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Most of these stories were written in empty rooms. Literal ones. Motel rooms with buzzing lights. Apartments with too much quiet. Waiting rooms where time went to die. Rehab facilities at odd hours, half-lit and smelling faintly of bad coffee and regret. My parents’ dining room at two in the morning, when they graciously took me in after stretches of what can best be described as homelessness. Places where the furniture felt temporary and so did I. That’s where this collection gets its name, and probably its mood. 

Echoes of Empty Rooms is not a tidy book. It’s a pile of voices that refused to line up. Structurally, it breaks down into three novellas—each somewhere in the 30,000 to 40,000 word range—and four shorter pieces ranging from about 4,000 to 15,000 words. Emotionally, it breaks down into... less helpful categories. Some of these stories are tense. Some are bleak. Some are strange. A few are accidentally funny in the way a bad coping mechanism sometimes is. The genres are all over the map because I’ve never been good at staying in one lane. Horror bleeds into noir. Thriller leans into the surreal. Reality occasionally taps out and lets something weirder take the wheel.

Most of these stories were handwritten in a scattered collection of notebooks while I was in various life situations where having a laptop was either impractical or impossible. The transcription process—moving all of that from paper into my computer—was, to put it gently, annoying as fuck. Somewhere near the end, a very kind therapist listened to me complain and calmly pointed out that I could have just used voice transcription and read the stories aloud to my computer like a deranged audiobook narrator. This information arrived far too late to help anyone. So I still finished it the old-fashioned way: sore wrists, coffee stains, and stubbornness.

As a result, these stories are mostly unedited. They come straight from my head, detours intact. That’s intentional. I like fiction that still has fingerprints on it, where you can feel the moment it was made. These pieces are exactly what I meant them to be at the time I wrote them, for better or worse. Probably both.

There’s no correct order here. No hidden roadmap. You don’t need to warm up before the longer pieces or save anything for last. Bounce around. Skip. Circle back. Read what pulls at you and ignore what doesn’t. That’s how they were written—out of sequence, out of comfort, out of empty rooms that echoed just long enough for a story to take shape.

Thanks for stepping inside.
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The Writer
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The basement never decided what kind of cold it wanted to be.

Some mornings it was a clean, cellar chill that lived in the concrete and kept its distance, like a polite ghost. Other mornings it sweated, damp and intimate, the air thick enough to taste. Today it had settled on a third option: a dry cold that rasped the back of the throat, as if the house above had been emptied out and left behind only its bones.

He liked it that way.

The single bulb above the worktable didn’t so much light the room as admit its existence. The chain that turned it on hung limp and greasy, the metal links stained with fingerprints that had never belonged to anyone who came down here for anything wholesome. Its glow pooled over the desk in a small, jaundiced circle, and the rest of the basement waited outside it, patient, unoffended, like a crowd that had learned not to expect an encore.

He sat in the circle with his shoulders hunched and his sleeves rolled to his elbows, as if he were preparing for surgery. The typewriter in front of him—a hulking, black machine with chipped enamel and keys worn to pale crescents—looked like something built to survive an apocalypse. It made no concessions to comfort. It did not whisper. It did not apologize.

It only demanded.

His fingers hovered above the keys. Not quite trembling, but alive with the charged stillness that came before a storm. The page in the carriage was fresh, its upper margin pristine, its whiteness almost insulting. A clean page in a dark room always felt like that: a dare. An open mouth. A bright thing begging to be dirtied.

He breathed in. The air held old cardboard, mildew, the faint metallic tang of the ribbon ink, and something else—something that might have been a memory, except it didn’t feel like his.

The house settled above him. A pipe ticked. Somewhere far away, a refrigerator sighed.

He began.

The first words struck the page with the absolute confidence of something that had been waiting all night to be born. His fingers moved without hesitation, not fast exactly, but steady—each keystroke landing like a hammer on a nail.

The room was empty, but it remembered being full.

He paused only long enough to read it, then continued, the sentence pulling the next sentence behind it like a hook through flesh.

It remembered laughter like sunlight on dust. It remembered arguments that left dents in the air. It remembered a woman who stood at the window with her hand pressed to the glass, watching someone walk away and pretending she wasn’t counting the steps.

The typewriter clacked and snapped, the carriage advancing with crisp little jerks. The sound filled the basement, turning the stale air into a kind of percussion. Every time he reached the end of a line, the bell chimed, bright and small, like a child’s laugh in an empty church.

He wrote about rooms because rooms were honest. People lied, even when they meant well. People changed their faces, changed their stories, changed their minds. A room couldn’t pretend to be anything but what it was: four walls, a ceiling, a floor. A container. A witness.

He wrote about rooms because he could fill them and empty them at will.

Upstairs, the world had rules. Down here, he could make his own.

The sentences came in a dark, satisfying stream. He described a hallway with wallpaper patterned in pale flowers, the blooms faded as if the paper itself had been left out in the sun too long. He described a bedroom where the carpet still bore the ghost outline of a bed that had been moved away years ago, leaving behind a rectangle of unfaded fabric like a bruise that never healed. He described a kitchen where the air always smelled faintly of onions, even though no one cooked there anymore.

He wrote, and as he wrote, the basement became less like a basement and more like a mouth.

The bulb hummed. The chain swayed slightly without being touched. The shadows beyond the desk shifted when he wasn’t looking at them.

He didn’t look.

He knew better than to look at things he hadn’t yet described.

He fed the typewriter another paragraph, then another. His shoulders loosened. His breath fell into rhythm with the keys. The damp chill of the basement faded until he could no longer feel the concrete under his shoes, only the pressure of the chair beneath him and the steady, mechanical give of the keys.

He became a point of contact between the machine and the page. Nothing more. Nothing less.

The story—his story, the one he was writing—began to turn, imperceptibly at first, like a hallway that seemed straight until you realized it had been curving the whole time.

There were other rooms. Rooms inside rooms. Rooms behind walls that were not supposed to open. Rooms that were not built, but... left.

His fingers hesitated over that last word. The keys waited, patient as teeth.

“Left,” he whispered, tasting it.

The basement didn’t answer. It didn’t need to. The word had already done its work.

He kept going.

Some rooms were left behind in the way you left furniture on a curb and hoped someone else would want it. Some rooms were left behind in the way you left a dog at the edge of the woods and told yourself it would find its way home.

His knuckles ached. He ignored it. Pain was a far-off thing, an unimportant detail in a story that did not care whether he was comfortable.

He wrote faster.

And some rooms were left behind because they could not be destroyed. Because when you tried to tear them down, the walls pushed back.

The bell chimed. He yanked the carriage return, the motion sharp, satisfying, like cracking a joint.

Something clicked in the shadows beyond the desk.

He paused. His fingers hovered.

The click came again. Subtle. Metallic. Like the sound of a small lock catching.

He stared at the page. The words stared back.

There was nothing else in the basement that should have made that sound. Nothing that moved.

He forced himself to keep typing.

The story’s narrator—who was not him, who was a person he was creating out of ink and pressure—walked through an abandoned building. The building had once been a hotel, a place of transient lives and stale perfume and rooms rented by the hour, the night, the week. Now it was quiet, its carpets rotted, its wallpaper curled at the corners like old fingernails.

He described doors.

That was when the basement began to change.

At first it was only the way the air felt: thicker, pressurized, as if the room had been sealed shut and a storm were building outside. The bulb’s light seemed to take on a faint grain, as though it were made of dust instead of electricity. The shadows beyond the desk became more solid, more confidently shaped, as if they were learning what they were supposed to be.

He wrote about doors, and the basement listened like an animal pricking its ears.

Door after door, each one identical, each one numbered in tarnished brass. But the numbers didn’t make sense. They weren’t consecutive. They weren’t even... stable. The same door would be 214 one moment and 87 the next, as if the building couldn’t remember its own logic.

He tapped the period at the end with extra force, an exclamation disguised as punctuation.

The typewriter’s ribbon smelled sharper now, like a bruised berry. The ink on the page looked darker than it had five minutes ago. He leaned closer without meaning to, the page drawing him in.

The narrator put his hand on the knob of a door that wasn’t there.

His fingers froze.

He hadn’t meant to type that. Not like that. He’d meant to say a door at the end of the hallway, or a door without a number, something that made sense. Something he could control.

But there it was: a door that wasn’t there.

He stared at the line until the words stopped being words and became shapes again.

Behind him, in the dark beyond the bulb’s reach, something exhaled.

It could have been a pipe. It could have been the house settling. It could have been the basement breathing.

He did not turn around.

He told himself he didn’t turn around because he didn’t want to break the flow. Because the story was fragile, and looking away might cause it to evaporate. Because if he paused now, the momentum would die.

Those were good reasons. Sensible reasons. Reasons that didn’t have anything to do with the way the hair on the back of his neck had risen like a warning.

He continued typing.

He twisted the knob. It turned easily, like a mouth opening.

The bell chimed at the end of the line. The sound seemed louder than usual, bright as a knife.

He swallowed and yanked the carriage return.

As he typed the next paragraph, a faint noise joined the clacking of the keys. It was intermittent, soft enough to be mistaken for the typewriter’s own internal mechanics.

A scrape.

A scuff.

Like a shoe sliding over concrete.

