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​Chapter 1: Homecoming
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Eva Morton hated small towns, and this one in particular.

It wasn't the crooked picket fences or the rusting mailboxes that irritated her—though those hadn’t changed in ten years—it was the silence. The kind of silence that didn’t mean peace, but memory. A silence that looked you dead in the face and dared you to flinch first.

She pulled up in front of her childhood home just past dusk, headlights cutting through the fog like twin blades. The Morton house sat at the end of a winding gravel road, next to a cluster of bare-limbed apple trees—the orchard her father once pruned with military precision. Now, the trees stood wild and claw-like, reaching toward the house as if trying to reclaim it.

Eva cut the engine. For a moment, she stayed in the car, fingers still on the steering wheel. From here, the house looked like a photograph someone had tried to burn but only managed to singe at the corners. The white paint peeled in long strips, and the porch light flickered faintly—like a dying firefly clinging to its last spark.

Her phone buzzed on the passenger seat. A message from Will:


"He’s stable. Nurse said he asked for you. Be gentle, Eva."



Gentle. A word that didn’t belong in her vocabulary. Especially not today.

She grabbed her bag and stepped out, boots crunching the frosted grass. The cold bit through her coat like teeth, but she welcomed it. It kept her alert. The town might be small, but its shadows were long. Every creaking porch board or flapping shutter reminded her she wasn’t just coming back to care for her father—she was walking into the mouth of something left unfinished.

The door opened before she could knock.

“Eva,” said a voice.

Tall, wiry, with graying hair and an overworked frown, Nurse Sheila stood in the doorway like a gatekeeper to a secret. She had known Eva since she was a girl and looked at her now with the kind of cautious warmth usually reserved for bad weather.

“You look like hell,” she added, stepping aside.

“Nice to see you too,” Eva said, brushing past her.

The inside of the house smelled like antiseptic and old wood. The furniture was in the same place, but covered in plastic, like ghosts in mourning. Machines beeped gently from the living room, where her father lay on a reclining hospital bed, thin and pale, more bone than man.

His eyes opened when she entered. They were dull at first—until they weren’t.

“Hi, Dad,” Eva said, keeping her voice level.

He didn’t respond. Just stared. Then his mouth twitched.

A sound came out. A whisper.

“...Orchard...”

Eva blinked. “What?”

He repeated it.

“Orchard...”

Sheila came in with a clipboard. “That’s all he says. Over and over. Doctor says it’s cognitive displacement. He recognizes you, though.”

Eva nodded absently, but her eyes stayed fixed on her father. Her mind ticked back ten years. To the last night she saw Marianne Carter, her best friend. To the orchard. The moonlight. The screaming.

To what she had buried—literally and figuratively—just beyond those trees.

“Anything else?” she asked the nurse.

“No. But he’s been gripping this all day.” Sheila reached into a drawer and pulled out a weathered object. A rusted key, tied to a piece of red string.

Eva took it slowly. Cold to the touch. Heavy. Familiar.

“What does it unlock?” she asked.

The nurse shrugged. “You tell me. He pulled it from under the floorboard in his room.”

A key. A whispered word. An orchard.

The pieces were starting to move.

And Eva realized—whatever had started a decade ago...wasn’t finished.

Not even close.
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​Chapter 2: The Key
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Eva couldn’t sleep. Not in this house. Not with the key burning a hole into her mind.

She sat on the edge of her childhood bed, long stripped of posters and dreams, with the rusted key dangling from her fingers. The red string—frayed and darkened with age—was knotted tight, almost ceremonial. It felt intentional, like someone wanted it found, eventually. Like her father had been saving it for her.

“Orchard,” he’d said again before falling asleep, eyes foggy but locked on hers. No other words. No other effort.

The heating barely worked upstairs. She wrapped a blanket around herself and stood, pacing the creaky floorboards like a detective in an old noir film. The walls were still covered in faded wallpaper—floral and soft, the exact opposite of how this house felt now.

She walked to the hallway closet. It still smelled like mothballs and cedar. A box of Christmas lights sat on the top shelf, along with an old pair of binoculars and her father's battered toolbox. She moved them aside—nothing.
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