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CHAPTER 1: The Town That Forgot to be Scared
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The compass was still spinning.

Cassie watched the needle drift, lazy and aimless, like it'd forgotten what north was even for. Her dad's voice lived in her head now—so you always know which way is home—and she pressed her thumb against the glass until the edges bit.

Home was four hours west. Home had her parents, her bed, the life she'd been bored of until this morning, when her car died on the edge of a town she'd never heard of and her phone went dark and suddenly boring sounded like heaven.

She kicked the tire. The tire didn't care.

Garage was closed. Obviously. Sign hung crooked over the door: VANCAMP AUTO—OPEN 8-6 WEEKDAYS, SAT BY APPOINTMENT. Saturday. By appointment meant no appointment, which meant no mechanic, which meant Cassie was sleeping in her dead car in a town that looked like 1952 threw up and forgot to clean it.

Except.

Diner across the street had lights. And people. Steam coming off coffee cups like everything was normal, like some girl wasn't having the absolute worst day of her life twenty feet away. The jukebox inside played something tinny from fifty years ago—a song she didn't know, about love or loss or something else that didn't matter anymore.

She crossed. Air felt wrong—colder than October had any right to be, and heavy, like before a storm. Looked up. Clear sky. Nothing. Just that weight, pressing.

You're being dramatic, she told herself. Car died. You're stressed. It's fine.

Bell jingled. Warmth hit her face. Coffee. Bacon. Voices doing that low hum thing from half a dozen tables. Normal. So aggressively normal she almost laughed.

Waitress looked up. "Take a seat, hon. Be right there."

A booth by the window caught her eye, she went and sat down. She could see her car from here, slumped against the curb like something expired. Four hundred miles. Four hundred miles and it picked now to quit.

The compass in her pocket was still moving. She could feel it against her thigh.

Pulled it out. Laid it on the table. Needle circled slow, clockwise, no hesitation, like north had stopped existing.

"That a compass?"

Cassie looked up. Kid her age stood at the end of the booth, holding a coffee pot like he worked here. Dark hair. Grease under his nails. Eyes that looked tired in a way that didn't match eighteen.

"Yeah," she said.

"I can see that." He tilted his head. "It broken?"

"Probably."

"Probably." Didn't sound convinced. Didn't move either. Just stood there, looking at her like she was a math problem. "You the one with the dead Ford?"

"How'd you—"

"Small town." He slid into the booth across from her. Didn't ask. Just sat. "I'm Leo. My uncle owns the garage. He's gone till Monday."

"Monday." Her gut went into freefall. "I can't stay here till Monday."

"You got somewhere to be?"

"Home. My parents expect me tonight. If I don't show—" She stopped. Swallowed. "They'll panic."

Leo nodded. Like he got something she hadn't said. "You got service?"

"Dead. Since the county line."

"Yeah. Happened to me last week." Set down the coffee pot. Didn't offer her any. "Comes and goes. Phones, cars, sometimes the power. Town electrician says it's wiring. My uncle says it's—" Stopped. Shook his head. "Nothing."

"Says it's what?"

"Stupid small-town stuff." He stood. "You got money for a motel? One on Main. Walking distance. Cheap."

Cassie looked at her compass. Still spinning. Still useless.

"Guess I don't have a choice."

––––––––
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The Pines. Eight rooms. Flickering neon sign missing half its letters. Front desk run by a woman who looked at Cassie like she was either trouble or a ghost.

"Forty a night." No hello. Just the number.

Cassie counted out cash. "How long do the outages usually last?"

"What outages?"

"The cell service. Been out since I got here."

Woman's face didn't move. "Ain't no outage. Phones work fine." Took the money. Slid a key across. "Room 6. End."

Cassie wanted to argue. Show her the dead phone, the spinning compass, the weight in the air that made her skin crawl. But the woman was already done with her.

Room 6 smelled like mothballs and regret. Bed lumpy. Window looked at a wall. Cassie sat on the edge and pulled out her phone.

No signal.

Tried anyway. Held it to her ear and listened to nothing.

Her dad's voice: You call if anything happens. Any time. We'll come get you.

She'd rolled her eyes. Dad, I'm seventeen. I can handle myself.

This wasn't handling herself. This was sitting in a motel room in a wrong-feeling town, waiting for a mechanic who wasn't coming till Monday, with a dead phone and a compass that'd forgotten which way was home.

