkled of her uniform shirts, sweep crumbs from under the table that the child and the dog seemed to produce in equal measure. Her house was small, a shotgun rectangle set three lots off the county road, too much mended plywood and not enough insulation. If the world ever ended, the insurance company would send its regrets and be done with her, but it was hers, and that counted.
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She had just set the bread to toast when a light knock, quick and staccato, sounded from the front porch. Maggie checked the clock—7:08 a.m. She finished buttering the pan, wiped her hands on her jeans, and opened the door.
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Mrs. Ellis stood with her hands gripping the strap of her floral purse, the bag hanging like a weight at her knees. She wore a faded green cardigan and slippers, her hair caught in sleep-mussed tufts, though Maggie knew she’d been up hours already. Sixty-six years old and built like a saltine cracker, Mrs. Ellis had been Maggie’s neighbor for over a decade, since before the divorce, since before the first sighting.
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Maggie braced herself for a request for jumper cables or, more likely, a judgmental comment about the state of the front yard. Instead, Mrs. Ellis looked up at her with watery, urgent eyes. “Mags, can I come in?”
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Nobody called her “Mags” except Sam and the neighbors who remembered when her ex still answered to “Mister O’Connor.” Maggie stepped aside, letting the older woman into the living room, which was a short walk from the front stoop and, these days, smelled faintly of damp dog. Mrs. Ellis’s gaze flicked over the unfolded laundry on the sofa and the scatter of school papers on the coffee table. “Coffee?” Maggie offered, not waiting for a response as she went back to the kitchen.
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Mrs. Ellis trailed behind, voice low. “Did you hear it last night?”
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Maggie poured two mugs and gestured to the table. “If you mean the neighbor’s kid’s truck with the rusted muffler, then yes. Or was it the coyotes again?”
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“Neither. It was out back. By the woods.”
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Maggie sat, cup in hand. “What time?”
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“After two. I went to make tea and—” Mrs. Ellis shook her head, pressing her lips thin. “It was a sound I never heard before. Not animal. Not wind. Like...” She hesitated, searching for words. “Like metal scraping on metal, but hollow somehow. Like something stuck in a pipe, you know?”
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Maggie nodded. “Could be the water main. Sometimes the freeze will pop the lines and—”
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“It wasn’t water.” Mrs. Ellis’s voice rose, then fell again. “It was too regular. Four times, maybe five, all in a row. Then nothing.”
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“Could’ve been a deer caught in the fence,” Maggie tried, the skepticism gentle but solid. “Barbed wire sings like that if they spook themselves.”
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Mrs. Ellis’s expression closed up. “I know the difference, Maggie. I’ve lived here longer than anyone.” She took a shaky sip, fingers pale against the ceramic. “Something’s out there.”

––––––––
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Maggie considered the woods behind the subdivision, a patch of trees no one claimed but everyone used to dump yard waste and hide from the sheriff’s drone patrols. She’d been out there herself, sometimes with Sam, more often alone. There were feral cats and hawks, an old oil drum or two, and once, a lost raccoon with a plastic six-pack ring cutting into its neck. Nothing supernatural. Just the usual small-town entropy.
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But Mrs. Ellis was trembling now, not from cold but the same sort of wound-up energy that used to drive her to bake three pies for a church bake sale and throw them all out for being lopsided. Maggie softened. “Want me to check it out? I can walk the fenceline this afternoon.”
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Mrs. Ellis looked relieved, though her hands didn’t loosen on the mug. “Would you? I’d ask Daniel but, you know.” She shrugged, the gesture sharp.
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Maggie’s phone buzzed from the counter—Sam’s alarm for the school bus. She stood, pulling her own mug along. “Sure. I’ll take a look before dark. I’ll call you if I find a rabid skunk.”

