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"Monsters are real, and ghosts are too. They live inside us... and sometimes, they sit in judgment."

—Stephen King
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Chapter One
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The Quiet Child

The sun was shining. Birds were singing. Along the riverbank, fish moved like silver bones beneath the surface. They didn’t dart. They drifted, motionless except for the slow pull of the current.

Terra lay still on the ground, arms at her sides, eyes open to a sky that felt too big.

There was no blanket. No tent. No pillow beneath her head. Just the dirt, the grass, and the whispering hush of water.

She didn’t feel cold. She never did. And yet, she remembered what cold should feel like. The memory wasn’t hers. It was borrowed—like a hand-me-down sensation from someone else’s life.

Even when the rain came, she stayed warm. Dry. The elements passed through her like she was only mostly there.

She didn’t sweat either. Or shiver.

It was like her body hadn’t decided what rules to follow yet.

She sat up slowly, brushing leaves from her sleeves. The fabric of her hoodie crackled faintly, stiff with dried mud. Her hair clung to her neck in uneven clumps.

Her arms were thin. Her skin was pale.

She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know who she was. Only a name floated behind her teeth, like breath on a mirror.

Terra.

Terra was fourteen. Or so she believed. She wasn’t sure how she knew it. There was no memory to prove it. No candlelit cake. No scraped elbows or crayon drawings on a fridge.

Just now. Just here. She wasn’t born into this moment. She had been placed. Like a page inserted into a book that was already written.

The town’s annual fireworks show had ended sometime in the night. The smell of smoke still lingered faintly in the air—burnt paper, sulfur, celebration long since cleaned up.

She had woken face down at the edge of the Grand River, tangled in reeds, half in the water.

No one had seen her arrive.

The river beside her had made no sound. Not a splash. Not a ripple. It just... waited.

Like it had brought her here on purpose.

She stood and began to walk, her shoes squishing from the mud, her arms folded across her chest like she was trying to hold something in.

Or hold something out.

The sky above was blue, but too still. The sun shone, but cast no warmth. It felt like a stage light. Artificial. Meant to give the illusion of morning.

She wandered down the main stretch of town, shoes still slightly damp from the riverbank, her eyes were darting around from one side of the street to the other taking in all the new surroundings.

Sweet Retrospect caught her eye first—its display window a dizzy swirl of gumballs, jawbreakers, and pastel boxes with old cartoons on them. A bell jingled overhead as she stepped inside.

The air smelled like sugar and popcorn.

“Hi there,” said a woman behind the counter, her voice chipper. She wore a cherry-print apron, and her name tag read Tracy. “Looking for anything special?”

Terra just shook her head. She trailed her fingers along the edge of a shelf. The candies had names she didn’t recognize. Fizz Rockets. Astro Belts. Cow Tails.

She looked up. Tracy was still watching her.

But her smile had changed.

Not fear. Not suspicion. Just... uncertainty. Like she was trying to remember a dream she wasn’t sure she’d had.

“You feeling okay?” Tracy asked, but her voice had lost its cheer. She blinked like she’d just remembered a name she wasn’t supposed to know.

“I think so,” Terra said.

Suddenly, a group of kids burst in, loud and laughing, scrambling for their weekend fix of candy and popcorn.

Terra bought nothing. When she left, the bell didn’t even ring.

Tracy watched her leave with a wonder to her as if something was off, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

She passed a group of kids chalking the sidewalk. One of them looked up and waved.

“Hey! Want to play?”

Terra opened her mouth to respond, but the girl’s smile dimmed.

“Wait... never mind. You weren’t real,” the girl whispered, already turning away.

Terra stood still, heart quickening. The chalk picture beneath her feet began to smear, as if erased by breath.

Next, she found herself standing outside The Minga. The café windows were fogged with warmth. Laughter and coffee steam curled through the glass like ghosts.

She stepped inside, hoping for something she couldn’t name. Safety maybe. Or a smell that would spark memory.

No one turned.

Terra browsed the walls, pausing at a charcoal drawing of a vase and dish. She didn’t know much about art, but the shadows in the picture felt honest. Something about the way the charcoal bled into the edges made her think of dreams collapsing. Like memory drawn in soot.

A small tag was pinned beneath it: Artist – Jay P.

She didn’t know the name, but something about it tugged at the edge of her memory—like a word spoken in a different dream.

She continued to look at such colours, such effort hanging on the walls and it brought her a feeling of joy.

The barista was wiping the counter, earbuds in. The room felt too full but too quiet, like all the conversations were happening underwater.

