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    For the names that were erased,

and for the ones who still remember.

For those who were buried without mercy,

and for the courage it takes to speak the truth out loud.

May every silenced voice be carried,

and every forgotten name find its way home.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One — The Names That Wouldn’t Stay Buried
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The first thing Neve Calloway learned about Stonebridge, Maine, was that the fog had opinions. It didn’t just hang or hover. It pooled in the hollows and stretched over the ridge like a cat, then blinked and slipped between the black pines and the pickets of Blackthorn Cemetery as if considering who it might visit next. On most mornings, the fog pulled a low white hood over the town and kept it there until the bells grudged their way to noon. On this one, it clung to the chain-link fence that divided the high school’s football field from the old graveyard, and breathed.

“You get used to it,” her mother had said, lifting a box from the back of the tired hatchback. “Coast towns are like this. Fog and gulls and lobster rolls. You’ll love it.”

Neve smiled the way you do when someone promises an easy magic. She had not gotten used to moving—the cleaning-out, the goodbye dinners, the last looks at bedroom corners where her nightlight used to glow. Stonebridge was move number six since Dad left California. Six in three years, hopscotching east until all the maps ran out at the ocean. Each place gave her a view and took back a piece. She stared past the house they were renting—gray siding, two stories, a porch that creaked faintly when wind pressed on it—and across the street to the cemetery gate.

BLACKTHORN, it said in iron letters, spiked like thorns and a little too theatrical, as if the town had hired a set designer who took his inspiration from Victorian funeral cards. The path beyond the gate split into lanes softened by moss, and the stones beyond those graded down to the old section where slate leaned and lichen had scabbed over names like bad winter skin. A pair of crows sat on a high gnarled elm, arguing in ticks and rasping clicks. A paper sign on the gate listed cemetery rules in stern font: NO DOGS. NO ALCOHOL. NO NIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY. A smaller sign taped underneath read, Candlelight Vigil for Liza Morrell, Friday 7pm, entrance at west gate. Bring battery candles if you have them.

“Liza Morrell,” Neve said under her breath, testing the name. The syllables felt like sand between her teeth.

Her mother set down the box. “The girl who’s missing,” she said, lowering her voice the way people do when a missing girl might be listening, when the air itself might carry gossip. “Disappeared last week on her walk back from band practice. Everyone at the school is shaken.”

Neve didn’t say, I know what shaken looks like. She didn’t say, We had a vigil last town too, and candles don’t rewrite what happened. Instead she nodded, hoisted a box of winter clothes that still smelled faintly of the lavender sachets her grandmother had packed between them, and followed her mother up the steps. As she went, the fog lifted and thinned. For a moment the cemetery sharpened. Neve could make out the marble angel by the main path—the one leaning on an urn and pretending to weep. The angel’s mouth was parted just enough to suggest a word trying and failing to form.

School started the next morning. Stonebridge High was brick and sensible, with a parking lot that always seemed three cars over capacity and a set of double doors that thumped shut like a heartbeat behind you. Everyone had Liza’s picture pinned to their backpacks or taped to their lockers: brown hair, light eyes, a freckle like a colon on her left cheek. MISSING above, last seen below, the usual number to call. Neve didn’t mean to count, but she did anyway: printouts on the row of senior lockers, twelve; on the theater door, three; tucked under the glass on the office counter, one. The missing have weight in a school. You can feel it in the way people talk around hallways, the way laughter bends to avoid it.

Homeroom was where she met Piper Vale. Piper had a braid that started at her temple and swung over one shoulder like a rope, and a face that looked earnest until she turned it and you saw the mischief in profile. She had already colonized the empty desk beside Neve with a mug full of pens and a spiral notebook fat with receipts and photocopies sticking out at all angles.

“You must be the new girl,” Piper said, as if this were an interesting species of bird and not a category of person with a well-worn behavioral profile. “I’m Piper. My talents include remembering obscure Stonebridge facts nobody wants and talking too fast when I’m excited, which is always. What’s your damage?”

Neve blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Sorry. What’s your deal. Where from, what do you like, are you allergic to platitudes about small-town charm. I’m supposed to ask, so I asked in the wrong way. Try again: I’m Piper. I like local history and was probably born to haunt a library. You?”

“Neve,” she said. “Nevada without the last two letters.”

“Nice,” Piper said. “Like the winter fog. Or a—no, I won’t say cemetery. That’s rude the first day. But if you want to see the cemetery directory, I can show you the good one at lunch.”

“The good one?”

Piper, delighted, bounced a little in her chair. “Oh yes. There’s an old directory kiosk that the garden club maintains, but the map is cracked and it’s kind of a mess. Mr. Hargreave says it was put in after a kid got lost on a dare back in the nineties.”

“Mr. Hargreave?”

“The night sexton. He’s nicer than the rumor mill says. He talks to the stones like they’re students and he’s an exhausted teacher. Don’t look at me like that; you’ll meet him.”

