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Chapter 1: The Last Stop
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The neon sign buzzed like an insect that refused to die.

MARA QUINN wiped the counter in slow, practiced circles, the smell of burnt coffee and fryer grease clinging to her sleeves. It was 2:47 a.m.—the dead hour—when the road outside the diner went quiet enough that you could hear your own thoughts echo back at you.

The Last Stop sat alone beside the highway, a spill of light in the dark. It had been here longer than Mara had been alive. Same cracked vinyl booths. Same jukebox that ate quarters. Same flicker in the O of STOP that never quite went out.

A semi roared past, wind rattling the windows. Then nothing.

Mara checked the register. Empty. She was alone—again—and that was how she preferred it. Nights were easier. People talked less. Asked fewer questions. She could work, think about her son asleep at home, and wait for morning.

The bell above the door rang.

Mara looked up.

The man hesitated just inside the doorway, like the light itself surprised him. Rainwater dripped from his jacket to the tile. Mud clung thick to his boots.

“Kitchen’s still open,” she said automatically.

He didn’t answer.

He took a step farther in, eyes sweeping the room too quickly, windows, counter, hallway to the bathroom before settling on her.

“Coffee,” he said. His voice was hoarse. Used up.

Mara poured without asking. The pot was old. The coffee darker than it should be.

When she slid the mug across the counter, she noticed his hands.

They shook.

Not from cold.

He wrapped his fingers around the mug like he needed the heat to prove he was still there. Steam curled up between them, distorting his face. For a moment, the overhead lights flickered, and the hum of the diner deepened.

“You passing through?” she asked.

He nodded once. Too fast.

“Road’s bad tonight,” she added. “Storm rolled in earlier.”

“I know.”

He drank too quickly. Winced. Set the mug down with a clink that echoed louder than it should have.

“Bathroom?” he asked.

“Back hall.”

She watched him go.

The door to the men’s room closed. The lock clicked.

Time stretched.

Mara wiped the same spot on the counter again. The jukebox crackled, then went silent. Somewhere in the back, the fridge kicked on with a shudder.

Minutes passed.

When the bathroom door finally opened, the man avoided her eyes. He dropped a bill on the counter—too much for coffee—then hesitated, as if reconsidering something.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

His mouth twitched.

“Fine.”

The bell rang again as he left.

Mara exhaled.

She didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath.

A smell lingered.

Metallic. Sharp.

She frowned, glanced toward the hallway, then shook her head. Long nights played tricks on you. Everyone knew that.

At 3:12 a.m., she grabbed the trash bags and pushed through the back door.

The night air slapped her awake.

Rain had turned the dirt behind the diner into sludge. The security light buzzed overhead, casting long, warped shadows across the dumpsters and the thin line of trees beyond the lot.

Mara dumped the bags.

That was when she heard it.

A sound—wet, hurried—near the tree line.

She froze.

“Hello?”

Silence.

Then movement.

A figure stepped back, deeper into shadow. She caught only pieces: a sleeve, a shoulder, the shine of something slick on skin.

The security light flickered.

For half a second, she saw his face.

It wasn’t the man from the diner.

And somehow, impossibly—

She knew him.

Her heart slammed against her ribs. The figure vanished into the dark.

“Mara?” a voice called from inside.

She spun.

The cook stood in the doorway, cigarette glowing. “You okay?”

She looked back toward the trees.

Nothing.

“Yeah,” she said.

But her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

As she went back inside, a memory surfaced uninvited—small hands wrapped around a warm mug, the hum of lights, her mother’s voice whispering:

You were asleep.

Mara locked the back door.

Somewhere beyond the highway, something had finally woken up.
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Chapter 2: Found
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They found the body at dawn.

A hunter called it in first—said he thought it was a deer tangled in brush off County Road 6, just past the mile marker where the pavement buckled and never got fixed. By the time the sun pushed through the low clouds, there were cruisers angled along the shoulder, lights off but doors open, radios hissing.

The body lay fifty yards from the road, face turned toward the trees as if it had tried to crawl back inside them.

Sheriff Calder stood with his hands on his hips, hat pulled low. He’d been in office twelve years and still looked uncomfortable around death, like it was an accusation. The deputies kept their distance. Someone taped off the area more out of habit than necessity.

“It’s him,” one of them said quietly.

Calder didn’t ask who.

The victim’s jacket was soaked through. Mud caked the hems of his jeans. There was a wound at the base of the skull—precise, ugly. Not messy.

Not random.

Calder stared at it too long. Then he swore under his breath.

“Call it in,” he said. “State, too.”

A deputy hesitated. “You sure?”

Calder’s jaw tightened. “I’m sure.”

Because he already knew what this meant.



The news reached The Last Stop before breakfast.

Mara was refilling sugar caddies when the first patrol car slowed outside, then kept going. The second didn’t.

She watched through the window as the deputy—young, new—stood on the pavement, talking into his radio, eyes flicking toward the diner like it might be listening.

Her stomach knotted.

She hadn’t slept.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the trees bending away from the light, the flash of a face she recognized without understanding how.

The bell over the door rang.

“Morning,” Earl said, sliding into his usual booth. “Heard they found someone.”

Mara poured coffee. Spilled a little. Didn’t apologize.

“Where?” she asked.

Earl leaned in, voice dropping. “Down by the old pull-off. Same place as—” He stopped himself. Laughed, too loud. “You know. A while back.”

Mara’s hand stilled.

“A while back,” she repeated.

Earl took a sip, watching her over the rim of his mug. “Storm last night,” he added. “Makes folks do stupid things.”

She nodded, though the room felt tilted.

At 8:03 a.m., the deputy came in.

“Mara Quinn?”

She looked up.

“Can I ask you a few questions?”

Earl suddenly found the window fascinating.



The sheriff didn’t come himself. That should have been a relief.

The deputy’s questions were careful, gentle. Had she seen anyone unusual? Any arguments? Any vehicles parked behind the diner overnight?

Mara chose her words the way you choose steps across thin ice.
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