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The funeral ended the way their parents’ lives had abruptly, messily, and without the dignity anyone pretended it had.

Rain fell in a thin, needling drizzle that soaked black suits and cheap dresses alike, turning the cemetery into a mud-slicked tableau of grief and . The priest’s final words dissolved into the air as quickly as the steam rising from the earth. No one lingered once the casket was lowered. Even death seemed eager to move on.

The Mercer siblings stood together only because the narrow path between headstones forced them to.

Seven of them. Older now. Sharper around the edges. Bound by blood and something far uglier.

Elias Mercer adjusted his tie for the third time, jaw tight, eyes fixed on the casket like it might accuse him if he looked away. At thirty-two, he carried himself the way men did when they were used to being obeyed straight-backed, composed, brittle beneath the surface.

Renee stood beside him, arms folded so tightly across her chest it looked like she was trying to hold herself together. Her black dress clung damply to her thighs, fabric darkened by rain. She hadn’t cried. Renee never cried when there were witnesses.

Caleb leaned back on his heels, hands in his pockets, expression bored enough to be offensive. Even at a funeral, even for their parents, he looked like he was waiting for something better to happen.

Naomi stood apart from the rest, just far enough that it was noticeable. Her eyes were red, not from tears she’d burned those out years ago but from lack of sleep. She watched the grave with the quiet intensity of someone counting down.

Isaiah hovered near the edge of the group, shoulders hunched, gaze darting anywhere but the casket. He flinched when thunder rolled overhead, a sharp, nervous reaction he didn’t bother trying to hide.

Lila clutched a tissue in both hands, mascara streaking down her cheeks. She cried openly, shoulders shaking, grief raw and unfiltered. No one moved to comfort her.

Marcus wasn’t there.

Not at first.

He appeared just as the groundskeeper started shoveling dirt, hoodie pulled low over his face, rain plastering his hair to his forehead. His arrival sent a ripple through the group anger, relief, resentment all colliding at once.

“You showed up,” Caleb muttered.

Marcus didn’t answer. His eyes never left the grave.

The sound of dirt hitting wood was dull and final.

That was it. Two lives reduced to a hole in the ground and seven people who didn’t know how to stand next to one another anymore.

They drifted toward the parking lot in silence.

The argument started before anyone reached their cars.

“So what now?” Caleb said, breaking the quiet like a slap. “We just go back to pretending none of this happened?”

Renee shot him a glare. “Maybe not everything needs to be said right now.”

Naomi laughed softly. “That’s never stopped this family before.”

Elias exhaled through his nose. “This isn’t the place.”

“Funny,” Marcus said, voice low. “Seems like the perfect place.”

Isaiah shifted uncomfortably. “Can we not do this here?”

Lila wiped her face. “Please,” she said. “Just can we not fight today?”

The word today hung heavy between them.

Elias looked at his youngest sister, something flickering behind his eyes. Guilt, maybe. Or calculation.

“There’s no reason this has to tear us apart,” he said. “We’ve already lost enough.”

Caleb scoffed. “You always talk like that. Like you’re reading from a fucking pamphlet.”

Elias ignored him.

“I was thinking,” he continued, “we should go away for a few days. Together.”

Naomi’s head snapped up. “Excuse me?”

“A camping trip,” Elias said. “Somewhere quiet. Remote. No distractions.”

Marcus laughed short, sharp, humorless. “You want us to go into the woods right after burying them?”

“Yes,” Elias said. “I do.”

Renee frowned. “That’s insane.”

“No,” Elias replied calmly. “What’s insane is pretending we don’t hate each other and then scattering again until the next tragedy drags us back.”

Thunder cracked overhead.

“The woods are neutral ground,” he continued. “No old house. No memories. Just us.”

Naomi stared at him like she was seeing him clearly for the first time. “There’s nothing neutral about isolation.”

“That’s the point,” he said. “We talk. We clear the air.”

Caleb smirked. “And if someone doesn’t like what comes out?”

Elias met his gaze. “Then at least it’s out.”

Lila looked hopeful. “Maybe it could help,” she said softly. “We haven’t all been together like that since... before.”

No one finished the sentence.

Before the accident.

Before the lies.

Isaiah swallowed hard. “Where?”

“There’s a forest a few hours north,” Elias said. “No service. Old campsites. Quiet.”

Naomi’s fingers curled into her palms. She could feel the familiar pressure building behind her eyes, the warning sign she’d learned not to ignore.

“Bad idea,” she said flatly.

Marcus looked at her. “Why?”

“Because nothing good happens when this family pretends honesty is a group activity.”

Elias stepped closer to her. “Or maybe you’re afraid of what might come out.”

Naomi smiled thinly. “Careful.”

Renee cleared her throat. “We don’t have to decide right now.”

“Yes, we do,” Elias said. “Before everyone disappears again.”

Silence stretched.

Then Marcus nodded. “I’m in.”

Naomi turned on him. “You don’t get to—”

“I do,” he cut in. “I’m tired of running.”

Her mouth snapped shut.

Caleb shrugged. “Hell. Could be entertaining.”

Isaiah hesitated, then nodded once.

Renee sighed. “Fine.”

All eyes turned to Naomi.

She looked at the grave one last time, rain streaking her vision.