His hands sped up, as if he could outrun the sound by making more sound. The typewriter rattled slightly under the assault, not complaining, simply doing what it was built to do: imprint.

The narrator in the story opened the impossible door. The room behind it was empty. Not “empty” as in unfurnished—empty as in hollowed out.

The air inside tasted like old pennies. The walls were painted the color of a sky trying to remember blue. The floor was covered in dust that didn’t hold footprints.

He licked his lips and tasted ink, though he hadn’t touched the ribbon.

He kept writing.

In the center of the room was a desk.

His fingers hit the keys a little too hard. The typewriter’s metal frame clicked in protest.

On the desk was a typewriter.

He stopped.

The basement went quiet except for the bulb’s hum.

He stared at the sentence. He could feel the muscles in his face tightening, his jaw clenching as if he were chewing something tough.

This was good. This was what he wanted, wasn’t it? The recursion. The vertigo. The story folding in on itself like a paper crane. It was clever. It was unsettling. It was—

Behind him, the scrape became a step.

A single, slow footfall on concrete.

His throat tightened. His hands hovered above the keys, the fingertips tingling.

Then, from somewhere in the darkness—not behind him exactly, but around him, as if the basement itself had learned how to speak—a voice whispered.

Not loud. Not clear. Not even a full sentence.

Just his own last words, returned to him in someone else’s breath.

“On the desk,” the voice said, “was a typewriter.”

He exhaled sharply, an ugly sound, half laugh, half choke. He had been awake too long. He had been down here too long. He’d had too much coffee, maybe. Not enough. Too much. Too little.

The basement played tricks with sound. That was all. Sound traveled strangely down here, bouncing off pipes and concrete and old storage boxes. He’d heard his own words echo before.

Except he hadn’t spoken them. He had typed them.

He forced his hands back to the keys.

If he stopped now, the fear would have room to grow teeth.

He typed.

The narrator approached the typewriter. The page in its carriage was already filled with text.

A whisper crawled along the edge of his hearing, too low to parse. His eyes watered. He blinked and the words on the page swam, the ink briefly looking wet again, fresh, as though it were still bleeding into the fibers.

He wrote about the narrator reading the page.

He wrote about the narrator realizing the page contained a description of him reading it.

He wrote about the narrator trying to look away and finding that the room had no corners, only curves.

The basement’s air thickened with each paragraph. The bulb’s light seemed to pulse faintly, not flickering but breathing. The shadows beyond the desk became more populated—not with shapes, not with monsters, not with anything he could point to, but with presence. As if the darkness had filled with an audience that had been seated quietly the whole time, waiting for the show to begin.

He typed faster, the keys clacking into a frantic staccato.

The story’s hotel room began to change. The walls in his description didn’t hold their paint. The floorboards beneath his narrator’s feet didn’t creak so much as whisper. The dust on the ground didn’t stay dust; it shifted, swirling into faint patterns that resembled handwriting, looping cursive that vanished when looked at directly.

And then he started writing details he hadn’t planned.

There was a smell in the room now. Not rot. Not mildew. Something sweet and wrong, like fruit left in a closed drawer until it liquefied.

He inhaled.

The basement smelled sweet.

He froze.

The scent wasn’t imagined. It wasn’t metaphor. It was in his nose, warm and cloying, coating the inside of his head.

He swallowed, and the taste lingered.

The typewriter’s bell chimed again, and this time it sounded like it came from farther away, as if the desk were receding from him even while he sat still.

He yanked the carriage return with too much force. The paper shook. The machine rattled.

The whispering around him grew more insistent. Not loud enough to identify words, but rhythmic, like a crowd murmuring in anticipation of a punchline. His skin prickled. He felt watched, not by eyes but by attention.

He wrote into it anyway.

The narrator put his ear to the wall and heard voices on the other side, voices talking about him as if he were a character on a page.

His own pulse seemed to sync with the keys. His fingernails clicked against metal. His wrists ached. His shoulders burned. None of it mattered. The story mattered. The story was the only thing that had ever mattered down here.

He wrote about the narrator pressing his palm to the wall and feeling it press back, gently, like skin.

He wrote about the wall breathing.

And then the basement answered.

A soft pressure touched his shoulder—barely there, like the brush of fabric, like someone leaning close to read over his arm.

He went rigid. He could not move. His hands stayed on the keys because he did not know what else to do with them.

The pressure lingered. Warm. Curious.

A voice, closer now, spoke directly into his ear.

“Keep going.”

It was not his voice.

It was not anyone he knew.

It sounded like someone trying to imitate a person for the first time and almost getting it right.

His stomach clenched, nausea blooming hot and sudden. He fought the urge to turn, to look, to confirm what his body already believed.

If he looked, it would become real.

If it was already real, looking would not help.

He did the only thing he could do: he typed.

The story surged forward like a river breaking through a dam. His narrator ran through hallways that rearranged themselves behind him. Doors that opened onto rooms that were replicas of his own room—desk, typewriter, bulb—stacked like mirrors facing mirrors, infinite and oppressive.

He wrote about empty rooms that weren’t empty, rooms that held only sound.

He wrote about sound becoming substance.

He wrote about the narrator turning a corner and finding a basement.

Concrete walls. Low ceiling. Pipes. One bulb. A desk in a circle of sickly light.

The sweet smell in the basement intensified, sugary and rotten at the same time. It made his teeth ache.

He typed about the narrator seeing the man at the desk.

He typed about the narrator realizing the man at the desk was himself.

The whispering turned into words he could almost understand, a braid of voices layered over each other, overlapping, the syllables slipping like oil.

His fingers began to slip too. Not off the keys, but off of intention. The keys felt farther away. His hands felt like someone else’s hands. The typewriter’s clacking grew louder until it became the dominant sound in the world, a machine-gun rhythm that made his heart stutter.

He wrote without looking at what he wrote.

He wrote and wrote and wrote.

The basement’s shadows moved closer to the edge of the light. The darkness thickened at the perimeter like a closing eyelid. He felt it pressing in, waiting.

The voices rose, not shouting, but tightening—urgent, eager, the way people get when they’re about to see something they’ve paid for.

“Tell it,” one voice hissed.

“Finish it,” another breathed.

“Say the part where the room isn’t empty,” said a third, too pleased.

A cold sweat broke out along his spine. His mouth went dry. His tongue felt swollen.

He tried to focus on the mechanics. The small, sensible things. The weight of a key under his fingertip. The click when it struck the platen. The pull of the carriage. The bell at the end of the line. The predictable physics of a machine.

But the machine was no longer predictable.

The keys began to feel... soft.

Not squishy, not wet, but yielding in a way that metal should not yield. Like pressing on old leather. Like pushing a bruise.

He glanced down before he could stop himself.

For a split second, the typewriter was wrong.

The keys looked like teeth. Not sharp, but rounded, human. The spaces between them were gums, pale and veined. The letters stamped on the tops—A, S, D, F—looked etched into enamel.

He jerked his gaze away, heart hammering.

When he looked back, it was a typewriter again. Just a typewriter. Black metal. Worn keys. Ink ribbon.

He laughed once—short, involuntary, the sound of a man finding humor at the edge of a cliff.

“Okay,” he whispered, to no one, to himself, to the basement. “Okay.”

The voices chuckled softly, as if they appreciated the joke.

He typed on.

His narrator descended into the basement and watched the man type. The man—him—typed a story about a narrator descending into a basement to watch a man type. The loop tightened, spiraling inward.

The basement air pulsed with each sentence, thickening, sweetening, becoming more and more like something alive.

He wrote about the bulb humming louder, until it sounded like a swarm.

The bulb hummed louder.

He wrote about the chain hanging from it swaying on its own, as if tugged by a hand made of shadow.

The chain swayed.

His stomach dropped, cold and heavy.

He wrote about the basement door at the top of the stairs opening a crack, letting in a slice of pale light that did not belong to the bulb.

The basement door creaked.

Light, thin as a knife-blade, slipped down the stairs.

He stared up, breath caught, every muscle locked.

The slice of light didn’t broaden. It didn’t move. It simply existed, as if the world above had cracked open and peered down.

No footsteps followed. No voice called his name. No one came down to ask what he was doing, what that noise was, why he’d been down here so long.

The light stayed.

The whispers turned reverent, hushed, like parishioners watching a miracle.

He typed anyway, hands shaking now, the keys clacking like bones.

The narrator looked up the stairs and saw daylight.

His breath hitched.

The narrator thought: This is where it ends.

The voices inhaled as one.

He felt the pressure on his shoulder again, firmer now, as if a hand had settled there. He could feel fingers. He could feel the curve of them. He could feel the certainty.

“End it,” the voice in his ear said, almost tender.

His vision tunneled. The page in the carriage was an ocean of text. He could not remember writing half of it, but there it was, black on white, undeniable.

He wrote a final paragraph.

Not because he chose it, but because it was the only path forward.

The man at the desk stopped typing. He listened. The room behind him was no longer empty. The voices that had been hiding in the walls stepped out into the light, smiling with borrowed mouths. They thanked him for the story. They told him he had made them real. They told him he had always been good at that.

He hit the period.

The typewriter’s bell chimed.

The sound was crystalline, impossibly bright, like a glass breaking in a quiet room.

He sat back, breathing hard. His hands hovered over the keys, fingertips numb.

The voices held their breath with him.

