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PROLOGUE




Blackwood Creek — Twenty Years Ago

The treehouse smelled of rotting wood and damp earth.

Lena Mercer clutched the splintered railing with sweaty palms, her flashlight trembling in one hand. The beam cut through the dark interior, catching twisted shadows that skittered across the warped wood. Something slick shimmered on the walls. Sap—or something worse.

In her hoodie pocket, the note crinkled with every shallow breath.

Meet me at the treehouse. Midnight. I know what you did.

She shouldn't have come. Every instinct screamed at her to run, but guilt was a stronger anchor than fear. It wrapped around her ribs like iron wire and dragged her forward.

The ladder behind her groaned.

“Claire?” Lena called out, her voice thin and brittle.

No answer.

The flashlight’s beam caught a cluster of shapes—dozens of spirals, freshly carved into the walls. Some were jagged, frantic. Others slow, methodical. The bark wept sap from the wounds, glistening in the pale light.

Just beneath them, gouged deep into the wood:

LISTEN

A shadow moved behind the far wall.

Lena opened her mouth to scream—

—but the darkness surged.

And swallowed her whole.
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Present Day — 2:17 AM

Claire Bennett woke to the sound of her daughter screaming.

The cry pierced the night, sharp and unnatural, jolting her from sleep like a slap. She lurched upright, tangled in sweat-damp sheets. Her eyes darted to the glowing red numbers on the digital clock.

2:17 AM.

“Mommy!”

Emma’s voice — raw and panicked — rang out again. Not the frightened whimper of a child caught in a nightmare. This was real. Urgent. Terrified.

Claire threw the covers aside and sprinted barefoot down the hallway. Behind her, David stirred groggily, the sleeping pills from earlier still dulling his senses.

The house felt different — longer somehow. The hallway stretched before her, too still, the air sharp and cold.

“Emma!” Claire shouted. “I’m coming!”

She reached the door to her daughter’s bedroom and twisted the knob.

The window was wide open. Curtains whipped and snapped in the wind like panicked hands.

The bed was empty.

Claire’s stomach turned. She rushed across the room and flicked on the lamp.
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