
Chapter 1 — The Summer Before


The first day of summer smelled like rain on hot pavement — sharp, electric, full of promise — but something about it felt wrong.

I sat on the hood of my car outside the gas station, sipping a watered-down Coke and staring at the empty road. A week ago, this same spot was filled with our laughter, music blasting from the speakers, Bea leaning against my shoulder, and the others daring each other to run across the street barefoot because the asphalt was so hot it could fry an egg.

But today? Silence.

Bea was late. Again.

I glanced at my phone, thumb hovering over her contact. We were supposed to meet an hour ago to plan our summer list — stupid little things we always wrote down before school let out. This year’s was supposed to be epic: late-night swims, stolen road trips, a thousand photos we’d scroll through in September when everything felt boring again.

But there was no text, no call. Just that gnawing feeling in my chest that something was off.

I was debating whether to leave when the sound of tires crunching gravel made me look up. A beat-up red pickup rolled into the parking lot, the engine growling like it hated being alive. Bea jumped out, slamming the door hard enough to make the whole truck shudder.

“Sorry,” she said, brushing her hair out of her face. No hug, no grin, just those two clipped words.

I frowned. “You okay?”

She didn’t answer, just dug around in the bed of the truck until she pulled out a paper bag. She offered me one of the gas station donuts inside, like that made up for ghosting me all week.

I took it anyway, biting into stale sugar and watching her. Bea had always been impossible to read, but lately she’d turned it into an art form. She looked…tired. Not summer-tired, not up-all-night-watching-shows tired. More like she hadn’t slept in days.

“You’ve been weird,” I said finally.

She snorted, leaning against the truck and picking at the nail polish flaking off her fingers. “You’re always dramatic.”

Maybe. But this time I knew I was right.

“You didn’t answer my texts. You missed the bonfire. You didn’t even say goodbye to Jade before she left for that camp thing. What’s going on?”

Bea opened her mouth, then closed it again. The silence stretched until I thought I’d explode.

“Nothing,” she said at last, too quickly.

Which meant everything.

I wanted to push, to force her to talk, but she looked so fragile in that moment, like one wrong word would shatter her. So I let it go.

That was my first mistake.

---

By the time I got home, the sky was turning the color of bruises. My phone buzzed as I tossed my keys on the counter.

Unknown Number: Find me before it’s too late.

My stomach dropped.

At first I thought it was some kind of joke — one of those chain messages people send when they’re bored — but then another one came through seconds later.

Unknown Number: You know where to start.

I read the messages three times, pulse hammering in my ears.

No name. No context. Just those words, sitting on my screen like a dare.

I almost sent them to Bea, then stopped. She’d just roll her eyes, tell me it was spam. Maybe she was right. Maybe it was nothing.

But that night I couldn’t sleep.

The shadows on my walls looked too sharp, the house too quiet. At 2 a.m., I gave up trying and opened the messages again. There was something about them that wouldn’t let me go — the phrasing, almost like the sender knew me.

Find me before it’s too late.

Too late for what?

---

The next morning, I found the envelope in my locker.

I almost missed it — it was tucked between a stack of flyers and my notebook — but the weight of it made me stop. No name on the front, no return address, just plain white paper sealed with black tape.

My hands shook as I opened it.

Inside was a single sheet, lined notebook paper, the words written in neat block letters:

MIDNIGHT. THE OLD RAILWAY BRIDGE. COME ALONE.

That was it.

No explanation.

No signature.

No way I was going to ignore it.

---

Midnight came fast.

The bridge sat on the edge of town, half-collapsed, a skeleton of rust and graffiti no one used anymore. The air was thick with summer heat and mosquitoes as I crept down the dirt path, every crunch of leaves sounding too loud.

I half expected Bea to jump out, laughing, telling me it was all just a prank.

But the bridge was empty.

Almost.

There, under the center beam, something glinted in the moonlight.

I knelt and found a tin box, the kind people keep jewelry in. My throat went dry as I opened it.

Inside was a photograph — one of our group, taken last fall. Me, Bea, Jade, everyone smiling with paper crowns on our heads from the diner’s Halloween party.

Except Bea’s face had been scratched out.

A chill ran through me.

Under the photo was a single note, scrawled in the same block letters:

THIS IS ONLY THE BEGINNING.

I didn’t sleep that night either.


Chapter 2 — Fractures


The next morning, I barely managed to drag myself out of bed. My stomach was a twisted knot of fear, anticipation, and something else — a strange, sinking dread that I didn’t even want to name.

I shoved my backpack over one shoulder and trudged toward school, the envelope from last night tucked carefully in my jacket pocket. I wasn’t sure if I should show anyone — but I knew I couldn’t just ignore it.
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