She waited in line that didn’t exist. Read the words Hot Chocolate on the chalkboard menu and it intrigued her.

“Hot chocolate,” she said quietly, when the barista finally looked up.

The barista blinked. “I—sorry, what was that?”

“Hot chocolate?” she repeated, louder.

The barista nodded and turned to make it. But when they handed her the cup a moment later, they paused.

“What’s your name again?” they asked.

Terra froze. “I didn’t give it.”

“Oh,” the barista said, as if realizing something wasn’t quite right. “Right. Of course. Sorry.”

As she walked away the barista was about to ask for the payment but before he could, a tall man was standing there and said “Here, I got this.” And put a few bucks on the counter and watched her walk away.

He didn’t look at her directly. Just followed her with the kind of gaze that recognized what she couldn’t remember yet.

She stepped outside without drinking it. Her name felt wrong in her mouth. Like a password she’d stolen from a stranger’s dream. Like she was speaking it on behalf of someone else who never got the chance.

She passed by a cluster of mailboxes at the end of the road, their rusted mouths yawning with uncollected letters. One had a photo taped to it—her face, asleep, eyes closed like she was just resting. Scrawled beneath were the words: DO NOT LET HER WAKE.

A chill crawled beneath her skin. The handwriting was jagged, impatient. As if whoever wrote it had done so in panic. As if waking meant more than just opening her eyes.

She stared at it longer than she meant to. The image felt older than the rust holding it there. Like it had been waiting, forgotten, since before she ever arrived. A flicker of something tried to rise in her mind—a hospital bed, white sheets, a shadow bending over her—but it was gone just as quickly.

Beneath her breath, she muttered, “Why was I sleeping?”

And somewhere behind her, the river answered in silence. Terra froze. She didn’t remember the photo. She didn’t know who had written the warning. But something in her blood responded, like a forgotten alarm going off in her bones.

She crossed a quiet intersection near the edge of town. A cruiser was idling outside a gas station, windows down. Two officers sat inside, mid-conversation. One of them noticed her and stepped out.

“Hey there,” he called, calm but firm. “You lost?”

Terra stopped.

“Name?” the officer asked.

She hesitated. “Terra.”

“Last name?”

She opened her mouth. Closed it.

“Where are you staying, Terra?”

She shrugged.

The officer exchanged a look with his partner, then turned back to her. “You from around here?”

“I don’t remember,” she said.

He frowned. “You don’t remember?”

She shook her head. “I just woke up by the river.” 

The words sounded true, but she didn’t remember speaking them. Like something else was guiding her mouth, feeding her just enough truth to survive.

The officer softened. “Are your parents missing? Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“You have any ID?”

“No.”

“Any idea where you’re headed?”

“...No.”

They didn’t detain her. Just asked more questions. Wrote something on a clipboard. Told her to be careful, and that someone might come looking for her. But they didn’t tell her to go anywhere. They didn’t ask her to check in.

It was like they forgot her the moment she walked away.

Dunnville didn’t push her away. It just refused to hold her. Like a body rejecting a memory it never meant to carry.

She wandered without a plan, letting the town unfold in front of her like it was remembering itself for her benefit.

The sidewalks were cracked in places, sun-warmed and etched with chalk drawings from earlier in the week—hopscotch grids, half-faded hearts, a smudged cartoon cat with wild eyes.

Terra passed the high school, its Mural of seagulls weathered, brick mortar discoloured. Something about the empty front area gave her pause. The trees didn’t sway quite the same way here.

She kept walking.

Past the thrift store with mannequins facing the wrong direction.

Past the old cannons in Central Park with a plaque so faded even her fingers couldn’t trace the letters.

Past a storm drain that whistled, even though there was no wind.

And still—the feeling.

Like someone was a few steps behind. Not close enough to see. Just close enough to be known.

She spun around once. Nothing. Just a flicker at the edge of a shop window.

Or maybe her reflection.

Or maybe the one person who hadn’t forgotten her at all.

Across the street, a black truck idled outside a hardware store. The driver wasn’t visible, but the engine cut off the moment she looked.

The breeze picked up again. Her name seemed to ride it this time, thin as thread.

“...Terra...”

She stepped faster.

Her vision rippled for half a second. The sidewalk bent upward—no, it didn’t, but her feet stumbled anyway. A wave of vertigo passed through her spine like she’d just been unhooked from the ground.

At the corner of a crosswalk, she glanced up at the reflection in the bakery window—and saw herself.

And behind her, a tall figure.

Not close. Just... there.

Like a question mark.

She spun around again.