They did not meet Jonah Park until third period photography. He sat in the back, a camera already balanced in his hand the way some people hold a pencil: half habit, half promise. He had the sideways attention of someone who hears everything the room says even when he’s looking at the door. When Ms. Soto asked the class to introduce themselves with three pictures they liked and why, Jonah showed a photo he’d taken of fog boiling off the river at dawn.

“It moves like something alive,” he said thoughtfully. “Like the town making decisions. You can catch it mid-decide if you get up early enough.”

Neve surprised herself by smiling.

At lunch, Piper frog-marched Neve outside, across the parking lot, past the chain-link fence that bowed in where people leaned to watch games. The football field sat to the right, a swath of mown green with chalk lines like scars. Beyond that, beyond the fence with its signs warning you not to cut through, Blackthorn Cemetery spread out like a pale sea. The west gate was propped open with a rock. A roll of yellow caution tape trailed from one side like a torn ribbon. Someone—several someones—had arranged battery candles at the base of the angel and left flowers jammed into the fence links. The smell was damp earth, grass, a salt hint from the bay.

“Vigil tonight,” Piper said, softer than her usual bright register. “For Liza. I went to middle school with her. We had an argument in eighth grade about whether Blackthorn is cursed or just old. She said old. I said both.”

Neve eyed the directory kiosk: a wooden cabinet with a plexiglass door, a hinged lid, and a map under plastic on a board. She flipped the lid open. The map was indeed cracked, a split running diagonally from the northwest corner to the center where a little circle marked POTTER’S GROUND. Sections on the map were crossed out in red wax pencil, and dates ran in a faint line beside them, like a ledger: 1968, 1979, 1993. A spider had webbed a corner and left a husk in the web that Neve refused to identify.

“What’s Potter’s Ground?” she asked.

“Poor burials,” Piper said. “Unclaimed or the town couldn’t afford a plot, and people who—well, back then, if you didn’t have the right priest or the right penance, they’d put you there. Not consecrated. The town pretends that’s not what happened, because pretending is easier.”

Neve didn’t say anything for a minute. She looked past the directory at the rows beyond. The further you went, the older the stones grew, until names blurred into flourishes and dates wore down to the suggestion of a number. She stepped out of the kiosk, around the angel, along the gravel path. Her shoes crunching sounded too loud. The fog had thinned to lace, but the wind had started up, a steady low flow that made the grass bow in a direction that seemed to change every few breaths. It made a sound like whispering that put her back on that couch in a different living room in a different town, when her father had spoken to her mother in a voice adults use when they don’t want the kid to hear. Words turned to hiss, content dissolved. The feeling remained.

“You coming tonight?” Piper asked. “To the vigil.”

Neve nodded. She didn’t say she hated vigils, the way everyone turned their faces into a clarity that lasted exactly until they got home and found their phones. She didn’t say that candlelight looked beautiful on twelve different girls’ faces in twelve different towns and that, after the flames die, the dark always seems thicker, as if it learned something from us in the meantime.

That evening, the fog returned to make the town small. Neve and her mother walked the block to the west gate, where a crowd had already gathered—teachers, parents, kids in hoodies, little clusters of freshmen not sure where to stand. A trestle table held more battery candles. Someone passed out small paper cups with holes cut in the bottom so you could slide them over real candles and not drip wax on your hands. Mr. Hargreave, who turned out to be a man in his sixties with a face like driftwood and kind eyes, stood with a lantern that threw a steady circle of light, as if the bulb inside had been taught not to flicker.

“Stay on the main path,” he said in a voice made for telling bad kids to knock it off and apologizing to the dead. “No wandering. The ground’s soft in places when it’s rained like this.” He met Neve’s eyes as he spoke and made a tiny nod that felt oddly like welcome.

They moved as a ripple. Somebody sang a hymn and then stopped halfway through when no one else joined. The principal said a few words about Liza’s smile and the way she never missed band practice, which felt like the careful truth adults pick when the other truths are too sharp to hold. Students went one by one to set their candles at the base of the angel while a teacher read a psalm about walking through the valley of something that sounded like this fog. Neve pressed close enough to see the engraved names on the nearer stones. She read them by habit, by the way some people can’t help reciting license plates: MARY ANN. JOSEPH. WALTER. Names are little spells, she thought—not just labels, but ways to hold a person in place in your head. To speak a name is to keep a piece of someone from slipping completely into the dark.

Wind coiled and uncoiled. It pushed on Neve’s jacket, then eased. It moved through the cypress and made the tiny leaves shiver. And all at once—just long enough for Neve to wonder if anyone else had felt it—the ground eased up under the soles of her shoes, the way a sleeping animal shifts beneath a blanket.

She grabbed Piper’s arm. “Did you—?”

