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CHAPTER 1: HAT IN HAND
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The needle slipped, and Lily Greene jabbed her thumb for the third time that morning.

She swore under her breath—a word that would have made her grandmother faint and her best friend Claudia howl with laughter—and stuck her thumb in her mouth, tasting copper. The silk hatband she'd been stitching lay crumpled on the counter like a deflated promise. Outside the front windows of The Feathered Frock, Main Street baked under a September sun that had no business being this hot, and somewhere down the block, Hank Delaney's rooster was screaming at the world again.

Just another Tuesday in North Hollow.

Lily pulled her thumb from her mouth and examined the damage. A bead of blood welled up, bright and perfect. She wiped it on her apron—the one Claudia had embroidered with tiny cats wearing top hats, because Claudia thought everything was improved by tiny cats—and tried to focus on the hatband again. But her hands wouldn't cooperate. They hadn't cooperated in three weeks.

Three weeks since Claudia vanished.

The bell over the door chimed, and Lily's heart did the thing it had been doing since the disappearance—a quick, stupid lurch of hope followed by the dull thud of disappointment. It wasn't Claudia breezing in with a macchiato and some wild theory about how parrots could predict earthquakes. It was Mrs. Forsythe, swaddled in a floral dress that looked like a botanical garden had suffered a nervous breakdown.

"Afternoon, Lily." Mrs. Forsythe descended upon the shop like a perfumed weather system. "I need something for the Hendersons' garden party. Something that says 'refined' but also 'notice me.'"

"So... a hat with a foghorn attached?"

Mrs. Forsythe blinked, then let out a tittering laugh. "Oh, you are wicked. Claudia always said you were the funny one." She caught herself too late, her smile faltering. "I'm sorry, dear. I didn't mean to—"

"It's fine." Lily forced brightness into her voice like pushing a cork into a bottle. "Let me show you the new fascinator collection. The peacock blue would be stunning with your eyes."

She guided Mrs. Forsythe toward the display wall, making the right noises at the right moments—yes, that's Italian silk; no, the brim won't droop in humidity; absolutely, it takes ten years off you—while her mind operated on a completely separate track. The track that had been running nonstop since September first, when she'd gone to open Claudia's pet shop for her (Claudia was supposed to be back from a weekend trip to the coast) and found the door already unlocked. The lights off. The animals unfed. And Claudia's phone sitting on the counter next to a half-finished cup of chamomile tea, still lukewarm.

People didn't leave their phones behind. Not in this century. You left behind your wallet, your dignity, your ex—but never your phone.

"I'll take this one," Mrs. Forsythe announced, holding a wide-brimmed cream number against her chest like a shield. "Wrap it up, would you, dear?"

Lily rang up the sale on autopilot. As she handed over the hatbox, Mrs. Forsythe leaned in with the conspiratorial air of someone about to share either a recipe or a rumor.

"You know," she whispered, "people in town are saying she just... ran off. That she met someone online and decided to start fresh. You know how Claudia was. Always chasing something."

Lily's fingers tightened on the counter. "Claudia wouldn't leave her animals."

"Well, I'm just telling you what people are—"

"She wouldn't leave her animals, Mrs. Forsythe. She slept on the floor of the shop for a week when one of the kittens had an eye infection. She hand-fed a baby squirrel with a pipette every two hours for a month." Lily heard the edge in her own voice and pulled back. "I appreciate the concern. Really."

Mrs. Forsythe had the grace to look chastened. She gathered her hatbox and left with a murmured goodbye, and the bell chimed her exit like a period at the end of a sentence.

Lily stood behind the counter in the sudden quiet, listening to the tick of the grandfather clock and the distant, deranged crowing of Hank's rooster. Then she reached beneath the register and pulled out the postcard.

It had arrived that morning, slipped in with the regular mail as though it were nothing—a flyer for a pizza place or a reminder about a dentist appointment. The image on the front was a sunset over a sprawling field, the silhouette of a lone tree against an orange sky. Generic. The kind of postcard you'd find spinning on a rack at a gas station.

But the handwriting on the back was Claudia's. That loopy, slightly chaotic script that leaned to the right like it was in a hurry to get somewhere. Lily had seen it on a thousand sticky notes left around the pet shop: Fed the iguana. Don't trust the parrot. Borrowed your good scissors, sorry.

This message was different.

Lily—

I wish I could tell you where I am. It's not what I thought it would be. Everything is different here. I don't know if I can come back. Look for the signs—you'll know them when you see them. Whatever you do, don't trust the ones who smile too wide.

I'm sorry. For everything.

—C

Lily read it again. And again. The words didn't rearrange themselves into something that made sense, no matter how many times she tried.

Look for the signs. What signs? Don't trust the ones who smile too wide. That could be half the town—North Hollow ran on pleasantries and passive aggression.

I don't know if I can come back. That was the line that gutted her. Not "I won't come back" or "I've decided to leave." I don't know if I can. As though something—or someone—was preventing her.

Lily set the postcard down and pressed her palms flat against the counter, steadying herself. She was not going to cry. She'd already cried enough to fill the rain barrel out back, and crying hadn't brought Claudia home. Crying hadn't made Sheriff Shaw take the disappearance seriously. ("She's a grown woman, Lily. Grown women are allowed to leave town without filing a travel itinerary.") Crying hadn't done a damn thing.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, and she snatched it up without thinking.

