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The room smelled like rain and regret, a damp heaviness that clung to my skin even though I hadn’t stepped outside yet. My head throbbed as if someone had taken a hammer to it while I slept. Or maybe they hadn’t—maybe I’d done it myself. That thought crawled into my mind uninvited, sharp and ugly, but I shoved it aside for now. 

I sat up too fast, the world tilting around me. The clock on the nightstand blinked 8:47 AM, mocking me with its cheerful red digits. Hours were missing. Not just minutes or seconds—hours. Last thing I remembered was lying down at midnight, staring at the ceiling, replaying the crash over and over in my head. Now this gap yawned open between then and now, wide enough to swallow everything I thought I knew about myself. 

“Lucas?” Her voice came soft, tentative, pulling me out of my spiral before I could tumble further. Jenna stood in the doorway, arms crossed tight over her chest like she was trying to hold herself together. She looked so small these days, all angles and shadows, her grief etched deep into the hollows under her eyes. “You okay? You look... off.” 

“Fine,” I said automatically, running a hand through my hair. It stuck up in every direction, greasy and unwashed. Fine. What a useless word. Nothing about me felt fine anymore. “Just tired.” 

She snorted, bitter and sharp. “Yeah, well, you’re not the only one who doesn’t sleep anymore.” Her gaze flicked past me to the bedside table where Emily’s journal lay open, pages splayed like broken wings. “Still reading her stuff?” 

“It helps,” I muttered, though I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince—her or me. 

Jenna rolled her eyes, stepping fully into the room. Her sneakers squeaked against the wooden floorboards, each sound grating against my already frayed nerves. “Helps what? Find some secret message that says she planned to die? Give it up, Dad. She’s gone.” 

Her words hit like fists, but I didn’t let them show on my face. Instead, I reached for the journal, flipping through the pages until I found it—the annotation that had stopped my breath cold last night before the hours disappeared. There, scrawled in Emily’s neat handwriting, were three words circled twice: Check the brakes. 

“What’s that?” Jenna asked, leaning closer despite herself. 

“Nothing important,” I lied, snapping the book shut. But it wasn’t nothing. Those words clawed at me, digging deeper than any dream ever could. Why would she write that? And why circle it like it mattered? 

“You’re lying,” Jenna said flatly. “You always lie.” 

Before I could respond, the house creaked loudly, the sound echoing through the empty halls. For a moment, neither of us moved. Then Jenna shook her head and turned away, muttering something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like “freaking psycho.” 

Once she was gone, I opened the journal again, staring at those three damning words. They burrowed into my brain, refusing to leave. Check the brakes. Why would she think there was something wrong with the car? Unless... unless someone told her. 

My stomach churned, acid crawling up my throat. Someone tampered with her car. That was the only explanation. Someone wanted her dead. 

But why couldn’t I shake the feeling that I already knew who that someone was? 
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“Are you insane?” Abigail’s voice crackled through the phone, sharp enough to cut glass. “Going back there? Lucas, do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” 

“I need answers,” I shot back, gripping the steering wheel so tightly my knuckles turned white. The rain had started again, fat droplets smearing across the windshield like tears. “You think I care about danger right now? My wife is dead, Abby. Dead. And no one seems to give a damn except me.” 

“That’s not fair,” she snapped, her tone wavering between anger and something softer—fear, maybe. “Of course we care. But sneaking around a crash site in the middle of the night isn’t going to bring her back. It’s just going to get you arrested—or worse.” 

I didn’t respond. What could I say? She was probably right, but that didn’t matter. Not anymore. 

The car jolted as I hit a pothole, jerking me out of my thoughts. Up ahead, the guardrail loomed, twisted metal glinting dully under the flickering streetlight. This was it—the place where everything fell apart. Where Emily’s life ended and mine unraveled into this mess of questions without answers. 

Parking a safe distance away, I grabbed the flashlight from the glove compartment and stepped out into the cold night air. The rain soaked through my jacket almost instantly, chilling me to the bone. Every step toward the wreckage felt heavier than the last, like the earth itself was trying to hold me back. 