Piper’s mouth twitched. “Feel that? Yeah. The old section heaves sometimes when the water table—”

A sound interrupted her. Not a footstep or a cough. A hollow knock, as if something had bumped a lid from underneath. It came from the left, then the right, then from ahead by a row where the path narrowed and the stones pressed close together like a crowd at a door. Neve’s mouth went dry. She told herself it was water settling in the coffins, that they did that, that wood goes soft and shifts and air moves. She told herself a lot of reasonable things very quickly.

Mr. Hargreave lifted his lantern a little. His face didn’t change, but Neve thought she saw his jaw set, a private acknowledgment passing through him. “Stay on the path,” he repeated lightly, with the tone of a joke you offer a room so the room can take it or leave it.

The principal went on talking about community, and then a classmate stepped forward to talk about the way Liza braided her hair in math class and once made a cat shelter out of a shoebox. She’d been wearing that braid when she disappeared. Neve pictured it: hair folded and crossed, tucked and pinned, as careful as any ritual. All the while, something tugged at her—at the edge of her sleeve, at the corner of her eye. It felt like being called by a name she couldn’t quite hear.

The feeling drew her a half-step off the main path, then two, to where the graves leaned and crowded like teeth in a jaw too small. Her candle’s little circle of light licked over slate and marble and lichen-pocked granite. The fog pooled low, hugging the bases of stones. A whisper rose—a real one this time—and Neve realized with a quick itch of fear that it wasn’t wind. It had cadence. It grew louder, a thin sibilant thread that wove in and out of the air like a voice trying not to be heard by the adults.

She looked back. Her mother’s face was turned toward the principal. Piper’s candle made a neat halo around her boots. Jonah—she didn’t realize until later that she recognized the shape of him even in the corner of her eye—stood with his camera at his chest, the strap looped twice around his wrist.

Neve crouched. The whispering plucked at her like cold fingers. It slid into the cracks in her name and said, almost clearly now, almost: Here.

Her candlelight touched a row of smaller stones, ones with lambs and doves carved on top. It moved over dates and paused on a name she didn’t mean to read twice but did, because it shifted under her: Martha Ann— then the letters unstitched themselves, a thin scraping sound like chalk dragged too hard, and became Annah Mart— and then, as she watched, BRI.

Her stomach did a sudden cold turn. She lifted the candle. Another stone reshaped itself as if its letters were scraping not out of themselves but up, like they were being pushed from beneath. NG, it said now. The next stone shuddered. THEM.

She swallowed. Her throat clicked. For a second the world narrowed to the shine of wet stone, to the way light slid when the carved parts moved like teeth behind a lip. She willed herself to look away and couldn’t.

The last stone in the row bled a trickle of rusty water from the groove of a V. It darkened the white marble like an old wound reopened. And the letters—already cut, already named—shifted and scraped and stood in a line like the answer in a test she hadn’t taken:

BRING THEM BACK.

Neve’s knee slipped in the damp grass. Her candle jerked. The paper collar wobbled down the shaft and smoldered at the edge. She pinched it out and let the smell of singed paper and wax give her something ordinary to cling to. Her body remembered how to breathe only because it had been doing it long enough to keep remembering on its own.

A hand touched her elbow. She flinched. Jonah crouched beside her, wordless, his camera hanging but not raised. His eyes flicked to the stones and then to her, and he didn’t say, What are you looking at? He didn’t say, Are you okay? He just waited.

She considered telling him. Telling anyone. But even as the thought came, the wind puffed its cheeks like a mean kid and blew, hard enough to flatten a stand of grass and push her candle flame sideways until it guttered. The whispering unraveled. The letters on the stones stopped moving. They looked like letters have always looked: cut and unchanging.

Maybe, Neve thought wildly, desperately, I’m tired. Maybe the fog is a bad lens. Maybe any number of things people who love you would say to you so you can walk away with your sanity told to itself again. But underneath the polished layer of reason, something older in her—something that knew when a house would creak before it did, that knew when a fight would explode down a hallway—said: You saw it because it wanted you to. The thought dropped into her like a pebble into a well. She waited for it to hit bottom. It didn’t.

“Come on,” Jonah said gently. “They’re doing the song again.”

Neve stood, legs stiff, and returned to the path. The rest of the vigil passed in a blur of candles and the mapped way grief makes a face into a church for an hour. She didn’t hear most of the words. She heard wind. She heard the hollow knock again, once, twice, then not at all. She stared at the stones with their not-quite-clean names and thought about the way letters had scraped like fingernails under a door.

On the way out, as people shuffled toward the west gate and murmured about casseroles and hope, Neve detoured to the directory kiosk. Maybe she wanted one more ordinary thing to touch. Maybe she wanted an anchor. The plexiglass door stuck a little, then opened. The map inside showed the tidy blocks of Blackthorn and the ridiculous little angel icon that marked the statue. POTTER’S GROUND sat in the lower left in neat serif letters. A crack ran through it, spiderwebbing out. And along the edge of that section, three or four rectangles were crossed out in red wax pencil. The marks were too clean, too new, as if someone had found what they were looking for and canceled it off the inventory.
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