A text from an unknown number:

Lily, get out of town. They're looking for me. And now they'll be looking for you.

The air left her lungs. She stared at the screen, her reflection ghosting over the words—wide eyes, pale face, a woman teetering on the edge of something she didn't understand.

Before she could type a response, the front door opened again. This time, no bell chimed—the man who entered caught the door before it could swing wide, easing it shut behind him with a deliberate care that struck Lily as either considerate or suspicious. Possibly both.

Jed Carter filled the doorway the way a thunderhead fills a sky. He was tall—well over six feet—with the kind of broad-shouldered build that came from hauling fence posts and wrestling cattle, not from any gym. His face was all hard angles and weather-beaten skin, a topographic map of a life spent outdoors. Dark hair, going gray at the temples. Eyes the color of creek water after a rain—brown with flecks of something lighter, something almost gold. He wore dusty jeans, a faded denim shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, and a cowboy hat that he removed as he stepped inside, turning it in his hands like a man working up nerve.

Lily had known Jed Carter for most of her life, the way you know anyone in a town of twelve hundred people—by sight, by reputation, by the stories that attached themselves to a person like barnacles to a hull. Jed's story was a sad one. His wife, Lillian, had died three years ago. Car accident on the old mill road, they said. A curve taken too fast on a rainy night. Jed had found the wreck himself, having gone out looking when she didn't come home for dinner.

He hadn't been the same since. The ranch, which had once been the pride of the county, had grown quieter. The herds shrank. Jed stopped coming to town socials. He became the kind of man people talked about in lowered voices—Poor Jed. Such a shame. He was a different person before.

"Evening, Miss Greene." His voice was rough gravel smoothed by courtesy.

"Jed." She slipped the phone into her apron pocket, her pulse still hammering. "What brings you in? I don't think I've ever seen you in a hat shop."

A ghost of a smile crossed his face. "Wouldn't know what to do in one." He glanced around at the displays—the feathered fascinators, the silk-banded fedoras, the cheerful cloche hats lined up like a row of nodding flowers—and looked profoundly uncomfortable, like a bear who'd wandered into a tea party.

"I need to talk to you," he said. "About Claudia."

The name hit Lily like a static shock. "What about her?"

Jed looked toward the front windows, then back at her. The discomfort had shifted into something harder, more urgent. "Not out here. Is there somewhere private?"

She led him to the workroom in the back—a cluttered space of half-finished hats, spools of ribbon, and a cutting table scarred with a thousand careful incisions. The door clicked shut, and the noise of Main Street dropped away.

"What is it?" Lily asked. "What do you know?"

Jed reached into his back pocket and produced a photograph. It was slightly crumpled, taken on a phone and printed on cheap paper. He handed it to her without a word.

At first, Lily couldn't parse what she was seeing. A patch of ground, mud-brown and torn up, the way earth looks after heavy boots have marched across it. But then her eye caught the pattern—a trail of footprints leading from the tree line toward what she recognized as the back fence of Jed's ranch. And beside the footprints, pressed into the mud with unmistakable clarity, were drag marks. Two long parallel furrows, as if something—or someone—had been pulled across the ground.

"I found this on my property this morning," Jed said, his voice tight. "At the edge of the north pasture, right where the tree line starts. Those prints aren't mine. They aren't anyone's I recognize. And those drag marks—" He stopped, his jaw working.

Lily looked up from the photograph. "You think this is connected to Claudia?"

"I know it is." He reached into his other pocket and pulled out a small object, placing it on the cutting table between them. It was a bracelet—silver chain, with a tiny charm shaped like a cat.

Lily's breath caught. She'd given Claudia that bracelet for her thirtieth birthday. Claudia never took it off.

"It was in the mud," Jed said quietly. "Right next to the drag marks."

The workroom tilted. Lily gripped the edge of the cutting table, her knuckles white. The bracelet glinted under the fluorescent light, looking impossibly small and fragile—a piece of someone she loved, discarded in the dirt like trash.

"She didn't run away," Lily whispered. "Someone took her."

Jed nodded, his expression carved from stone. "And whoever they are, they came through my land to do it."

The silence that followed was the kind that reshapes everything. It was the silence of a door opening onto a hallway you never knew existed, one that stretched into darkness without any visible end.

Finally, Lily picked up the bracelet and closed her fist around it, feeling the tiny cat charm press into her palm.

"Then we find them," she said. "And we bring her home."

Jed studied her for a long moment—this small, fierce woman with silk thread still clinging to her apron and blood smeared on her thumb and a look in her eyes that could cut glass.

"Yes, ma'am," he said. "I believe we will."
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CHAPTER 2: TRACKS IN THE DIRT
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Jed Carter hadn't slept more than three hours at a stretch since finding those tracks. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the drag marks in the mud, and his mind filled in the rest—the sounds, the struggle, the fear. It was the same way his imagination had tormented him after Lillian's death, conjuring the screech of tires and the crunch of metal until he'd worn grooves in the floorboards pacing at 3 a.m.

He stood on his front porch at dawn, coffee going cold in his hand, and watched the mist lift off the north pasture like a curtain being drawn back on something he wasn't ready to see. The ranch spread before him in all directions—two hundred acres of rolling grassland bordered by dense oak forest to the north and the old mill road to the east. It had been in the Carter family for four generations, and every fence post, every water trough, every inch of worn dirt path was as familiar to him as the lines on his own hands.
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