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    For the brave hearts who whisper to shadows and listen to the silence—may you always find courage in the stories that make your skin shiver and your spirit soar. To the friends who face the dark with me, and to the memories we keep alive, this story is yours.
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Chapter 1 — The Rattling at Whitlow Bridge
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The first rule of Whitlow Bridge is you don’t check the time. Clocks lie here. Phones dim on their own, minutes stretch long and thin like pulled taffy, and if you say “it’s almost midnight” out loud, the fog takes it as an invitation to thicken and climb the rails.

We go anyway.

Milo vaults the guard chain first with the confidence of a boy who has never met a consequence he couldn’t joke around. “Welcome to tonight’s episode of Totally Not Dumb,” he whispers to his followers, because of course he’s live, a rectangle of blue light smearing his cheek. “If I die—”

“You won’t,” Ren says, steady voice, steady hands. Ren always sounds like she’s already taken the test and knows which questions matter.

“If I die,” Milo persists, louder, because he’s forcing bravery into a shape he can wear, “tell the principal I regret nothing. Also delete my drafts.”

Peach wiggles under the chain next, hugging herself for warmth. She’s the shortest, with a halo of hair that glows in the fog like a tiny lighthouse. “Don’t say ‘die’ on a bridge,” she says. “It’s like saying ‘Macbeth’ in a theater.”

“It’s a superstition,” Ren says.

“Exactly,” Peach says, as if that seals it.

I go last, because Jessa Hale is built for last. For closing doors they forgot to lock, for checking behind us, for keeping the flashlight batteries charged and the snacks in order and the lies believable. I am not brave. I am practical, which is a different kind of armor you can fold into your pocket.

The chain rattles as I duck. It sounds like teeth chattering.

Fog erases the riverbank behind us. The world becomes plank and rail and the black gulp of water underneath. Somewhere far, a truck moans on the highway, but here, everything is quiet enough to hear the river chew the pilings. In day, Whitlow Bridge is just an old iron span with faded paint and a plaque memorializing the man whose donation saved it from a wrecking ball. In the dark it turns thin and bony, all struts and ribs, as if it’s the skeleton of some creature that dragged itself across the water and froze mid-crawl.

“Okay,” Milo says, panning the camera down the aged boards. “We’re doing the Whitlow Whistle. You guys have begged. You guys are sick.”

Peach elbows him. “You begged yourself.”

“Semantics.”

The Whitlow Whistle is the latest dare, part local rumor, part viral trend that metastasized over two weeks from a five-second clip to a playlist of bad ideas. The rules are idiot-simple: you stand at the midpoint of the bridge where the paint flakes like dandruff and you whistle once for every bone you’ve broken. In theory, the river whistles back the number of bones you took back from it. The girl who started it, a senior with eyeliner wings that could lift her off the ground, swore she heard two whistles for her broken wrist and toe and then dreamed of a man with a spine like a chandelier.

I’m not a believer in chandelier men. I am, however, the proud owner of two healed fractures: radius, age nine (fell off the willow by the pond), and the fifth metatarsal, age fourteen (tripped on our dog Harper in the hallway). Two honest breaks. Two white casts with messy signatures. I can list the dates. I can show the pictures. Bones are facts until they’re not.

“Live count,” Milo says. “Drop your numbers. I see threes, I see zeros—cowards—”

“Please don’t bully the zeros,” Peach says, shivering. “They made good choices.”

Ren edges toward the midpoint and shines her phone down between the slats. The water is a moving bruise. “We shouldn’t stay long,” she says. “Tide’s up. Dew point’s weird. It’s going to get slick.”

Milo angles his phone for the dramatic. “Public service announcement,” he intones. “Don’t do this at home. Do it on a condemned piece of history.”

“It’s not condemned,” I say. “Yet.”

“Optimism! Love that for us.”

We line up at the center. The plaque, damp with condensation, glints. Ren gives me a look that says It’s fine but also Are you sure? My mouth is dry, which is ridiculous because it’s wet enough out here to drink the air.

“I’ll go first,” Milo says, but Peach grabs his sleeve.

“Nope. Birthday protocol,” she says, bright through her nerves. “Jessa, you turned sixteen last. You’re up.”

I make a face. I want to say it’s arbitrary and dumb. I want to suggest we go find a diner and buy pie and all enjoy being alive in a non-performative way. But Peach is trying so hard to keep this from cracking in the middle, and Milo is vibrating with the kind of energy you can only deflate with a ritual, and Ren’s chin is set like if we do it, we do it cleanly and then we go home.

“Fine,” I say, and step forward.

I tuck hair behind my ear. Fog beads on my eyelashes, cold dots that make the world starry. The wood under my sneakers creaks like it remembers other feet and is tired of the memory. I blow out once, twice, testing my lips, and then I whistle. One clear sound that sails into the dark. I wait, then whistle again, a little higher.

The second whistle leaves my mouth and something whistles back.