Nothing.

She turned back toward the bakery window. Her reflection was gone. Not faded. Not warped. The glass looked straight through her like she was never meant to cast a shadow.

Terra pressed a hand to the glass. It was warm, solid. But the pane showed only the street behind her, and the tall figure was nowhere now.

She stepped back, heart ticking faster. Someone brushed past her without a word, without a glance. The town kept going, as if she were just another gust of wind.

She crossed the street quickly, trying not to run.

At the edge of the block, an elderly man sat hunched on a bench, feeding birds that weren’t there. He tossed crumbs onto bare pavement. His lips moved, whispering something over and over.

She slowed, listening.

“Terra, Terra, Terra,” he muttered, fingers trembling. “Terra, Terra, Terra.”

She stopped.

“Sir?” she asked softly.

He didn’t look at her. Just blinked, coughed once, and said, “Funny. You’re not supposed to be real.”

Then he dropped the rest of the crumbs at his feet and stood, brushing off his jacket like nothing had happened. He walked away with a limp and no further words.

The wind picked up again.

This time, it carried the scent of lilacs.

Not the flowers in bloom—these were wilting. Sweet, yes, but sour underneath. Like a memory left out in the sun.

Terra turned toward the river.

She didn’t know why It was like her body had been borrowed. Like it hadn’t finished becoming her yet. A sudden chill traced her spine. The sun was still out, but her arms had goosebumps.

Terra stopped walking. Her legs felt... wrong. Heavy, like they’d been stitched onto her body only recently.

She pressed a hand against the nearest wall—rough brick, warm from sunlight. But her fingertips didn’t register the heat. The skin there felt numb.

A sound cracked behind her. Not a footstep. Not wind.

A tearing sound, low and wet, like paper being ripped underwater.

She turned sharply.

Just the alley between two buildings. Empty.

She backed away and bumped into a metal mailbox. It clanged. She winced.

Pinned to its side, barely holding on by one rusted magnet, was a photograph. It looked like it had been there for years—edges curled, water-warped, sun-bleached.

But she knew what it was.

Her.

Not quite her, though. The girl in the photo had her face but was standing beside someone else—a tall man whose eyes were crossed out in thick black marker. And scrawled beneath it, in a tight hand:

Do not let her wake.

She touched the photo again, as if it might change. It wasn’t the same picture. Not quite. The angle was different. Her face slightly older. Like someone had been tracking her through time, frame by frame.

Her fingers shook. The edges of the image frayed like burnt paper. The paper didn’t decay. It recoiled. Like it didn’t want to be touched by her anymore.

She kept walking.

The sidewalk beneath her feet felt uneven now, like it had shifted slightly since the morning. Paint peeled from mailbox posts. A pair of shoes sat abandoned beside a bench, the laces still tied together.

Ahead, a woman tended a flowerbed. Gray hair tied back, floral gloves covered in soil. She was humming a tune that didn’t match the season.

Terra slowed. The woman glanced up.

“Oh,” she said. “There you are.”

Terra blinked. “You know me?”

A pause. The woman’s face twisted, caught between recognition and doubt. “I—I thought I did. Just for a second.”

Terra stepped closer. “Where?”

The woman looked at the flowers. “There was a dream. A child on the riverbank. Hair wet. Eyes too quiet.” Her hand trembled. “But maybe that wasn’t you. Maybe it was just the lilacs talking again.”

Terra stared. “Lilacs don’t talk.”

The woman smiled, then frowned. “No, I suppose not.”

She stood and brushed off her knees. Her gloves left black streaks on her pants.

“Strange,” she murmured. “I knew your name just now. It was right here.” She tapped her temple. “But it’s gone again. Slipped out like a thread through a needle.”

The breeze picked up.

It carried the smell of river water and the faintest hint of something burnt.

Terra took a step back.

The woman didn’t seem to notice. She turned toward her flowers again, kneeling down and humming that off-season tune.

Terra walked away slowly, not sure if she felt more seen or erased.

A few blocks later, she stopped. Looked around.

The air changed.

She was back near the water, by the huge anchor in Wingfield park. Her shoes sank slightly in the soft ground. A crow called out behind her, sharp and sudden, and then stopped mid-note.

The river looked calm. But wrong.

Its surface didn’t ripple. It shimmered like glass, unbroken even where the current should have moved.

She stepped off the path.

There, half-buried in the earth just beyond a broken fencepost, was a stone.

Not a headstone. Not formal. Just a slab of river rock with carvings etched into it—by hand, from the look of it. The grooves were shallow but deliberate.

