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Chapter One

[image: ]




By the time Nova Turner sees the “Welcome to Pine Hollow” sign, the snow has started falling hard enough to smear the letters into soft white streaks. Her wipers scrape across the windshield, rhythm sharp and irritated, barely keeping up. The town crest swims in and out of view—two dark pines over a pale blue river—familiar enough to tighten something deep in her chest. Population numbers are covered by a peeling holiday sticker of a grinning reindeer, its cartoon antler half torn away.

“Cute,” she mutters. “Festive apocalypse.”

Her car heater wheezes unevenly at her ankles. Three half-finished gas-station coffees sit in the cup holders, all lukewarm. She’s been driving eight hours—eight hours of skipping through podcasts she can’t stand to hear anymore, playlists that make her feel too much, and silence that feels worse.

So it’s been mostly quiet.

Just her and the road and everything she’s trying not to think about.

Downtown Pine Hollow appears like a half-remembered dream—smaller in some ways, larger in the ones that ache. The old movie theater has been gutted and replaced with a health-food co-op strung with twinkling fairy lights. The diner she sneaked into at seventeen is now “The Hollow Grind,” offering gingerbread lattes and oat milk from a chalkboard sign.

But some things never change.

Garland wraps the lampposts. Plastic snowmen guard storefronts. Lights drip from porch eaves. Everything looks cozy, nostalgic, postcard-perfect.

And Nova feels like she’s driving through someone else’s memory.

Her gas light blinks on. Of course.

“Sure. Add that to the holiday cheer,” she says to the dashboard.

The station sits at the edge of town, exactly where she remembers it: cracked pavement, flickering canopy lights, the old green sign reading HOLLOW FUEL. She steps out into the bitter wind and fills her tank, her fingers numbing instantly. The air smells like gasoline and fresh snow.

Inside, the station hasn’t changed much either—narrow aisles, dusty snacks, a limp plastic poinsettia propped beside the register. Someone tried to make it festive with tinsel taped along the counter. A radio plays an old Christmas song quietly, a crooner singing about chestnuts and firesides.

The sound scrapes across Nova’s nerves like sandpaper. It’s too close to the studio in her mind—the foam-padded walls, the headphones cupping her ears, the microphone waiting for her voice.

“Welcome back, night listeners. This is Midnight Echoes...”

She pushes the thought away and grabs a bottle of water and a bag of cashews. At the counter, the young clerk barely looks up, scrolling his phone, until she speaks.

“That’s it for me. And pump three.”

He freezes. His eyes snap up to her face, then drop to her mouth. His brow furrows like he’s flipping through mental files.

“Sorry,” he says slowly. “Do I... know you? You sound... familiar.”

Nova forces a polite smile. “Probably not.”

But he squints, studying her as if overlaying her face onto some memory.

“No, wait—you’re that podcast lady, right? Midnight... something?”

She stares at him.

It’s been months, and still it hits like a punch.

“Midnight Echoes,” she mutters.

His whole face brightens. “Yeah! My mom loved that show. Used to freak her out.” Then he hesitates, the smile faltering. “Didn’t you... uh...”

Here it comes.

Nova cuts in, voice steady. “What’s the total?”

He clears his throat, flustered. “Right. Uh—forty-two thirty.”

He counts the change into her palm and pulls his hand back fast, like touching her burned him.

“You were really good,” he blurts. “Before that... thing with the guy they let out.”

Her chest tightens. “Have a good night.”

He swallows hard. “You too.”

She walks out to the sound of the bell jingling overhead, the crooner singing about a merry Christmas.

Outside, the wind slaps her cheeks. She leans against the car for a moment, breath puffing white, letting the sting clear her head. The shame sits heavy in her chest, familiar and exhausting. She can still see the headlines. I still feel the sick weight of what happened.

PODCASTER FREES KILLER — WOMAN DEAD WEEKS LATER.

IS NOVA TURNER RESPONSIBLE?

THE DANGERS OF TRUE CRIME ENTERTAINMENT.

Her pulse jumps. She forces her fingers to unclench on the door handle.

“Get to the house,” she whispers. “That’s all you need to do.”