It’s not a bird. It’s not the wind clearing its throat. It’s another whistle, sweet and perfectly pitched and at the exact same interval. As if I whistled against a canyon wall and the canyon sent me a better version of myself.

Milo’s “Oh,” is a puff of cold sugar. Ren’s hand finds my sleeve. Peach says, very small, “Nope.”

I laugh, because that’s the way my fear comes out. “Someone’s on the other side,” I say. “Probably Stew and his crew. They live to mess with—”

The second reply comes from beneath us, threaded through the plank seams. It rattles in the boards and in my shins, a whistle dragged over the lip of a bottle.

Milo drops the live by accident and fumbles to reopen it. Ren says my name in the even voice you use for skittish horses. The fog presses in like a listening crowd.

“Okay,” I say, and hear the tremor. “Funny. Really funny.”

The third sound isn’t a whistle at all. It’s a delicate clacking, like thin china teeth. It starts far downriver, past the first bend where dead trees beaver up against the bank, and runs toward us under the surface: clack clack clack clack, the rhythm of something long and jointed moving in unison.

We shouldn’t have checked the time. We shouldn’t have counted anything.

“Jess,” Ren says, thumb pressing circles into my sleeve, “we’re going to step back now. Milo, stop filming. Peach, take my left hand.”

None of us steps back.

The chain of vertebrae appears so quietly that for a second I think my eyes invented it from the word. It rises on a bubble, past a tumble of foam. Pale, small, river-sanded. Each vertebra is cupped and fine and slightly luminous in the way milk is. They’ve been threaded on a silt-colored cord slick with algae, not really a cord but a string of something that makes my stomach flip, like tendon. The chain lifts and drapes against the outer railing, beads clicking softly. The end of it stirs on its own, sniffing.

It slides across the rail like a curious eel, loops once around the upright, and then, with the slowness of a patient cat, gropes the air until it finds my arm.

I don’t scream. I slam back into Ren, which hurts less than it should because she’s braced. The vertebrae fall against my sleeve with a weight that’s colder than cold, a bruise of winter that sinks straight through denim and into skin. The little cups of bone are smooth and exact; the whole chain makes a defensive curl around my forearm. Something like static bites up to my shoulder, across my chest, and into my throat.

Milo says something that is all vowels. Peach makes a sound too high to be speech.

I try to break away. The chain tightens. The pressure is careful, not violent, but it carries intent. It tests me like fingers testing ripeness.

“Jessa,” Ren says, low. “Don’t pull. Open your hand.”

“What?” I can’t tell where my hands are. Electricity is dancing over my knuckles.

“Open your hand,” she says, and because Ren is the only person besides my mother who has learned the combination to my panics and can spin it without looking, I obey.

The chain slides down to my palm. It detaches at the middle with a tiny click, as if a spine has learned to unzip. Vertebrae climb my hand, one by one, daisy-chaining themselves into a shape. It should be ridiculous—the way a child would build a toy—but it isn’t. Each small bone turns and locks with the next, rotating with silly, precise little movements until a form emerges. Not a cross, not a fish, not a rune. A key. Narrow shaft, ring crown. The ring is made of three fused vertebrae like petals. Tiny, perfect teeth—staggered, notched—line the business end.

It sits in my open palm as if it grew there. Any warmth I have leaches away.

I don’t think I’ve ever really understood the phrase “burns cold” until now. The key is a negative of fire. The chill aches into the bones of my hand—ironic and awful, that word—and then farther, into the bones you can’t name outside a classroom, the ones tucked in your ear and the ones caged under other bones. The cold isn’t temperature so much as rule: the key informs my skeleton who is in charge.

“Get it off,” Peach whispers. “Get it off get it off—”

Ren peels my fingers away from my palm, grave-gentle, never touching the key itself. “Don’t,” she tells Peach. “It wants something. We have to figure out what.”

“Wants what? An Uber?” Milo’s voice bends up and cracks. He breathes through it and tries again. “Okay, guys, full disclosure, I’m not live anymore. I hit something. It’s... we—I—are we dead?”

“Inconclusive,” Ren says.

The fog moves, a muscle flex. Under the bridge the clacking subsides, then returns from the other direction, like something stretching and shaking itself off. A breeze lifts a strand of Milo’s hair and plaster it wet to his forehead. He doesn’t push it away. His eyes are fixed on the key.

“Jessa,” Ren says, “does it hurt?”

“Not like a cut. Like... like when your foot falls asleep, but it’s your bones.” I try to laugh, because maybe this is a Halloween pop-up with an excellent budget. The sound that comes out is too tight. “I can’t be the main character,” I say. “I don’t even like main-character sweaters.”

Peach swallows a wild giggle and clamps her hands over her mouth.

“Okay,” Ren says, more to herself than us. “We leave. Slowly. We don’t turn our backs. We don’t run. We go to Mrs. Penmar’s. She’ll know if this is a prank and if it’s not, she’ll still know something.”

“Mrs. Penmar of the ossuary?” Milo squeaks. “The place with the skull clock and the shoulder blades hung like wind chimes? That Mrs. Penmar?”