For a moment, the basement felt like the inside of an ear, waiting for the next sound.

Then his eyes drifted—slowly, unwillingly—to the cheap analog clock mounted on the wall near the stairs. Its plastic frame was stained yellow with age. Its second hand ticked with a soft, regular insistence, the only truly normal thing in the room.

He squinted. The numbers looked wrong at first, warped by adrenaline and dim light.

Then they snapped into place.

7:18.

A cold, mundane shock went through him like a slap.

“Oh shit,” he said, and the words were his again. Completely his. Not typed, not narrated, not echoed. Just spoken, plain and human.

The voices did not respond.

The basement did not breathe.

The sweet smell thinned as if someone had opened a window in another universe.

He stared at the clock, then down at the page, at the dense black blocks of text he’d hammered into existence. It looked... embarrassing, suddenly. Like waking up and remembering something you’d said drunk. Like finding old journal entries written in a voice you don’t use anymore.

He blinked and felt the dryness in his eyes. His wrists ached. His shoulders were cramped. His lower back screamed in protest the moment he shifted.

How long had he been down here?

He didn’t know. He hadn’t known for a while. Time didn’t behave in basements. Time didn’t behave around typewriters. It pooled and deepened, turned viscous.

He reached up and rubbed his face with both hands, dragging his palms down over his cheeks, trying to wipe off whatever had clung to him in the dark.

The basement was just a basement.

Concrete. Pipes. A worktable. Storage boxes stacked along one wall, labeled in thick marker: XMAS, BOOKS, TOOLS. A folded card table leaning upright. A dehumidifier with a cracked plastic vent.

No audience.

No presence.

No shadow hand on his shoulder.

Just his own breath, loud in the quiet.

He stood too quickly and had to grab the edge of the desk when the room swayed. He felt lightheaded, hollow. His stomach growled, and the sound was so ordinary he almost laughed.

He didn’t.

He tore the page from the typewriter with a brisk motion and the paper made that clean ripping sound that always felt final. He set it on the desk in a neat stack—an instinctive gesture, as if tidiness could erase what he’d just poured into it.

His fingers were stained faintly with ink.

He looked at them for a second too long.

Then he shook his hands out like a man shaking water off, as if the stain were only physical.

He flicked the switch on the desk lamp off, plunging most of the basement into darkness. The bulb overhead remained on, but its pool of light felt smaller now, less theatrical.

He climbed the stairs two at a time, one hand on the railing. The air warmed with each step. The slice of light at the top widened as he approached, no longer knife-like, just morning spilling into a house.

At the top, the door opened with a familiar creak, and the smell of upstairs hit him: coffee left too long on a warming plate, detergent, the faint dust of sunlight on furniture. The normal world. The world of schedules and traffic and emails and lunches eaten too fast.

He paused with one foot still on the last step, looking back down.

The basement stared up at him with its unlit corners, unimpressed. The worktable was a dim shape. The typewriter sat in the half-light like a sleeping animal.

For a heartbeat, he thought he heard something down there. Not a voice. Not a whisper. Just the soft, imagined clack of keys, continuing without him.

He swallowed.

It was nothing. It was always nothing.

He pulled the door closed. The latch clicked. The sound was definitive, clean, a period at the end of a sentence.

He turned toward the kitchen. The clock in there—digital, bright, honest—confirmed it: 7:20, now. He was going to be late.

He moved faster. He filled a mug, drank too hot coffee too quickly, burned his tongue and didn’t care. He grabbed his keys, his wallet, his phone. He shoved his arms into his jacket, feeling the fabric snag at his sleeves.

As he stepped out the front door, the morning air hit him—sharp, cold, waking. The sky was a flat winter white that made everything look slightly unreal, like a photograph waiting to be developed.

He blinked hard and started down the steps.

Behind him, the house stood still, ordinary as any other.

If the basement had any opinions, it kept them to itself.

And the story he’d left on the desk downstairs—those dense pages of rooms and doors and voices—waited in the dark, ink cooling into permanence, like footprints drying in cement.

He locked the door and went to work.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Albatross


[image: ]




[image: ]

Prologue

––––––––
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The morning air clung to John Marlowe’s skin like a damp flannel shirt. The dense, endless trees of upstate New York rustled faintly in a breeze that was colder than it had any right to be in July. He shifted the weight of his pack, the leather straps biting into his shoulders, and took another careful step along the narrow trail snaking its way up the mountainside.

He’d been on harder hikes—rugged expeditions where footing was a luxury and survival wasn’t a sure thing—but Pine Hollow Ridge had a reputation. Not for its difficulty, but for the secrets it kept. Urban legends whispered by old-timers over campfires spoke of a hidden cave system beyond the mapped trails. A place no sane man would seek out. But Marlowe wasn’t exactly sane. He was persistent.

The trail narrowed as the forest pressed closer, shadows thick and knotted like old scars. Marlowe’s boots scuffed against loose rock, and he adjusted his pace, steady as a metronome. The smell of pine needles mingled with the loamy breath of damp earth. Birds trilled high above—jays and sparrows mostly—but there was an unsettling absence of larger wildlife. No deer prints, no bear scat. Just silence beyond the songs.  

By mid-morning, sweat darkened the back of his shirt, and his calves ached from the relentless climb. He paused at a switchback, pulling a battered canteen from his side and taking a long swallow. The water was lukewarm but clean, and it gave him just enough energy to push on.

Twenty minutes later, the trees thinned, and Marlowe crested a ridge. He stepped onto a ledge with a view so breathtaking it seemed almost artificial—like God himself had painted it on a canvas. Pine Hollow Golf Club sprawled below in pristine summer splendor, its emerald fairways gleaming in the sunlight, perfectly manicured and absurdly symmetrical against the wild backdrop of forest and hills.

Marlowe snorted softly. "A patch of green for rich bastards," he muttered to himself. "Hell of a contrast." He lingered for a moment, letting the breeze cool his sweat-slick face before shouldering his pack again.

The trail ahead twisted sharply downward before disappearing into a tangled mess of underbrush. That’s where he found it—the trailhead he’d been searching for. Or rather, the place where it should be. The entrance was hidden behind a wall of thorn bushes, thick and defiant, as if nature itself had decided to erase the path from existence.  

Marlowe grinned. "There you are," he said softly, voice rough from disuse.

He pulled a machete from his pack, the blade gleaming dully in the filtered sunlight, and began hacking through the thorns. They fought back, tearing at his sleeves and drawing thin lines of blood across his forearms, but Marlowe didn’t mind. He’d bled for less.

Beyond the thorns lay the chasm.

It was wider than he’d expected—thirty feet, maybe more—and deep enough that the bottom was lost to shadows. A narrow, rotting log bridge stretched partway across, sagging like an old man’s spine before giving up entirely halfway over the void.

"Nope," Marlowe said, shaking his head. "Not gonna trust my life to that piece of crap."

He unhooked a coil of climbing rope from his pack, anchoring it securely to a thick pine. The other end was fastened to a grappling hook—custom-made, forged from steel tough enough to hold a bull elephant. With practiced precision, Marlowe swung the hook across the gap. It clanged against stone, skittered, then caught firmly on a jagged outcrop.

Marlowe tested the tension, his knuckles whitening against the rope. "Good enough," he muttered.

The crossing was slow and grueling. Every muscle in his body strained as he inched hand over hand across the abyss, sweat dripping from his brow and splattering into the darkness below. The rope creaked ominously, but it held. Finally, Marlowe’s boots scraped against solid ground on the other side.

He took a moment to catch his breath, heart hammering against his ribs. Then he turned toward the faint trail that beckoned beyond the chasm.

The forest here was different—older, darker. The trees stood like ancient sentinels, their gnarled branches entwined overhead to block out the sun. Strange markings marred the bark—symbols carved long ago, their meanings lost to time. Spirals, jagged lines, shapes that made Marlowe’s head throb if he looked too long.

"Definitely not on any map," he whispered, pushing forward.

The trail wound deeper into the woods, narrowing until it was barely a suggestion of a path. The air grew thick and oppressive, tinged with a metallic tang that clung to the back of Marlowe’s throat. His pulse quickened as he caught sight of his destination.

The cave.

It loomed before him, half-hidden by moss and tangled roots. A massive stone slab blocked the entrance, weathered but unmistakably man-made. Symbols—similar to those on the trees but far more intricate—were carved into its surface. They seemed to pulse faintly, as if imbued with some ancient, slumbering power.

Marlowe set down his pack, pulling out a bundle wrapped in oilcloth. Dynamite. He’d planned for this.

Working quickly, he secured the charges at the base of the stone, sweat slicking his palms despite the cool air. He lit the fuse and scrambled back, heart racing.

The explosion shattered the forest’s stillness, a thunderclap that echoed off the trees. Smoke billowed, and shards of stone clattered to the ground. Marlowe coughed, waving a hand to clear the air.

When the smoke finally thinned, he saw it.

The slab had toppled, revealing a yawning maw of darkness beyond. For a moment, everything was still.

Then—two massive eyes blinked from the shadows, luminous and otherworldly.

Marlowe’s breath caught in his throat. Maybe it was just the smoke playing tricks. Maybe.

But as he stood there, frozen on the edge of the unknown, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something ancient and hungry had just woken up.

