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Bracken Hollow sat low in the land, pressed down between two wooded ridges like something that had been pushed there and left. Pines crowded the roads. Old fences sagged into weeds. From the highway, the town barely announced itself. If you didn’t already know it was there, you’d miss it.

Mara Keene took the turnoff slow.

The sign was worse than she remembered. The paint peeled, the green dulled to something closer to gray. Two bullet holes punched clean through the metal. She wondered when those had been put there and why no one had bothered to fix them. Or maybe she didn’t wonder. In Bracken Hollow, damage tended to stay where it landed.

She passed the gas station with its flickering OPEN sign and one working pump. The lot was empty. Sheriff Boone’s cruiser wasn’t tucked into its usual shadowed spot, and that absence made her uneasy instead of relieved. Boone liked to be seen. If he wasn’t around, it usually meant he didn’t want to be.

The road narrowed as she drove into town. Buildings appeared one by one. The diner. The post office. The church, its white paint cracked and its cross leaning slightly to the left, as if even God had grown tired of standing straight here. Mercer & Sons Hardware still sat on the corner, the sign freshly repainted but careful, the lettering steady and familiar. Someone had taken their time with it.

Mara parked behind the diner instead of out front. Old habit. She sat in the car after cutting the engine, listening to the tick of cooling metal and the distant sound of a truck passing on the highway. The quiet pressed in on her, heavy and watchful. This wasn’t the peaceful kind of silence people talked about when they missed small towns. This was the kind that waited.

She got out and shut the door harder than she meant to.

Inside, the diner hadn’t changed much. Same cracked vinyl booths. Same counter scarred by years of coffee cups and elbows. The air smelled like old grease, burnt coffee, and lemon cleaner fighting a losing battle. The bell over the door rang, and the sound carried farther than it should have.

People looked up.

Not openly. Not rudely. Just enough. Mara felt it in her shoulders, the way they tightened as recognition passed from face to face. She’d expected it. That didn’t make it easier.

She slid onto a stool at the counter, beneath the mounted deer head with one chipped antler. Janine Porter stood behind the counter, wiping it down even though it was already clean. Janine looked older, but only in the ways that mattered. Her hands were rougher. Her eyes sharper.

“You’re back,” Janine said, not smiling.

“Just stopping through,” Mara replied.

Janine didn’t comment on that. She poured a mug of coffee and slid it toward Mara without asking. It was too hot. Mara wrapped her hands around it anyway, welcoming the sting. It anchored her.

“How’s your mom?” Janine asked.

Mara waited a beat. In this town, people noticed the pauses as much as the answers. “She’s still breathing,” she said finally.

Janine nodded once, like that was confirmation enough of something she already suspected.

The door opened again, letting in a rush of cold air and the sound of boots on tile. Mara didn’t turn right away. She didn’t need to.

“Morning,” Cal Mercer said.

His voice was the same as she remembered. Calm. Even. The kind that made people listen without realizing they were doing it.

She looked over at him then. He stood just inside the doorway in his fire jacket, reflective strip catching the overhead lights. Bracken Hollow Volunteer Fire stitched across his chest. He looked solid in a way that went beyond muscle. Like he belonged wherever he was standing.

His eyes found hers. Recognition flickered, followed by something like relief that he quickly smoothed over.

“Mara Keene,” he said.

“Cal,” she answered.

He took a stool a couple seats down from her, close enough to talk but not crowding her. He’d always been good at that, at knowing how much space to give people. She wondered if that was something you were born with or something you learned by watching others shrink.

“Didn’t know you were in town,” he said.

“Just got here.”

He studied her face, taking in the lines she knew were new. “Staying long?”
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