When I reached the guardrail, I crouched down, shining the light along its length. Something caught my eye—a scratch near the base, jagged and fresh. Too fresh. According to the official report, the car had veered off the road at high speed, hitting the rail head-on. But this mark wasn’t consistent with that story. It looked more like someone had scraped something against it deliberately. 

My hands trembled as I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture. Zooming in on the image, I noticed faint traces of paint embedded in the groove. Red paint. Emily’s car was silver. 

“Well, well,” a voice drawled behind me, low and mocking. “What do we have here?” 

I spun around, heart pounding wildly. A figure stood silhouetted against the dim light, tall and broad-shouldered. For a split second, I thought it might be Martin, come to confront me. But then he stepped closer, revealing Tyler Brooks’ smug face instead. 

“Tyler,” I said, forcing myself to sound calm despite the adrenaline coursing through my veins. “What are you doing here?” 

He shrugged, leaning casually against the hood of his own car parked nearby. “Could ask you the same thing. Late-night stroll? Or are you still playing detective?” 

“I’m just... looking for closure,” I lied, stuffing the phone back into my pocket. 

“Closure,” he repeated, shaking his head. “Funny how everyone keeps saying that. You know what I think? I think you’re chasing ghosts, Lucas. And ghosts don’t leave footprints.” 

His words sent a chill down my spine, colder even than the rain soaking through my clothes. Footprints. That was when I noticed them—fresh tracks in the mud leading up to the wreckage. Someone else had been here recently. 

“Who else knows about this place?” I demanded, turning back to him. 

Tyler smirked, lighting a cigarette with deliberate slowness. “Nobody who’d admit it.” 
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The kettle whistled shrilly in the kitchen, slicing through the oppressive silence of the house. I didn’t move to turn it off, though. Instead, I stared at the journal lying open on the table, its pages whispering secrets I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear. Footsteps echoed softly behind me—Abigail, hesitant but determined, carrying a tray with two steaming mugs of tea. 

“You look like hell,” she said, setting the tray down and sliding into the chair across from me. Her voice was gentle, almost motherly, but there was an edge to it that made me glance up sharply. She avoided my eyes, fiddling with the handle of her mug instead. 

“Thanks,” I muttered, reaching for the tea more out of reflex than desire. It smelled faintly of chamomile and something sweeter, like honey or maybe desperation. 

“I mean it, Lucas,” she pressed, finally meeting my gaze. “You’re running yourself ragged over this. What happened to Emily... it’s tragic, yes, but obsessing isn’t going to change anything.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I snapped, slamming the mug down harder than I intended. The liquid sloshed over the rim, scalding my hand, but I barely felt it. “Something’s not right about all this, Abby. And if no one else is going to figure it out, then I will.” 

She flinched at my tone but didn’t back down. “Fine. But what makes you so sure? What proof do you have?” 

I hesitated, torn between trusting her and keeping my discoveries locked tight inside me. Then I remembered Tyler’s smirk last night, his cryptic warning about chasing ghosts. Maybe Abigail could help—or maybe she’d betray me too. Either way, I needed someone on my side. 

Reaching for the journal, I flipped it open to the page with Emily’s note. “Check the brakes,” I read aloud, tapping the circled words. “Does that sound like nothing to you?” 

Her face went pale, lips parting as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t find the words. Finally, she whispered, “Where did you find that?” 

“In her journal,” I replied, watching her closely. “Why? Do you know something about it?” 

For a long moment, she said nothing, just stared at the page like it might bite her. Then she sighed, rubbing her temples as if trying to ward off a headache. “I... I took some pages out of that journal months ago. Before the crash.” 

My blood ran cold. “What? Why would you do that?” 

“Because she asked me to!” Abigail burst out, her composure crumbling. “She came to me one evening, scared out of her mind, saying there were things in there she didn’t want anyone to see. Things about Martin, about the business, about—about you.” 

“Me?” My voice cracked on the word, disbelief warring with anger. “What about me?” 
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