And it was looking right at him.
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Chapter 1
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The sun had barely crawled over the horizon when Hunter Earl pulled his pickup into the gravel lot beside Pine Hollow Golf Club. The world was hushed, that sacred quiet of a summer morning in upstate New York before the day gets rowdy with lawn mowers, golf carts, and retirees cursing their double bogeys. Hunter cut the engine and sat for a moment, breathing it all in—the sweet tang of freshly mowed grass, the earthy musk of dew-soaked dirt, the faint piney breath of the trees beyond the fairways.

This was his kingdom now. He’d started here as a snot-nosed cart boy barely out of high school, fetching clubs for doctors and lawyers who barely tipped. Worked his way up to mower, then shift leader, and finally—after old Pete Dandridge keeled over from a heart attack last fall—head greenskeeper. He couldn’t have been prouder if they’d handed him a crown and called him King of the Fairways.

Hunter climbed out of the truck and stretched, his joints popping like firecrackers. The cool air clung to his skin, but he knew it wouldn’t last. By noon, the sun would be a mean bastard, baking the greens to a crispy brown if he didn’t stay ahead of it. He pulled on his faded John Deere cap, slung his thermos over one shoulder, and grabbed his clipboard.

The course sprawled before him in long, undulating waves of green—the fairways glistening under their coat of morning dew, the bunkers still shadows in the early light. A painter couldn’t have done it justice. The 18th flag rippled gently in the breeze like it was waving just for him.

But pride only carried you so far. The course didn’t stay perfect on its own, and there was work to be done—more than enough to fill the entire day. 

The irrigation system had to be checked line by line, heads inspected and pressure balanced before the sun climbed high enough to scorch the greens. Tees needed clearing, divots filled and tamped down so the early groups wouldn’t curse under their breath. Greens had to be rolled and read, smooth enough to reward a good putt but not so fast they turned into glass. Bunkers needed edging, rakes straightened, trash emptied, flags set, hazards walked. And that was just the morning—just the work that had to be done before the first carts ever rolled off the line.

There was no office to hide in, no desk where the job stopped. The course was always alive, always changing, and if Hunter wasn’t ahead of it, it would chew him up and spit him out by noon.

Hunter fired up the golf cart reserved for maintenance staff, its engine coughing to life like a lifelong smoker, and set off down the gravel path. The club had already budgeted for replacing the old gas-powered carts next summer—sleek electric models with GPS screens, USB ports, and enough digital bells and whistles to make a smartphone jealous. That was fine, he supposed. Progress was progress. Still, there was something majestic about these old rigs, engines rattling and whining as they’d done for decades, roaming the holes like stubborn relics that refused to die quietly.

He hummed as he drove, taking mental notes. Sprinkler heads looked good on the front nine; no geysers shooting into the sky like last week. The grass around the third tee box needed a trim—that was a job for the new kid, Billy, who showed up late more often than not. Hunter made a note to chew his ass out if he slacked again.

The cart rattled on as Hunter worked his way deeper into the course, stopping and starting, hopping out to tweak a sprinkler here, straighten a sign there, kicking at loose soil with the toe of his boot where the ground hadn’t settled right. He crossed fairways, cut along service paths, doubled back when something nagged at him. Time slipped the way it always did when he was in the zone—measured not in minutes, but in tasks finished and problems prevented before anyone else ever knew they’d existed.

He stopped at the sixth green, climbed out, and crouched down, running a calloused hand over the turf. Smooth. Perfect. A damn work of art. He grinned. Golfers might not notice stuff like this, but he sure as hell did.

He lived for it.

The sun was higher now, gilding the tops of the trees in molten gold. Birds chirped from the oaks lining the fairways—robins, sparrows, a woodpecker knocking out a rhythm like he had something to prove. Hunter took a sip from his thermos, black coffee strong enough to make his teeth ache, and leaned back against the cart.

That’s when he saw the tracks.

They cut across the grass near the edge of the woods, just beyond the tenth fairway. Big tracks. Three toes, no distinct heel. Each print sank deep into the soft earth like whatever had made them was heavy—real heavy. Hunter frowned, his pulse ticking up a notch.

Bear? Maybe. But he’d seen bear tracks before, and these weren’t right. Too symmetrical, too clean. And bears didn’t exactly stroll across golf courses like they were out for a Sunday walk.

Hunter set his thermos down and followed the tracks, his boots squelching in the wet grass. They led toward the tree line, weaving slightly like whatever had made them wasn’t in a hurry but knew exactly where it was going. He counted at least a dozen prints before the ground turned firmer and they faded.

He stood at the edge of the woods, peering into the shadowy underbrush. The air here was cooler, thick with the smell of pine and damp earth. A shiver ran down his spine—not from the temperature but from something else. Something primal.

Hunter told himself he was being stupid. Tracks were just tracks. Maybe some joker with a fake foot rig had wandered through last night. Hell, it could’ve been anything.

But then he saw the deer.

It was lying about ten yards into the woods, half-hidden by ferns and wildflowers. A young buck, its russet coat slick with blood. Its throat had been torn open, the flesh ragged and glistening. Flies buzzed around the wound, their metallic hum loud in the heavy air.  

Hunter swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. He’d seen dead deer before—roadkill, hunting trips—but this was different. The thing hadn’t been eaten. Just killed. Slaughtered and left to rot.

He knelt down, careful not to step in the blood pooling around the carcass. No drag marks. Whatever had done this hadn’t bothered to haul it off. That was weird. Predators didn’t waste kills like that.

And those tracks—

Hunter stood abruptly, his skin prickling. He glanced back toward the course, where the sun still shone bright and cheerful over the fairways. Out here, though, under the canopy of trees, it was dim and hushed. Even the birds had gone silent.

He backed away from the deer, his pulse thudding in his ears. Maybe it was just a freak thing. A bear, a pack of coyotes—something wild that’d wandered too close to civilization. Yeah, that had to be it.

Still, as he climbed back into the cart and drove toward the clubhouse, Hunter couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching him from the trees.

Something that didn’t belong.

——————
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Hunter stood by the wash station, a hose coiled loosely in his hand, water streaming in a glittering arc toward the mud-streaked golf cart in front of him. The late afternoon sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across Pine Hollow Golf Club. The smell of freshly cut grass and damp earth lingered in the thick summer air. Sweat clung to the back of Hunter’s neck, but he didn’t mind—it was the good kind of tired, the kind that comes after a long day of honest work.

He leaned into the task, scrubbing the cart’s tires clean of caked-on dirt, the rhythmic hiss of the hose providing a steady soundtrack to his thoughts. It had been a smooth day—no breakdowns, no angry members complaining about the greens being too slow. Everett Lacy, the club pro, had even given him a nod of approval when they crossed paths by the ninth tee. That was high praise coming from a man who seemed perpetually unimpressed.

Hunter grinned to himself. Not bad for a guy who’d started out schlepping bags as a cart boy.

The spray from the hose caught the golden light of the setting sun, creating a fleeting rainbow that danced in the air. Hunter watched it for a moment, lost in the simple beauty, before something caught his eye—a shadow passing overhead.

He squinted and looked up, wiping a hand across his brow. The sky was a canvas of oranges and purples, streaked with thin clouds. There was nothing there now, just the open expanse stretching toward the horizon.

But he’d seen it. He was sure of that.

Too big for a bird. Too close for a plane.

“Damn drone,” Hunter muttered under his breath. Probably some kid messing around. They weren’t supposed to fly those things near the course, but rules didn’t mean much to teenagers with too much time on their hands.

Hunter shook his head, turned back to the cart, and finished rinsing it down. The last thing he needed was to start seeing things. He’d been working long hours lately, getting the course in shape for the upcoming Member-Guest Tournament—the biggest event of the summer. Maybe he just needed a good night’s sleep.

As he shut off the hose, a pair of members approached from the eighteenth green, their clubs slung over their shoulders. One was Jerry Malone, a retired banker with a perpetual sunburn and a laugh loud enough to startle birds. The other was Tom Harris, a wiry guy who owned a local hardware store.

“Hunter,” Jerry called, waving a hand. “Still out here bustin’ your ass, huh?”

Hunter chuckled. “Somebody’s gotta keep this place looking pretty for you high rollers.”

Jerry laughed, the sound booming across the quiet course. “You’re doing God’s work, son. Best damn greens in the county.”

“Appreciate it,” Hunter said, wiping his hands on his jeans.

Tom nodded in agreement. “Gotta say, Hunter, the fairways have been immaculate lately. You got some kinda magic fertilizer or what?”

Hunter shrugged. “Just good old-fashioned hard work.”

“Well, it shows,” Tom said. “You playing in the tournament this year?”

“Nah, I’ll be too busy making sure everything runs smooth. Maybe next year.”

Jerry clapped him on the back. “Your loss, kid. We’re gonna clean up out there.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Hunter said with a grin. “We’ll see.”

The two men headed toward the parking lot, their laughter fading into the evening. Hunter watched them go, a sense of satisfaction settling over him. This was his place now, his responsibility. And he was damn proud of it.

The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in deeper hues of red and purple. The first stars pricked through the velvet dusk. Hunter took a deep breath, savoring the moment. Another good day in the books.

He coiled the hose neatly and stowed it away, his thoughts drifting back to the shadow he’d seen earlier. Probably nothing, he told himself. Just a trick of the light.