The bungalow her grandmother left her sits across town, past the old bridge. She drives in silence, tires whispering over the fresh snow. Lights grow sparse. Houses older, more weathered. When she crosses the bridge, she stares—she can’t help it—at the spot where Bridget Kane’s missing-person poster hung last winter. Four faint rectangles of tape residue remain.

Bridget’s smiling face flashes in her mind.

Fifteen years old.

Choir practice.

A voicemail Nova lost.

A cold ache worms into her stomach.

On the other side of town, the streets darken, framed by tall trees. And that’s when she sees it—a glow between the branches, warm and golden, too bright for a streetlight.

Her breath stutters.

Evergreen Lane.

She doesn’t need a sign to know it. She used to ride her bike down this street as a kid, daring herself to get closer to the house before fear pushed her back.

Tonight, she doesn’t have to dare.

The house stands at the end of the lane, rising from the snow like a monument the town forgot how to bury. Victorian. Sagging porch. Peeling paint. Tall windows.

Dead for decades.

Empty since before she was born.

But tonight—

Every window is lit.

Not dim.

Not flickering.

Alive.

Warm yellow light spills across the snow. Through the large bay window, she sees a Christmas tree—huge, perfectly shaped, decorated with strands of warm-white lights and ornaments that glitter like tiny stars.

Her foot lifts off the gas without thinking. The car rolls to a slow crawl as she leans forward, staring.

The tree is beautiful.

Wrong, but beautiful.

And on one branch—the one catching the light just right—she sees a glint of hand-painted glass. Something pale. Something old. Something familiar enough that her heart gives a violent, stupid lurch.

Her name forms in her mind before she realizes what she’s thinking.

No.

Ridiculous.

You can’t recognize an ornament in a moving car.

But the melody drifting through the air—soft piano, an old Christmas tune—feels like it’s reaching for her. Like it knows her.

Nova’s skin prickles.

Her breath clouds the windshield. Her throat tightens. Something inside her sinks and rises at the same time, a sick, uncanny lurch like stepping off a curb she didn’t see.

“Enough,” she whispers, voice trembling.

She forces herself to look away, puts the car back into drive, and pulls down the street. In her rearview mirror, the house shrinks...

...but the golden light doesn’t fade as quickly as it should.

It lingers.

Stretching across the snow.

Like it’s watching her leave.

When she finally unlocks her grandmother’s bungalow that night and steps inside the stale air, the image haunts her:

The glowing windows.

The perfect tree.

That one ornament glinting like a tiny warning.

And the quiet, suffocating certainty that the Christmas House didn’t just light up tonight.

It lit up for her.



Chapter Two 

The bungalow feels too still, too much like a shrine to a life she hasn’t lived in years. The air tastes of dust and cedar, the heat kicks on in awkward, rattling bursts, and every creak makes her nerves tighten. She lies on the couch, staring at the ceiling where the orange glow of the streetlight casts thin, trembling bars across the plaster. Every time she closes her eyes, she sees the Christmas House again—warm windows, that glowing tree, the ornament she may or may not have seen.

By three A.M., the adrenaline fades.

By four, she hovers on the edge of sleep.

And that’s when she hears the crying.

Soft. Barely there. A little girl’s voice. Breathless and broken.

“P...please... help...”

Nova jolts upright, heart hammering so hard her ribs ache. She sits frozen in the cold stillness of the room, breath sharp, skin prickling. The sound fades the instant she’s fully awake, leaving only the refrigerator’s hum and the old heater wheezing warm air. She tells herself it was a dream. Exhaustion. Her brain replays old trauma. But she knows better.

She stands and paces, feet whispering over wood floors that groan with her every move. When she reaches the living-room window, she lifts the curtain. Snow falls in fat, silent sheets, blanketing the street, muting the world. Somewhere out there, beyond the quiet houses and the curve of the road, the bridge stretches over the frozen creek. And she knows the face on the missing posters that hung there last winter as well as she knows her own reflection.

Bridget Kane.

Fifteen.

Dimpled smile.

A voicemail Nova deleted.

She tries not to think about it.

She tries, and she fails.

Shivering, she moves into the kitchen and flips on the light. It buzzes, flickers once, then steadies. She fills a glass with tap water; it tastes like cold metal and old pipes. But when she sets it down, her phone buzzes on the counter.

A voicemail.

Unknown number.

