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Chapter One: The Unmaking of Innocence
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The neon sign outside the motel window buzzed like a dying fly, sputtering every few seconds as if it too was trying to forget this place. Room 8. A room that reeked of mildew, stale perfume, and something faintly metallic—like blood and secrets left too long in the dark.

Thomas sat on the edge of the unmade bed, the sheets twisted like a noose around his legs. His hands, still shaking, were stained with her lipstick. Crimson. Smudged across his fingertips like war paint on a man who didn’t know he’d already lost the battle.

He wasn’t sure how it had happened. Not really.

It had started at a bar two towns over—a nowhere place filled with the lost and the running. He wasn’t supposed to be there. He was supposed to be heading back to his sister’s place after the funeral. But something inside him needed to get away, to forget the image of his mother’s face in that casket, so serene it looked painted on.

She was sitting at the end of the bar. Alone. Smoking a cigarette like it was the last real thing on Earth.

Her name was Rachel. Or maybe it wasn’t. She had whispered it into his ear like a secret that meant nothing, a word meant only to distract. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, sultry, but empty—like a house whose lights were on but no one was home. She wore a leather jacket over a black lace camisole, and her jeans clung to her hips like a promise.

They barely spoke.

Just a few words. Just enough.

They ended up here. In this place. Where nothing should’ve happened—but everything did.

He remembered the way she moaned—low, guttural, like she was summoning something from beneath the Earth. He remembered how her eyes never quite closed, always watching, always somewhere else. And he remembered how it didn’t feel right, not even then. It felt... cursed.

She was gone before dawn. The only trace of her was the scent of cheap perfume and the lipstick-smeared note on the nightstand.

"You should have never touched me."

He stared at it now, the words swimming on the page, the edges of the paper curled with something dark and sticky.

Then the pain came.

A hot bloom of fire just under his ribs. His breath caught. His fingers trembled against his side, coming away slick and red.

He never heard her come back in. Never felt her presence. Just the blade. The betrayal. The silence.
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Chapter Two: The Hollow After
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The hospital lights were far too bright, sterilizing everything they touched. Thomas blinked against them, groaning. His side was bandaged, and a dull throb pulsed through his body like a metronome of misery.

Detective Holloway stood in the doorway, arms crossed. A woman in her forties, with gray streaks in her hair and the eyes of someone who’d seen too much to still believe in happy endings.

“She left you a gift, huh?” she said, voice dry as paper.

Thomas tried to sit up. Winced. “Who was she?”

“That’s what we’d like to know.” She stepped closer, holding up a crime scene photo—the note, magnified, the lipstick stain stark against the paper. “We’ve had three men in the last six months. Same M.O. Same kind of motel. Same kind of wound.”

He blinked. “Wait... are you saying she’s done this before?”

“She’s not just a one-night stand, Mr. Langley. She’s a one-night executioner.”

He swallowed. Something cold settled in his chest, colder than the blade had been. “But why? Why me?”

Holloway gave him a long, unreadable look. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
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Chapter Three: Lust’s Shadow
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He couldn’t sleep after that.

Not in the hospital, not when he got home. He moved through his sister’s guest room like a ghost. Every creak in the hallway made him flinch. Every flicker of shadow in the corner of his eye sent chills down his spine.

Rachel—if that was her name—haunted him.

Not just in memory. She began appearing in his dreams.

Naked. Bleeding. Laughing.

Sometimes she would whisper his name. Other times, she would repeat that phrase—you should have never touched me—until it was etched into the bone of his skull.

And then... he saw her.

At a gas station.

It had to be her. Same hair. Same walk. Same jacket.

She looked at him. Smiled. Walked into the woods behind the station.

He followed.
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Chapter Four: The Woods Don't Forget
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He followed her into the woods like a man in a trance.

The gas station behind him disappeared with each step, swallowed by trees that twisted like the fingers of the damned. The canopy above was so thick, the light filtered in like a sickly green mist. Every snap of a twig beneath his feet sounded like a warning.

She never looked back.

Not once.

Rachel—if that was even her name—moved with grace, with purpose, like she belonged to the forest, like the dirt and rot bent away from her out of respect or fear.
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