“She used to give tours that made second graders faint,” Peach says dreamily, because Peach is the sort of person who labels her fears with nostalgia as a means of blunting the edges.

“She also makes tea,” Ren says, “and knows the difference between a raccoon femur and a human metacarpal, which is more relevant than tea.”

The key shifts in my palm like a living thing resettling. The teeth face outward now, toward the bridge’s center. The ring knocks once against the heel of my hand, as if insisting on future use. My breath makes little clouds. I realize I’m crying only when a hot tear strikes the cold key and hisses.

“Can you move?” Ren asks.

“I can move.” I lift my hand carefully. The key comes with me, fused to my skin without adhesion, too light and too heavy at once. When I take a step, the boards under my foot complain, old wood grudgingly shouldering a new story.

We back away together. Milo walks two steps behind, his camera finally, mercifully facing the boarded planks instead of our faces. Peach grips my elbow with cold fingers. Ren moves in a half-crouch, ready to anchor any sudden fall.

Halfway to the gate, something knocks the underside of the bridge. It isn’t the bump of driftwood. It is a calculated, centered thud that reverberates up the iron, into the bolts, along the railings, and through my teeth. My molars ring. The key tenses in my palm; the vertebrae clamp and shiver.

“Keep walking,” Ren says.

We do. The fog listens. The river hisses. On the bank, the dark has the soft quality of unblinking eyes.

By the time we reach the chain and swing it off the post, my hand has gone numb past the wrist. Ren helps me over as if I’m breakable. A ridiculous thought skates across my mind—what if I am not breakable anymore? What if breaking is how we pay for grace, and the key canceled my credit?

On the gravel path that snakes up from the bridgehead to the parking turnout, Milo gets his voice back. He starts in with the practical: “Okay, game plan, Ren’s right, Penmar’s is four blocks. We can take the alley behind the feed store, cut time. Jessa, I’ll carry you if—”

“You’ll carry nothing,” Ren says, sharper than I’ve ever heard her. “You will keep your balance and your mouth shut unless you’re saying something we can use.”

Milo’s mouth works. “Yes,” he says finally. “Copy.”

Peach takes out a lollipop, notices her hands are shaking too hard to unwrap it, and puts it back.

We pass the crooked “WHITLOW RIVER” sign with the blue paint flaked into freckles and a sticker that says DON’T FEED THE GEESE (the geese, famously, feed themselves). The small-town night presses around us—houses with sleeping windows, a porch light left on out of habit, the far-off snarl of a late motorcycle.

The key hums. It’s so soft I might be inventing it, but the hum matches the beat in my wrists. If bone can purr, mine are purring. The thought should be funny. It isn’t.

“Tell me something normal,” I say.

“Pop quiz tomorrow,” Ren says instantly, which is exactly like her—to pick the worst normal on the shelf.

“Homecoming theme is ‘Starlight on the Sound,’” Peach says. “Which is dumb because we don’t even have a sound, we have a river.”

“The Chili Cook-Off winner cheated,” Milo says, because he is genetically incapable of reporting without gossip. “I heard Mrs. Bemis used store-bought paste. Felony, probably.”

“Great,” I say, and my laugh comes out less brittle. “Arrest her, not the haunted key.”

My house is four more blocks the other direction, my mother asleep with the TV murmuring, my brother Owen probably with his earbuds in, dreaming with his mouth open. The thought of our hallway’s nightlight makes my chest hurt. If I went home, what then? Hold my palm under hot water until the key let go? Tape it up like a blister? We all have an instinct to run to our rooms, shut our doors, make the bad thing knock.

But the bridge had not knocked. It had made itself at home.

Mrs. Penmar’s place is not difficult to find even with eyes blurred and the world leaning. It’s on a corner with a wrought-iron fence shaped like piano keys, the garden winter-scrubby, the porch a little sagging. In daylight it’s the Ossuary House, closed since the “incident” that adults don’t define and kids define too vividly. Tonight it is just a square of warm lamp through lace curtains and the smell of something camphor-ish in the shrubs.

Ren raps the lion’s-head knocker before any of us can think ourselves out of it. The knock echoes, too hollow, as if the house keeps more space than it should.

Footsteps. A bolt. The door opens on a wedge of light.

Mrs. Penmar is thin the way old paper is, strong in its own manner. She wears a cardigan with a snag at the cuff. Her hair is gray and purposeful. She takes one look at us—the fog-shined cheeks, the eyes, my hand—and steps aside.

“Inside,” she says. “Careful with the threshold.”

We go in. The air smells like tea and museum. Shadowed cases line the hallway; I refuse to look into them. We stop in a parlor with two velveteen chairs and an upright piano missing its front panel so the hammers show. On the mantel is an arrangement of porcelain teeth in a glass dome, which I wish I had not noticed.

Mrs. Penmar shuts the door, turns the lock, and closes the chain. Then she stands across from me, not touching, hands clasped behind her back as if to keep from reaching.
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