Nova stares at it, breath caught. Her hand shakes as she picks it up and taps play.

Static.

Soft rustling.

A thin, gasping breath.

Then—

a girl’s voice.

Crying.

Terrified.

“Nova... help...”

She drops the phone. It skitters across the tile, clattering loud against the cabinets. Her pulse spikes. Her lungs seize. She grabs the phone again with shaking hands and scrolls—scrolls harder—forcing the screen upward.

The voicemail is gone.

Not saved.

Not archived.

Not listed.

Just like Bridget’s had vanished the night Nova needed it most.

“No,” she whispers. “No, no—no.”

She backs up until her spine hits the fridge. Her fingers are cold. Her mouth is dry. All the rational explanations she’s clung to for a year feel flimsy now—stress, trauma, audio glitches. Lies she fed herself to stay standing.

Someone called her.

Something called her.

And it sounded like Bridget.

Before she even knows why, she’s pulling on her coat and stepping into the freezing dark. The snow nearly blinds her, wind slicing at her face, but she keeps walking, boots sinking into the white.

The storm has eased just enough that blue-white moonlight reflects off the streets. Her breath fogs the air as she walks toward the one place she swore she’d never revisit: the bridge.

The bridge is quiet. The river below is a frozen ribbon of silver and shadow. The tape marks from last year’s missing poster remain—four faint rectangles on the metal railing, like scars that never healed.

Nova touches the cold metal. Pain bites her skin through her glove.

“I tried,” she whispers. The wind swallows her voice. “I swear I tried.”

A thin, high sound echoes across the river.

She tells herself it’s the wind.

Then she hears it again—closer, clearer.

A girl crying.

Her heart slams against her ribs as she leans over the railing, breath steaming in the air.

There’s nothing at first.

Just the ice. The snow. The cold.

Then something moves.

A small figure stands on the frozen creek, facing her. Nova’s chest seizes. The girl’s hair hangs in dark, limp strands. Her dress looks stiff with ice. Snow falls straight through her body.

She lifts her head.

Nova’s blood freezes.

The girl opens her mouth and cries out—not a scream, not loud, but a small, broken plea:

“Nova...

help...”

Nova stumbles backward so fast she nearly slips. She blinks hard, breath spiraling in frantic bursts.

When she looks again—

The girl is gone.

Only the river.

Only the snow.

Only silence.

Her lungs ache. Her skin buzzes with cold fear. She turns and runs—back toward the bungalow, back through the snow, back through the empty streets that suddenly feel too quiet, too hollow, too expectant.

Because Nova Turner isn’t imagining things.

She isn’t dreaming.

She isn’t glitching.

Bridget Kane is calling her.

And out there—somewhere in the dark, glowing softly through the snowfall—

The Christmas House is waiting.



Chapter Three 

Nova wakes with the disorienting feeling of being pulled up from deep water, lungs tight, mind fogged. The room is dark except for the faint gray glow of early dawn pushing through the blinds. For a moment she isn’t sure what woke her. Then it comes again—soft, steady knocking at the front door.

Three taps.

A pause.

Three more.

She sits up slowly, blanket tangled around her legs, heart thudding. The bungalow is dead silent. Too silent. She waits for the knocking again, holding her breath, but it doesn’t return. Instead, something else drifts in on the cold morning air—music.

Faint at first.

A piano.

A lullaby she knows too well.

Her grandmother used to hum it while lighting the tree. Nova hasn’t heard it in decades, not since childhood Christmases she barely remembers now. The notes seep into her bones, gentle and wrong at the same time, the kind of melody meant to soothe children to sleep.

She stands, drawn toward the sound, each step creaking across the old floorboards. When she reaches the door, she hesitates, hand hovering over the lock. The music floats closer, clearer, curling through the seams like it’s being carried on the wind. She swallows, forces herself to breathe, and unlatches the deadbolt.

The cold hits her immediately. The porch is empty—untouched snow, gray skies, wind brushing across the yard. No footprints. No sign anyone knocked. But the music is louder now, drifting from somewhere east, somewhere past the treeline.

Somewhere near Evergreen Lane.

Her chest tightens. “No,” she whispers. She’s not going there. She won’t.

But the lullaby lingers in the air, soft as breath, persistent as memory.

“N...Nova...”
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