––––––––
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Mrs. Ellis gave a shaky laugh, but Maggie caught the edge of something more raw. Fear, maybe. Or just loneliness. She wondered, briefly, what it would be like to be that brittle at the edges.
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They finished the coffee in silence, Maggie keeping an eye on the clock, Mrs. Ellis focusing on the far wall, where a line of child’s drawings had been stuck up with Scotch tape. When the mugs were empty, Maggie walked her to the door, waited until she crossed her own lawn, and then shut herself inside. The world ticked back into its proper place, one anxiety at a time.
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That evening, as dusk crept up and the temperature fell, Maggie kept her promise. She checked Sam’s homework, set a frozen pizza to bake, and pulled on her boots. The woods were quiet, except for the whine of mosquitoes and the dry slap of her jeans against tall grass. She followed the edge of the Ellis property, noting every fence post and scrap of plastic trash. No footprints, no fur clinging to barbs. She paused at the spot where the backyard met the tree line and waited, listening. The only sounds were her own breath and the distant report of a car door from somewhere up the street.
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She walked the loop twice, saw nothing, and headed back as darkness collapsed the color out of the world.
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By eight p.m., the house was dark except for the pale rectangle of Maggie’s phone screen. Sam slept in his room, the dog snoring on the rug. Maggie scrolled her messages, thumb hovering over the text to Mrs. Ellis: “Checked the woods. Didn’t see anything. You OK?” She hit send, waited.
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No reply.
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At nine, she tried again, this time a call. Three rings, then voicemail. She debated leaving a message, decided against it, and set the phone face down on the nightstand. The chill in the house felt sharper than it should.
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By midnight, she’d checked her phone four more times and found herself staring at the ceiling. The urge to check on Mrs. Ellis grew stronger with each passing minute, fueled not by dread but by the certainty that something was off. Not wrong, exactly. Just off.
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At one a.m., she gave up, put on her boots, and slipped out the front door. The night was clear, stars flickering above the uneven roofline of the Ellis place. Maggie walked across the brittle grass, not bothering with stealth. The old woman’s porch light was off, but the curtains in the living room glowed faintly.
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She knocked once, twice. No answer.
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She tried the knob. Unlocked.
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Inside, the air felt warmer than it should, heavy with the scent of over-brewed tea and the faintest trace of old perfume. The front room was a study in order: a row of porcelain cats, the lace doilies on every surface, a shelf of hardcover mysteries arranged by color. The only discord was an open library book, face down on the arm of the sofa, and a pair of wire-frame glasses perched on the cushion beside it.
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“Mrs. Ellis?” Maggie called, voice pitched low, then again, louder. Silence.
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She moved through the house, careful not to disturb the neatness. The kitchen light was on, and a ceramic kettle sat on the stove, steam long since faded but still warm to the touch. Two mugs, one washed and one abandoned in the sink. The back door was bolted shut.
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She checked the bedrooms—both empty, beds made tight. In the bathroom, the light was still on, a towel folded over the rail, toothbrush set parallel to the edge of the sink.

––––––––

[image: ]


Maggie circled back to the living room, attention caught by the book on the sofa. She picked it up: a mystery novel, a third of the way through. The page held by a postcard from the Pine Hollow Senior Center. She set it down, the glasses placed neatly atop the cover.
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She stood in the center of the house, listening, straining for any sound—a creak, a footstep, the shifting of a floorboard. Nothing. It was as if Mrs. Ellis had been plucked from the middle of her evening, leaving the detritus of her routine perfectly preserved. Maggie felt the hair rise on her arms, a chill crawling down her back. She backed toward the door, pulling it shut behind her, then stood on the porch for a long moment, watching the darkness press in.
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She walked home slow, every step heavier, and locked her own door tight.
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By morning, no message had come.
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Maggie was out before sunrise, boots squelching against the frost-glazed weeds lining the back edge of Mrs. Ellis’s lot. She paused at the property marker—a post painted in chipped pink, leaning sideways like a drunk—and scanned the treeline for movement. Just songbirds, and the distant, offbeat clatter of a woodpecker doing battle with an aluminum sign. The chill pricked her skin awake.
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The area behind the Ellis house was an unclaimed stretch: half meadow, half junkyard, with tufts of bluestem crowding around rusted-out bikes and old five-gallon paint buckets. She saw no sign of trespassers, nothing trampled or torn up, no trash that wasn’t already months old. She checked the fenceline for blood or fur or any hint of a struggle, but found only last fall’s brittle leaves and a snarl of fishing line.
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She made her way toward the tree line. About twenty paces in, Maggie stopped short.
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In the center of a patch of dead grass was a circle—perfect, uncannily so—burned deep into the earth. She stepped closer, squinting in the weak light. The outer edge was sharp as if cut with a blade, the inside scorched black but scored with a mesh of thinner, lighter lines that radiated from the center like spokes. The geometry made no sense: not just a ring, but a sequence of nested shapes, angles interlaced with impossible precision.
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She knelt, one hand hovering just above the char. The earth still smelled faintly of smoke, but when she touched the dirt, it was cold. She reached for her phone, snapped three photos—wide, then close, then a shot with her foot for scale. She clicked to notes and dictated: “Ellis property, 15 foot diameter, burn pattern, no sign of ignition, perimeter undisturbed.” Her voice sounded odd in the empty space.
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A crunch from the woods sent her upright, hand drifting unconsciously to her hip where, out of habit, she wished for the weight of the pistol she’d pawned last year to cover a utility bill. She scanned the trees, heart ticking up.
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“Hey,” said a voice, male, scratchy, and trying for indifference. A figure stepped out from behind a cedar: lanky, in a washed-out gray hoodie and dark jeans, sneakers crusted with mud.

––––––––
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Jake Turner, Pine Hollow’s answer to “the youth delinquent,” though mostly in the minds of the neighborhood committee. Seventeen, maybe eighteen, the sort of kid whose permanent scowl made teachers either fear him or wish they could save him. Maggie knew him on sight but not much more.
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