Still, as he walked back toward the maintenance shed, a faint unease clung to the edges of his mind—like a whisper he couldn’t quite hear.

Hunter shook it off. Tomorrow was another day, and there was plenty of work to be done.

———————-
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Hunter pulled into the gravel driveway of his little cottage just as the last light of day drained from the sky, leaving behind a smear of deep indigo. The house sat in Niskayuna, the same quiet town that held Pine Hollow Golf Club in its careful grip—a place of tree-lined streets, modest colonials, and the kind of tidy calm that liked to pretend nothing ever went wrong. Close enough to the course that Hunter could be home in minutes, far enough removed that it still felt like a refuge when the day finally let him go.

The house itself stood tidy and unassuming against the backdrop of towering pines—a modest one-story affair with white clapboard siding and green shutters that Marcy had insisted on painting herself. The lawn and shrubs were immaculate, as one might expect from the head greenskeeper of Pine Hollow. Not a blade of grass out of place, not a weed daring to poke its head up.

He killed the engine of his old Chevy pickup, listening to it grumble into silence before stepping out into the warm evening air. The scent of freshly watered soil lingered—Marcy had likely been tending to the small vegetable garden they kept along the side of the house. Tomatoes, beans, and zucchini thrived under her care, just as everything else in Hunter’s life seemed to.

The porch light flicked on, and there she was, standing in the doorway with one hand resting on the gentle curve of her belly. Seven months along with their first child, Marcy glowed with that soft, serene beauty that defied the humid weight of summer.

“Hey, stranger,” she called with a smile. “Long day?”

“Something like that,” Hunter said, grinning as he made his way up the porch steps. He leaned in and kissed her—a quick, familiar brush of lips that tasted faintly of lemonade.

“You smell like grass and sweat,” Marcy teased, wrinkling her nose. “Real romantic.”

“It’s my signature cologne,” he said, stepping inside and kicking off his boots by the door. The cool air from the window unit hit him like a blessing.

Marcy laughed, closing the door behind him. “Dinner’s in the oven. Lasagna. Figured you could use a good meal after all that hard work.”

“You’re the best,” Hunter said sincerely. “How’s junior doing?”

She patted her belly affectionately. “Active. Kicked me half to death during that storm last night.”

Hunter frowned. “Storm? Didn’t hear a thing.”

“That’s because you sleep like a dead man,” Marcy said with a mock scowl. “Anyway, we’re both fine. Just looking forward to getting this little guy out of me.”

Hunter frowned. “Course didn’t look like a storm hit it...”

Marcy nodded. “Well it was loud. Shook the windows... but it never actually rained.”

That stopped him for a second. Thunder, lightning, no rain at all. Weird as hell. He filed it away without meaning to, the same way he did with everything else that didn’t quite add up. He pulled a chair out at the small kitchen table, letting the warmth of home settle into his bones. The smell of lasagna filled the room, mingling with the faint floral scent of Marcy’s hand soap.

“Oh,” Marcy said suddenly, her tone shifting to something more curious. “Some guy came by looking for you earlier.”

Hunter blinked. “Who?”

“Didn’t say much. Just asked if you were around, and when I told him you weren’t, he left his card.” She pulled a small, rectangular card from the counter and handed it to him.

Hunter took it, expecting to see the name of some local salesman or maybe a landscaper looking to drum up business. Instead, the card was black with silver lettering that gleamed faintly under the kitchen light:

Dr. Conrad Finch

Cryptozoologist

Pursuer of the Unknown

There was a phone number printed neatly beneath the title, but Hunter barely registered it. He frowned, turning the card over as if expecting more information to reveal itself.

“Cryptozoo-what-now?” he muttered.

Marcy shrugged. “Beats me. Some kind of scientist, maybe?”

Hunter snorted. “Sounds like one of those guys who goes looking for Bigfoot or whatever.”

“Maybe he thinks you’ve got a dinosaur hiding on the back nine,” Marcy said with a grin.

Hunter shook his head, laughing softly. “Probably just some nutcase trying to get the club to sponsor his next wild goose chase.” He set the card down on the table, dismissing it with a wave of his hand.

But as Marcy busied herself plating their dinner, Hunter couldn’t shake a faint unease curling at the edge of his thoughts. Cryptozoologist. The word lingered, strange and weighty, like a stone dropped into still water.

He didn’t know what it meant exactly, but something told him that Dr. Conrad Finch wasn’t just here for small talk.

And whatever he was after, Hunter had a sinking feeling it was going to find him whether he wanted it to or not.

——————-
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Hunter sat back on the worn leather couch, a cold can of Genesee resting against his thigh. The Yankees were up by two in the bottom of the sixth, and Hunter felt a flicker of satisfaction every time the crack of a bat echoed through the speakers. They were out on a road trip, traveling the middle states, grinding through a series with the Texas Rangers—that was the only reason the game was still on this late, first pitch not even coming until eight-thirty. The hum of the air conditioner mixed with Michael Kay’s steady commentary, creating a lullaby of summer sounds that wrapped around the room. 

The lasagna sat heavy in his stomach, a pleasant weight after a long day. Marcy had gone to bed early, saying something about swollen ankles and needing rest. Hunter didn’t blame her—growing a whole human had to be exhausting.

He took a sip of his beer, letting the bitter fizz roll over his tongue. The Member-Guest tournament was coming up fast, and his mind kept circling back to the endless list of tasks still looming. Fairway conditions, bunker rakes, pin placements—it all needed to be just right. Pine Hollow had a reputation to uphold, and Hunter took that seriously.

But even as he mentally ticked through his checklist, other thoughts crept in, unwelcome and persistent.

The tracks.

Big, three-toed impressions in the soft earth near the treeline by the twelfth fairway. No distinct heel, just deep gouges that shouldn’t have been there.

And the shadow.

Too big for a bird, too close for a plane. He’d told himself it was a drone—some kid messing around—but the explanation didn’t sit right. Drones didn’t cast shadows that stretched like that, dark and heavy against the bright green grass.

Hunter drummed his fingers against the armrest, the rhythmic tap-tap-tap blending with the distant roar of the game. His gaze drifted to the small card sitting on the counter, black and silver lettering catching the light.

The title nagged at him, strange and absurd. Cryptozoologist. What the hell was that supposed to mean? Some kind of wildlife expert? A fancy term for a biologist?

Curiosity gnawed at him until he sighed, set down his beer, and leaned forward to grab his phone from the coffee table. He tapped open the search bar and typed in "cryptozoologist," half-expecting nothing useful to come up.

The results loaded, and Hunter’s brows lifted as he read.

Cryptozoology: the study of animals whose existence is disputed or unsubstantiated—Bigfoot, the Loch Ness Monster, chupacabras.

He snorted, the sound sharp in the quiet room. “You gotta be kidding me,” he muttered.

He scrolled further and found articles about sightings, blurry photographs, interviews with people who swore they’d seen things lurking in the woods or swimming in remote lakes. It was the kind of stuff you’d expect to find in the checkout aisle next to tabloids about Elvis still being alive.

Hunter shook his head, a wry grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Probably some prank,” he said aloud, though there was no one to hear it.

Wouldn’t be the first time one of the more juvenile members had pulled a stunt on the club staff. Last year, someone had filled the ball washers with bright pink bubble bath the night before the tournament. Hunter had spent half a morning scrubbing frothy suds off the tee boxes.

Yeah, this had “practical joke” written all over it.

Still, there was something about the tracks and the shadow that lingered at the edge of his thoughts, like a splinter he couldn’t quite dig out. He glanced back at the card, the name shimmering faintly under the dim light.

Dr. Conrad Finch.

“Guess we’ll see what kind of game you’re playing,” Hunter muttered, taking another swig of beer.

The Yankees scored again, the crack of the bat jolting him back to the present. He set the phone down, willing himself to focus on the game, on the comforting normalcy of America’s pastime.

But the unease lingered, stubborn and unshakable—like a shadow that didn’t belong.
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Chapter 2
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Everett Lacy stood at the pristine edge of the driving range, the late afternoon sun slicing golden lines across the fairway. He adjusted the brim of his navy-blue Titleist cap, his smile gleaming like freshly polished chrome. The woman standing beside him—brunette, athletic, with a swing as raw as a debutante at her first cotillion—was hanging on his every word.

“It’s all about rhythm,” Everett purred, placing his hand lightly on her grip. “Like a dance. Don’t force it... let the club do the work. You’re just guiding it home, sweetheart.”

She laughed, a little too loudly, clearly enjoying the attention. Everett had that effect on women—and men, for that matter. Slick and smooth, with a swing that could humble pros twice his age, he was the king of Pine Hollow Golf Club. Every member wanted a piece of him, whether it was for lessons, tips, or just a chance to bask in the glow of his effortless charm.

He stepped back, positioning himself for a demonstration. The steel shaft of the seven iron gleamed in the sun as he set up, feet perfectly aligned, shoulders square. “Watch this,” he said, voice low and confident. “Smooth and easy, like butter on a hot skillet.”

The young woman nodded, eyes wide, clearly expecting some kind of golfing epiphany.

Everett inhaled, drawing the club back in a textbook-perfect arc—

“Excuse me,” a voice cut through the air, sharp and unexpected.