She crouched.

Her name was carved there.

TERRA LANDRY

Beneath it, a date.

Died: June 16th, 3 Years Before Her Birth

A date that didn’t belong to the calendar. It felt older than time, like it had been carved in after reality had already moved on.

Terra stared at it, mouth dry. Her fingers hovered over the letters. The stone was warm. Not from the sun. From something inside. It pulsed once beneath her hand, then stilled.

Behind her, something whispered her name again. No voice. No breath.

Just the sound of her not being alone.

She stood up slowly.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream.

She just whispered back, “I don’t understand.”

And the wind replied,

“You will.”

And yet, some part of her already did. Her name wasn’t just a word. It was a verdict left unfinished. And Dunnville was the courtroom that had been trying to forget it.
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Chapter Two
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The Stone with Her Name

Terra didn’t sleep.

She lay curled beneath a willow tree not far from the river’s bend, arms wrapped around her knees, watching shadows shift through the leaves. The stars felt too bright. Like they were trying to see inside her.

Morning came without warning. The sunlight was thin, the kind that pretended warmth but didn’t offer it.

She walked back into town.

She stopped outside the library, where a man was unlocking the front doors. His lanyard read Walter. She waited until he noticed her.

“Excuse me,” she said.

He turned, smiling gently. “Need a book?”

“No. I found something. Down by the river.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“It had my name on it. Carved into stone. Like a grave.”

The smile faded.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Terra.”

“Terra...” he repeated, like tasting the word. Then shook his head. “No, I think you’ve got that wrong.”

She blinked. “I don’t.”

“Well,” he said, turning the key, “nothing good comes out of that river, anyway.”

The door clicked open. He went inside.

With a confused look on her face, she continued on.

She found a quiet spot near the edge of a school field and pulled the notebook from her backpack.

The pages were still blank. But she knew she’d written something the day before.

She opened to the first page and began again.

The ink bled darker than she expected, like the words were sinking instead of drying. Maybe the notebook didn’t want to hold her story. Maybe it belonged to the river, too.

June 18

There was a stone. My name was on it.

Everyone forgets me. Even when I talk to them. Even when I’m right there.

But I know I’m real.

I know I’m real.

I KNOW I AM!

The notebook pulsed once beneath her fingers like it was breathing. Then it went still. It hadn’t believed her. Or worse—it had and didn’t care.

She slammed the notebook shut and stood.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered to the dirt, “I go back to the river. I need to see if the stone is still there.”

It wasn’t a plan. Not really. But it was a start.

For the first time, her feet moved because she told them to.

“Hey.”

She jumped.

A boy stood a few feet away. Brown hair, striped hoodie, a soccer ball tucked under one arm.

“I’ve seen you around,” he said. “You okay?”

She nodded, closing the notebook. “I’m Terra.”

He stepped closer and offered a smile. “Bran. You new in town?”

She hesitated. “Kind of.”

They sat and talked. For a while, it felt normal. Bran was easy to listen to. His laugh wasn’t forced. He said something about the Minga’s blueberry scones being perfectly blueberry enough, and she laughed, surprised at the sound of it.

Then his hand brushed hers while reaching for the ball.

He flinched.

His brow furrowed. He blinked once. Twice.

For a moment, his face unraveled. Not literally, but in recognition. Like a mask sliding off. Then confusion took its place, and the boy she’d just met stepped out of the moment like it hadn’t happened.

“Wait,” he said. “Do I... know you?”

She stared at him. “We were just talking.”

He backed up a step. “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

He turned and jogged away, the ball echoed as it hit the pavement, each bounce quieter than the last.

That night, she opened the notebook again, expecting to see the pain she’d written. Instead, the page was blank, like it had been drained of ink—or memory. She wrote slower this time, pressing harder, watching the ink seep into the paper.

She left it open on the ground beside her as she lay back down, eyes scanning the stars.

She thought about the stone.

TERRA LANDRY. Died: June 16th, Three Years Before Her Birth.

It wasn’t a prank. It wasn’t a mistake.

The date hadn’t faded from her mind, even as the stone itself disappeared. And part of her wondered—was that when she really died? Had she lived once, and this was only the second draft?

Maybe that’s why no one could hold on to her. Maybe she was never meant to stay.

In the morning, the notebook was closed. The pages smelled faintly of river water.

She passed by the café again near late afternoon, tempted by the smell of roasted beans and sugar. The sidewalks were quiet now. A different worker was behind the counter—older, with tired eyes and a purple bandana holding her hair back.

Terra stepped inside.
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