“Two nights,” she said. “That’s it.”

Elias smiled. “Good.”

Lila exhaled in relief.

None of them noticed the way the wind shifted then, how it carried a faint, distant sound through the trees bordering the cemetery.

Music.

Thin. Warped.

Almost playful.

Naomi stiffened.

She turned slowly, scanning the treeline.

“What?” Caleb asked.

“Nothing,” she said, though her skin crawled.

The sound was gone as quickly as it came.

They drove away separately, tires hissing on wet pavement, seven fractured lives converging on the same destination once more.

Behind them, the earth settled over the coffins.

And somewhere far from the cemetery but already waiting the circus stirred.

Blood had called blood.

And the show was ready to begin.

***
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THE ROAD NORTH WAS too straight.

Naomi noticed it an hour into the drive, when the radio lost signal and the trees thickened on either side like closing jaws. Highways were supposed to bend, to curve with the land. This one cut through the forest with surgical precision, a gray scar carved into green.

She hated it immediately.

Her car hummed beneath her hands, steady and familiar, but her body didn’t believe in stability anymore. It remembered other roads. Other nights. Headlights slicing through rain. The smell of alcohol and copper. Screaming that never made it out of a throat.

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

In her rearview mirror, Elias followed at a careful distance, Renee and Lila in his SUV. Behind them, Caleb’s truck rode too close, impatient. Isaiah and Marcus were somewhere ahead, having sped off the moment they hit the highway.

They hadn’t coordinated.

That felt right.

Naomi’s phone buzzed once before dropping to No Service. She exhaled slowly. Isolation crept in like a living thing, pressing against her chest.

She told herself it was just a camping trip.

She told herself a lot of lies these days.

––––––––
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THE FLASHBACK HIT HER without warning.

Rain on glass.

Wipers shrieking.

The dashboard clock blinked at 2:17 a.m.

Her father’s voice was tight, furious.

Her mother was crying, telling him to slow down.

Someone in the back seat was laughing.

Naomi’s foot twitched, slamming the brake hard enough to jolt her forward. The car behind her honked angrily as she swerved back into motion.

Her heart pounded.

“That’s not right,” she whispered.

The laughter didn’t belong in the memory.

She hadn’t been in the car that night.

She was sure of it.

Wasn’t she?

They stopped at a gas station just before the road dissolved into gravel. A last outpost of fluorescent light and buzzing insects. The air smelled like fuel and damp pine.

Naomi stepped out of the car and immediately felt the sensation of being watched. Not by people. By something older, quieter.

Marcus leaned against the hood of his car, smoking despite the NO SMOKING sign. His hands shook as he brought the cigarette to his mouth.

“You look like shit,” he said.

“Funny,” Naomi replied. “I was thinking the same about you.”

He smirked weakly. “Do you remember the rain?”

Her spine stiffened. “What?”

“That night,” he said. “It rained like hell.”

Naomi stared at him. “No, it didn’t.”

Marcus frowned. “Yeah. It did.”

Elias joined them, keys jingling. “It was foggy,” he said. “That’s what made it so bad.”

Caleb snorted as he walked past. “You’re both wrong. Roads were dry. Dad was speeding.”

Renee stopped short. “Caleb, don’t.”

He turned to her. “What? We’re already here. Might as well stop pretending.”

Lila hovered near the car doors, eyes darting between them. “Pretending what?”

No one answered.

Isaiah exited the station last, hands shoved deep into his jacket pockets, face pale. He didn’t meet anyone’s eyes.

Naomi felt the pieces sliding apart in her head.

Rain.

Fog.

Dry road.

Three versions of the same night.

Only one could be true or none of them were.

The campsite sat deep in the forest, accessible only by a narrow dirt road that twisted until Naomi lost all sense of direction. The trees crowded close, branches knitting overhead, blocking out what little light remained.

By the time they parked, dusk had settled fully.

The air was thick. Heavy. Charged.

Naomi stepped out and felt the pressure immediately, like the woods were holding their breath.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Lila whispered.

Caleb grinned. “Relax. It’s just trees.”

Naomi didn’t respond. She was staring at the ground.

Tire tracks.

Fresh.

Too fresh.

“Someone’s been here,” she said.

Elias glanced around. “Probably hikers.”

“At night?” Naomi asked.

He didn’t answer.

They set up camp in tense silence. The fire crackled, throwing shadows that stretched and warped against the trunks. The woods swallowed sound, leaving only the pop of burning wood and the occasional snap of something moving just out of sight.

When they finally sat, food untouched, the silence became unbearable.

“So,” Caleb said, tossing a stick into the fire. “Let’s get it over with.”

Renee stiffened. “Don’t.”

“The accident,” he continued. “We’re all thinking about it. Might as well say it out loud.”

Naomi watched the flames dance, her reflection splitting and reforming in their light.

Elias cleared his throat. “It was a tragedy.”

Marcus laughed bitterly. “That’s all you’ve got?”

Lila looked confused. “It was an accident,” she said. “That’s what the police said.”

Isaiah flinched.

Naomi’s gaze snapped to him.

“Isaiah,” she said softly. “What do you remember?”

His eyes flicked to Elias. Then Renee. Then Marcus.
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