Everett’s concentration shattered like a cheap windshield. His backswing wobbled, the club face catching awkwardly as he sliced the ball into a pitiful dribble that landed maybe twenty yards away.

For a moment, there was nothing but the heavy thrum of cicadas and the distant clink of clubs from other golfers on the range.

Everett straightened, turning slowly, the smile on his face gone like someone had flipped a switch. The intruder stood a few feet away—a man who clearly didn’t belong. He was short and stout, with skin the color of weathered parchment and eyes that seemed too sharp, too knowing. His clothes were plain—brown slacks and a button-up shirt that looked like it had seen better decades.

“You gotta be kidding me,” Everett muttered under his breath.

The brunette student shifted uncomfortably, her earlier amusement fading. “Is everything okay?”

“Just a sec, darling,” Everett said, flashing a quick, reassuring grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

He stepped toward the stranger, voice low and edged with irritation. “Buddy, this is a private club. You can’t just wander in here interrupting lessons. You lost or something?”

The man’s gaze didn’t waver. “I’m looking for Hunter Earl.”

Everett blinked, caught off guard. “Hunter?” He rubbed the back of his neck, glancing toward the fairway where carts hummed in the distance. “Probably out on the course somewhere, you know, doing his damn job. Keeping this place looking like Augusta.”

The man nodded once—a curt, mechanical motion—then turned without another word. No apology, no thanks, just a strange, unsettling silence as he walked away, his shoes crunching against the gravel path.  

Everett watched him go, a sour taste creeping into his mouth. “Jesus,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Weirdest damn thing.”

The brunette cleared her throat delicately. “Friend of yours?”

Everett snorted. “Not hardly.” He forced a smile back onto his face, pushing the encounter to the edge of his thoughts. “Now, where were we? Right... smooth and easy.”

But as he lined up another shot, the man’s hollow eyes lingered in his mind, stubborn as a bad lie in the rough. Something about him didn’t sit right—like a puzzle piece that didn’t quite fit, no matter how hard you forced it.

Everett shook it off, focusing on the rhythm of the swing, the familiar comfort of the game.

But the unease remained, faint but persistent—like the whisper of wind before a storm.

——————
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The late afternoon sun hung low over Pine Hollow, casting long shadows across the rolling fairways. Everett stood in the middle of the eleventh hole, a par five that doglegged hard to the left around a thick stand of trees. He’d absolutely crushed his drive—one of those rare, perfect shots where everything lined up just right. The ball had flown like it had a purpose, soaring over the corner of the dogleg and landing with a satisfying thud in the short grass.

Now he was 120 yards from the pin, a dream position. He’d played this hole a thousand times, maybe more, but he’d never holed out for that elusive albatross. Eagle, sure—but the albatross? That was the unicorn of golf shots, a mythical beast he’d been chasing for years.

The members he was playing with—a couple of finance guys who wore polo shirts a size too small to show off their gym memberships—stood a respectful distance behind him, murmuring about market trends or whatever it was they talked about when they weren’t hacking up the course.

Everett took a breath, letting the familiar rhythm of the game settle over him. He pulled his pitching wedge from the bag, the grip worn perfectly to the shape of his hand. This was his shot—smooth and easy, like a well-oiled hinge. 

He visualized the ball landing softly on the green, taking one or two hops, and rolling straight into the cup. It was possible. Unlikely, sure, but possible. And if anyone could pull it off, it was Everett Lacy.

He set his feet, aligning himself with the pin. The distant sound of a mower hummed faintly in the background, blending with the rustle of leaves in the trees.

And then he saw it—movement near the tree line off to his right.

Everett squinted, lowering the club slightly. Hunter Earl was standing just beyond the rough, near a cluster of oaks that marked the edge of the course. He wasn’t doing the usual greenskeeper stuff—no mower, no rake, nothing practical. Instead, he was crouched low, staring intently at something on the ground.

Everett frowned. What the hell was Hunter up to? The guy was a hard worker, no doubt about it, but this looked—well, strange. Like he’d found something that didn’t belong.

One of the finance guys cleared his throat behind him. “Hell of a drive, Everett. You gonna put it in for two or just show us you’re human for once?”

Everett forced a grin, raising the club back into position. “You’ll see,” he said, trying to shake off the distraction.

But his eyes kept drifting back to Hunter, who hadn’t moved. The guy was frozen in place, like a statue carved out of curiosity and unease.

Everett tightened his grip on the club, exhaling slowly. 

Focus, Lacy. Smooth and easy. 

He shifted his weight, feeling the familiar tension coil through his body as he prepared to take his backswing.

The world narrowed to the ball, the pin, and the perfect arc he needed to send it there.

And then Hunter stood up abruptly, his face pale and unreadable, eyes locked on whatever was hidden beneath the trees.

Everett froze mid-backswing, the tension in his shoulders unraveling into a sharp breath of frustration. The perfect shot he’d visualized just moments ago evaporated like morning dew. He set the club down carefully, jaw tightening as he glanced toward Hunter, who was still rooted near the tree line like some kind of reluctant sentinel.

“Goddammit,” Everett muttered under his breath. He didn’t do interruptions—not on his course, not during his game.

He strode across the pristine fairway, spikes digging into the lush grass with a deliberate rhythm. The finance bros behind him exchanged bemused glances but said nothing—they knew better than to question Everett when his blood was up.

Hunter didn’t look up as Everett approached. His focus remained fixed on something in the dirt, his brow furrowed in that perpetually serious expression Everett found so damn irritating.

“What the hell are you doing, Earl?” Everett demanded, stopping just short of the rough. “You lose a bet with a squirrel or something?”

Hunter straightened slowly, wiping his hands on the thighs of his khaki work pants. He pointed to the ground without a word.

Everett followed the gesture and frowned. Tracks. Big ones. Three-toed with no discernible heel, the indentations deep and oddly symmetrical. They weren’t like anything Everett had seen on the course before—and he’d seen his fair share of wildlife signs.

“You dragged me over here for this?” Everett snorted, shaking his head. “Look, I don’t care if Bigfoot’s taking up residence behind the eleventh hole. You should be less worried about the wildlife and more worried about the damn conditions. This place needs to be pristine for the Member-Guest tournament.”

Hunter’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Course is fine. Better than fine. Maybe you ought to worry more about your golf game, Lacy. Looked like you were about to shank that one anyway.”

Everett’s eyes narrowed. “Cute,” he said, his tone slick with condescension. “Just do your job, Earl. And for God’s sake, try not to spook the members with your little nature walks.”

Hunter shrugged, unbothered. “You’ll get your perfect fairways. Don’t worry your pretty head about it.”

Everett bit back a retort and turned on his heel, his pride bristling. He stalked back to his ball, jaw clenched so tight it felt like his teeth might crack.

The finance bros were waiting, polite smirks barely hidden behind their sunglasses. Everett ignored them, focusing instead on the shot in front of him. The pin gleamed in the late afternoon sun, taunting him.

“Smooth and easy,” he muttered to himself, channeling all his irritation into precision.

He took the swing—clean, powerful, with just the right loft. The contact sang up through the shaft, a pure, satisfying strike that told him immediately he’d done everything right. The ball climbed, cutting through the air in a high, elegant arc, the pin growing closer with every heartbeat.

It dropped onto the green and checked once—soft—then began to roll.

The world seemed to narrow to that thin strip of grass between ball and cup. It tracked dead on, hugging the subtle break Everett had read, slowing just enough to tease, just enough to make the moment stretch. For half a second, he was already picturing it—hearing the rattle, feeling the grin spread across his face.

The ball kissed the lip.

And rolled inches past the hole, stubborn as a bad lie. 

Everett exhaled sharply, the breath leaving him in a frustrated rush, the tension in his chest loosening just a fraction.

Damn near perfect. Almost.

He turned back toward Hunter, who was already heading off toward the maintenance path, shoulders squared like a man with nothing to prove.

Everett shook his head, a bitter smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. One of these days, he’d figure out what made that guy tick.

But not today.

Today, there was golf to be played.

——————-
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The fading light of early evening cast long, golden shadows over the 18th green at Pine Hollow Golf Club. Everett crouched low, eyes narrowed as he studied the subtle breaks in the grass. The day had been good—solid, even. Three-under par. Nothing to sneer at, but Everett knew he’d left strokes out there like discarded change on the sidewalk.

The bad slice on 14 still gnawed at him. A simple drive, elevated tee box, wide-open fairway, and he’d yanked it hard right like a weekend hack. Then there was the godforsaken 12th hole, a par-three nightmare with an impossible green that sloped like the roof of a damn barn. And let’s not forget number 4, where he’d hooked one deep into the fescue on the left—tall, unforgiving grass that swallowed golf balls whole and spat out frustration, all of it sitting just past that smug little pond guarding the front of the tee box like it was daring you to screw up.

Still, it hadn’t all been bad. On eight—a short par four he usually ate alive—he’d pushed his drive into the right-side fairway bunker, cursed under his breath, then pulled off a ridiculous recovery shot that floated out of the sand and settled inches from the cup. A tap-in birdie. The kind you remembered. And on nine, he’d damn near driven the green, the ball landing close enough to make the members whistle and shake their heads.

Golf, he reminded himself, was always a mixed bag—brilliance stitched together with just enough stupidity to keep you humble.