The needle caught her eye. Still going. Steady. Patient. Like it was waiting for something she couldn't see.

She shoved it back in her pocket and lay down. Just for a minute.
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The scream woke her.

On her feet before she was awake, pulse battering her ribs, blind in the dark. Room was black—no streetlight, no crack under the door. Just dark. Total.

Another scream. Outside. Woman's voice, breaking.

Cassie found the door, wrenched it open. Parking lot was dim but visible—moonlight, streetlights, the ordinary glow of a town at night. Nothing special. Nothing wrong.

Woman on the ground outside Room 3. Older. Fifties. Bathrobe. Not moving.

She ran to help. Dropped to her knees. "Ma'am? Ma'am, can you hear me?"

Eyes open. Staring at nothing. Mouth open too, like the scream was still there, frozen.

Behind her, a door opened. Man's voice: "What happened?"

"I don't know. I heard—"

Lights came on. People. Someone said ambulance. Someone said phones are out, how do we call? Someone else—older, steady—said he'd drive her himself.

Cassie stayed where she was. Kneeling on cold concrete. Staring at a woman who'd been alive minutes ago and now wasn't, and nobody could say why.

The first man crouched beside her. Forties. Gray at the temples. Sheriff's badge on his belt.

"You see it?" Quiet.

"No. I just heard—" Stopped. Swallowed. "I just heard her scream."

He looked at the woman. At her face, caught mid-terror. At her body, unmarked.

"Ma'am." Low. "Go back to your room. Lock the door. Don't come out till morning."

"What? Why?"

He looked at her then. Really looked. And for a second—just a second—Cassie saw something in his eyes that turned her blood to river water.

"Because," he said, "this isn't the first one."

––––––––
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Back in Room 6, Cassie locked the door. Then dragged the dresser in front of it. Then sat on the floor with her back to the wall and her dad's compass in her hand.

Still spinning.

Hadn't stopped.

Outside, voices. Doors. A truck starting, then fading. Ordinary sounds of people handling an emergency.

Cassie didn't move.

Thought about the woman's face. The scream caught in her throat. The way she'd looked at something Cassie couldn't see and whatever it was had ended her.

Thought about the sheriff's words: This isn't the first one.

Thought about Leo, in the diner, stopping himself before he said what his uncle really thought about the dead phones and the power and the wrongness.

Thought about her parents, four hours away, who didn't know where she was or what was happening, who were probably losing their minds by now, who had no way to reach her and no way to help.

The compass spun.

No north.

And somewhere outside, in the dark, Cassie could have sworn she heard something moving. Not steps. Not breathing. Just... pressure. Like the air itself was leaning in, listening, waiting.

She pulled her knees to her chest and held the compass like it could save her.

It didn't stop spinning.

Didn't stop all night.
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CHAPTER 2: The ones who Remember
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Cassie didn't sleep.

Sat with her back to the wall, compass in her palm, watching the needle trace its endless circle. Morning came eventually—grey and reluctant, like the sun wasn't sure it wanted the smoke.

The dresser was still in front of the door. She'd moved it at some point in the night? No. She hadn't moved. Which meant she'd fallen asleep after all, and someone—something—could've walked right in.

Her skin crawled.

Shoved the dresser aside, unlocked the door, stepped into weak October sunlight that did absolutely nothing to warm her.

Room 3's door was closed. Yellow tape stretched across it. CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS. Like the woman'd been murdered, except she hadn't. She'd just... died. In front of nothing.

She decided to head to the diner because where else was there. Bell jingled. Same waitress. Same bacon. Same aggressively normal morning rush, like a woman hadn't stopped breathing twenty feet away last night.

Leo was behind the counter. Saw her, and something in his face shifted—recognition, maybe. Or wariness.

"You're still here."

"Car's still dead."

"Right." He poured coffee without asking. Set it in front of her. "You hear about last night?"

"I was there. I found her."

His hand paused on the pot. Just a second. Then he slid into the booth across from her, same as before, but his eyes were different now. Sharper. "You see something?"

"Heard something. A scream. Then she was on the ground."

"And before that? Anything weird? Air, lights, anything?"

The pressure. The weight. The way the dark had thickened. She thought about all of it. The way the dark in her room had been absolute, like night itself had thickened. "Why?"
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