In the end, he’d played it off well for the members in his foursome, keeping his cool and flashing that signature Everett Lacy charm. Smile, nod, crack a joke—it was part of the job. You couldn’t let the members see you sweat, not even when your game felt like it was held together with duct tape and prayer.

Now, here he was, lining up a par putt to close the round. Ten feet, a gentle left-to-right break. He’d made this putt a thousand times before in practice, but the weight of the day clung to his shoulders like a wet coat.

He took a breath, let the tension drain from his arms, and stroked the ball cleanly. It rolled true, hugging the break perfectly before dropping into the cup with a satisfying clink.

“Nice one, Everett,” one of the members said, clapping him on the back. “Hell of a round.”

“Thanks,” Everett said with a grin, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Just glad to finish strong.”

He pocketed his ball and walked off the green, already thinking about what he’d work on tomorrow—tightening up the drives, dialing in the approach shots. Golf was a game of endless corrections, a pursuit of perfection that always stayed just out of reach.

As he made his way toward the clubhouse, Everett’s head snapped up at the sight of two police cars rolling into the parking lot, their blue lights spinning like carnival rides but their sirens mercifully silent. A small knot of club members and staff had already gathered, their murmurs hushed and curious.

Everett quickened his pace, his spikes clicking against the path. The lead car’s door opened, and a man in a rumpled suit stepped out—detective, Everett guessed, based on the weary, no-nonsense look etched into his face.

Everett approached, his brow furrowing. “Evening,” he said, keeping his tone polite but curious. “What’s going on?”

The detective sized him up briefly before reaching into his jacket and pulling out a photograph. He held it up for Everett to see—a grainy headshot of a man in his late forties or early fifties, with short dark hair and a strong jawline.

“You seen this guy?” the detective asked. “Name’s John Marlowe. Been missing for two days. Last known to be hiking in the mountains around here.”

Everett frowned, studying the photo. For a split second, his mind jumped to the strange little man who’d interrupted him on the driving range earlier—popping up out of nowhere while he was in the middle of a lesson with that hot brunette, breaking his rhythm and wrecking his swing. But the thought fell apart just as quickly. This guy was taller, broader, clean-cut. Different build, different face. No resemblance at all.

“No, can’t say I have,” Everett said finally. “He’s not a member here, is he?”

“Not that we know of,” the detective said. “But his last known whereabouts were someone on the trails, and this golf course is a pretty visible spot. Figured we’d check all the bases.”

Everett nodded. “Makes sense. Sorry I can’t be more help.”

The detective slid the photo back into his jacket. “If you do see him or hear anything, give us a call.” He handed Everett a business card, the edges slightly frayed.

“Will do,” Everett promised, tucking the card into his pocket.

The detective gave a curt nod and turned back toward the cars. The small crowd began to disperse, the buzz of curiosity fading into the evening hum of cicadas.

Everett stood there for a moment, the weight of the encounter lingering like a faint echo. John Marlowe. Missing in the wilderness surrounding Pine Hollow.

Everett shook his head, forcing the thought aside. Strange business, but it wasn’t his business. He had a tournament to prepare for, members to keep happy, and a game to sharpen.

Still, as he walked back toward the clubhouse, a nagging unease clung to him—like the faint smell of smoke long after the fire’s been put out.
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Chapter 3
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The maintenance office at Pine Hollow Golf Club smelled of cut grass, gasoline, and the faint tang of damp earth—the heady perfume of a greenskeeper’s domain. Hunter sat at the battered metal desk, pencil tapping absently against the clipboard in front of him. The grounds crew schedule for the upcoming Member-Guest tournament was mostly set, but he kept second-guessing every detail: who was best on greens rolling, who had a steady hand for bunker edging, and who wouldn’t lose their mind dragging fairways in the July heat.

The small TV mounted in the corner flickered with the wild, chaotic energy of Big Trouble in Little China. Jack Burton was spouting some nonsense about reflexes, his voice tinny through the ancient speakers. It was one of Hunter’s all-time favorites—an absurd, over-the-top ride that somehow made sense after a long day sweating under the sun.

But today, even Kurt Russell’s smirk couldn’t hold his attention. His mind kept drifting back to those strange tracks he’d found near the tree line—three-toed, no discernible heel, pressed deep into the soft earth like something heavy had passed through. And then there was that shadow he’d seen overhead a few evenings ago—too big for a bird, too close for a plane. He’d brushed it off at the time, but now it gnawed at him like a splinter under the skin.

The rattle of the screen door snapped him out of his thoughts. Jen, one of the cart girls, strolled in with a practiced ease that came from years of dealing with grumpy members, sunburnt golfers, and the flirty ones who looked at her like part of the scenery—something to admire between shots—rather than a girl just trying to make a buck. Her blonde ponytail was tucked under a Pine Hollow visor, and she had that half-amused, half-exasperated look she always wore after a shift. 

“Hey, Hunter,” she said, leaning against the doorframe. “Got a couple things for you.”

“What’s up?” he asked, setting the clipboard down.

“First off,” she began, ticking it off on her fingers, “Mr. Simmons—you know, the guy who thinks he’s God’s gift to golf?”

Hunter groaned. “Yeah, I know Simmons. What’d he do now?”

“Apparently, the bunkers on 15 aren’t up to his exacting standards. Said something about the sand being too firm. Like it’s my fault he doesn’t know how to get out of a trap,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

Hunter chuckled. “I’ll take a look tomorrow. Maybe sprinkle some pixie dust on it for him.”

“You’re a saint,” Jen said dryly. “Second thing... some weirdo was here earlier asking about you.”

Hunter’s brow furrowed. “Weirdo? What kind of weirdo?”

Jen shrugged. “Short guy, looked like he’d never seen the sun before. Had this weird vibe, like he’d just walked out of one of those UFO documentaries. Said he was looking for you specifically.”

A cold knot formed in Hunter’s stomach. He thought back to the night before, when Marcy had handed him that card from the so-called cryptozoologist. A guy who supposedly hunted mythical creatures or some such nonsense. At the time, he’d brushed it off as a prank or a misunderstanding.

But now?

“Did he say what he wanted?” Hunter asked.

“Nope. Just asked where you were and then took off when I said you were probably out on the course.” Jen tilted her head, studying him. “You know this guy or something?”

Hunter shook his head slowly. “Not really. Might be connected to some weird stuff I’ve been dealing with.”

Jen raised an eyebrow. “Weird stuff? Like what?”

“Tracks,” Hunter said before he could stop himself. “Out by the tree line. Big ones. Don’t look like they belong to anything I’ve ever seen. Seen ‘em a a few different times around the course.”

Jen laughed, a short, surprised sound. “What, you think Bigfoot’s out there playing a round?”

Hunter forced a grin. “Nah, just got a little too much sun, I guess.”

“Well, if Bigfoot shows up, make sure he fills out a guest pass,” Jen said with a wink. “See you around, Hunter.”

She disappeared back out the door, leaving Hunter alone with his thoughts. He glanced at the TV, where Jack Burton was still swaggering his way through some bizarre adventure.

Weird stuff indeed.

Hunter picked up the cryptozoologist’s card from the desk and turned it over in his hand. The silver lettering stood out sharply against the black stock, crisp and professional. No way this was just some bored kid pulling a prank. 

He didn’t know what the hell was going on, but one thing was for sure—it couldn’t be a coincidence.

Hunter sighed, setting the card back down. The Member-Guest was looming, and he had enough on his plate without worrying about cryptic visitors and strange tracks.

Still, the gnawing feeling remained, burrowing deeper with each passing moment.

Something was out there.

And whatever it was, it wasn’t going away.

——————
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The sky over Pine Hollow was bleeding out in shades of purple and burnt orange as Hunter called it a day. The steady hum of the course had faded into a thick, enveloping quiet, broken only by the occasional chirp of crickets and the low rustle of leaves stirred by a lazy breeze. The smell of fresh-cut grass clung to his clothes like an invisible badge of honor—proof of another honest day's work.

Hunter wiped a slick sheen of sweat from his brow and locked up the maintenance shed, already imagining the cold beer waiting for him at home. But as he turned toward the gravel path leading to the staff lot, his eyes landed on two bulging black garbage bags leaning against the side of the shed.

“God damn it,” he muttered under his breath.

Those bags should’ve been dumped hours ago. One of his crew must’ve half-assed the job and figured no one would notice—probably Billy, the new kid, cutting corners like he always did. 

Well, Hunter noticed. 

He always noticed. 

He sighed, the sound heavy with the weight of a long day, and grabbed the bags, one in each hand, the plastic creaking under the strain. 

The walk to the dumpster wasn’t far, but tonight it felt like a trek through molasses. The oppressive humidity clung to his skin, thick and cloying, as gnats buzzed around his head like tiny fighter jets. His boots crunched against the gravel with each step, a steady rhythm in the fading light.

But when he rounded the corner to the dumpster pad, Hunter froze.

The metal behemoth was tipped clean over, lying on its side like a felled giant. Trash spilled from its gaping mouth—to-go containers and food wrappers, grass clippings, broken tees, and God-knows-what-else strewn across the ground in a chaotic mess. The stench hit him next, a rancid cocktail of rotting waste and stale beer.

“What the hell?” he whispered, more to himself than anyone else.

A dumpster didn’t just tip over on its own. It was heavy as sin, even when empty. No wind, no stray animal—not even a bear—could’ve pulled this off without leaving some serious evidence behind.

Hunter set the garbage bags down carefully, like they might explode if he moved too fast, and took a slow, deliberate step closer. His eyes scanned the ground for clues—tracks, drag marks, anything to make sense of this mess. The fading light made it hard to see, but something about the scene prickled the back of his neck.

Not right. Not by a long shot.

He pulled his phone from his pocket, thumb hovering over the screen as he debated what to do. Call the police? Nah. They’d think he was losing it.

Maybe it was just some dumb prank—kids messing around after sneaking onto the course. That’s what he kept telling himself, anyway. He’d already used that excuse more times than he cared to admit, slapped it over everything that didn’t make sense like duct tape and hoped it would hold. Tracks, shadows, now this.

At some point, even he had to admit it was starting to sound thin.

Still, the unease gnawed at him, sharp and insistent, refusing to be written off so easily.

He thumbed out a quick text to Marcy: Running late. Gotta clean up a mess. Love you.

The reply came almost instantly: Everything okay?

Yeah, just trash. Don’t wait up.

He shoved the phone back in his pocket and sighed. No point in standing around gawking at it—the garbage wasn’t gonna clean itself. Hunter rolled up his sleeves and got to work, scooping up the loose debris and tossing it into a pile. The air was thick with the sourness of spoiled waste, making him gag more than once.

An hour later, sweat slicked his back, and his muscles ached from the effort. The mess was mostly contained, though the dumpster was still on its side like a stubborn mule that refused to budge. He’d have to call waste management in the morning and get someone down here with a truck or crane or whatever the hell they used to right these things.

Hunter straightened up, wiping his hands on his jeans as he surveyed his work. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do for now. The course would be back to pristine condition by sunrise—he’d make damn sure of it.

But as he stood there in the fading twilight, a chill crept up his spine. The air felt different now, heavier somehow, like the sky itself was holding its breath.

Hunter shook it off, chalking it up to exhaustion and a healthy dose of paranoia. He grabbed the garbage bags, now considerably lighter, and tossed them onto the pile.

“See you bright and early,” he muttered to the fallen dumpster, as if it were a stubborn coworker.

As he walked back toward his Chevy, the shadows stretched long across the course, creeping like dark fingers over the manicured greens. Hunter couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching him from the tree line—something just beyond the reach of the fading light. 

He told himself it was nothing.

But deep down, he knew better.

———————
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The truck rumbled down the quiet, two-lane stretch of road, headlights cutting twin paths through the deepening dusk. Hunter kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the worn denim of his thigh. The town of Niskayuna was little more than a handful of streetlights and shuttered storefronts this time of night—the kind of place where the shadows crept up from the edges and swallowed everything whole when the sun began to dip below the horizon.

Tonight, that last sliver of light hung stubbornly in the western sky, barely enough to trace the outline of the hills beyond the golf course. Hunter’s eyes flicked between the road and the mirror, where the course lingered in his periphery like a ghost refusing to be forgotten. His gut twisted with a gnawing sensation that wouldn’t quit—the tracks, the dumpster, the damn shadow that had zipped across the sky.

None of it sat right.

He gritted his teeth, trying to shake off the unease. Maybe it was just exhaustion messing with his head. Long hours had a way of doing that, making mountains out of molehills. But Hunter knew himself too well—ignoring something like this was like leaving a splinter in your thumb. It would fester, burrow deeper until you had no choice but to dig it out.

The dashboard clock blinked 8:47 PM in faint green digits. Marcy would be waiting at home, probably already in her pajamas with her feet propped up. 

Hunter sighed, then eased off the gas and pulled the truck onto the gravel shoulder. The tires crunched to a stop, the night pressing in around him like a heavy quilt. He reached into the cup holder and pulled out Conrad Finch’s business card. It felt heavier now, as if it carried more than just contact information—like it was tethered to something that didn’t quite belong.

Hunter flipped it over between his fingers, debating.

“Ah, hell,” he muttered under his breath, thumbing the screen of his phone. The dial tone buzzed in his ear once, twice, and then a voice crackled to life on the other end.

“This is Dr. Conrad Finch.”

Hunter blinked at the formality. The voice was sharp, precise—like a knife that hadn’t dulled with time. There was something odd about it, too, something just shy of unsettling.

“Yeah, this is Hunter Earl,” he said, leaning back against the seat. “You came by my house a few days back. Then came to the course earlier today. Said you were looking for me?”

“Ah, Mr. Earl.” Finch’s tone shifted, a note of satisfaction creeping in. “Yes, I’ve been hoping to speak with you. It’s a matter of considerable importance... high stakes, as it were.”

Hunter snorted, bemused despite himself. “High stakes, huh? Sounds serious.”

“It is.” Finch’s voice didn’t waver. “I’m still at my office if you’d like to discuss it tonight.”

Hunter glanced at the dark horizon, the pull of home tugging at him. “Nah, I gotta get back home. Long day and all that. Maybe tomorrow.”

There was a pause on the other end, just long enough to make Hunter wonder if the call had dropped.

“I’ll be here tomorrow morning,” Finch said finally. “Bright and early.”

Hunter chuckled, shaking his head. “Not early enough for a greenskeeper.”

“Oh, I will be,” Finch assured him, his tone cool and unwavering. “You have my word.”

Hunter tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, curiosity gnawing at the edges of his resolve. The guy was odd—no doubt about that—but there was something about the way he spoke that stuck with you, like a burr clinging to your pant leg.

“Fine,” Hunter relented. “I’ll swing by on my way to the course.”

“Excellent,” Finch said. “I look forward to our conversation.”

The line went dead, and Hunter stared at the phone for a moment before tossing it back onto the passenger seat. He shook his head, muttering under his breath as he pulled back onto the road.

“Weird damn guy,” he said to no one in particular.

But as the truck rumbled toward home, the gnawing unease in his gut didn’t fade. If anything, it dug in deeper, sharp and insistent.

Tomorrow, he thought. He’d get some answers tomorrow.

Or so he hoped.

———————-
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Hunter woke to the shrill beep of the alarm clock cutting through the heavy darkness of their bedroom.

3:15 AM—an ungodly hour to most folks but just another day for a greenskeeper. He slapped the clock silent with a groggy grunt, the mechanical scream replaced by the faint rustle of sheets as Marcy stirred beside him.

For a moment, he lay there in the gloom, staring at the faint outline of the ceiling. His mind churned, gnawed at by thoughts he’d tried to bury with restless sleep—the strange tracks near the 15th hole, the shadow overhead, the damn dumpster tipped clean over like some linebacker had barreled into it. Then there was the odd phone call with Dr. Conrad Finch. Cryptozoologist. Still sounded like something from a bad sci-fi flick.

Hunter sighed, swinging his legs out of bed and planting his feet on the cold hardwood floor. Marcy’s soft voice cut through the quiet.

“Hun?” she murmured, her words thick with sleep. “You okay?”

He forced a smile she couldn’t see and reached over to brush a hand across her shoulder. “Yeah, just gotta get moving.”

Marcy pushed herself up onto one elbow, her growing belly silhouetted against the pale glow creeping through the curtains. Her blonde hair was tousled, eyes bleary but full of concern.

“It’s the Member-Guest, isn’t it?” she asked knowingly. “You always get like this before a big event.”

He let out a low chuckle. “Yeah, that’s part of it.” It wasn’t a lie—the tournament was looming large, and the pressure to keep the course pristine weighed heavy on his shoulders. But it wasn’t the whole truth either.

What was he supposed to say? That something weird was happening at Pine Hollow? That he’d found footprints that didn’t make a lick of sense and seen a shadow too big for any bird? No. That kind of talk would only make him sound like a crazy person.

Marcy yawned, her lips curling into a sleepy smile. “You’ll handle it. You always do.”

He leaned in and kissed her forehead, the scent of lavender lingering on her skin. “Thanks, hon. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Probably fall apart,” she teased, her voice fading as sleep tugged her back down.

Hunter stood, stretching until his joints popped, and shuffled toward the bathroom. The cold water from the faucet was a shock to his system, chasing away the last remnants of sleep. He scrubbed his face, staring at his reflection in the mirror—the weathered face of a man who spent more time outdoors than in, with faint lines etched around eyes that had seen more than they cared to admit.

By the time he was dressed and back in the kitchen, the smell of fresh coffee filled the air. He poured a thermos full, grabbed his battered lunch pail from the counter, and glanced back toward the bedroom where Marcy slept peacefully.

Their little bundle of joy was coming soon, and the thought filled him with equal parts excitement and terror. He’d never been one to shy away from responsibility, but fatherhood? That was a whole different game. Still, if there was one thing Hunter Earl knew how to do, it was work—and he’d work damn hard to be the kind of dad his kid deserved.

He shook off the weighty thoughts and went back to the bedroom, careful with each step. He leaned down and kissed Marcy one last time on the cheek, mindful not to wake her, and whispered, “Love you.” 

Then he stepped out into the pre-dawn chill, the world silent and shrouded in darkness. The air was thick with the scent of dew and cut grass, a familiar perfume that wrapped around Pine Hollow like an old quilt.

Hunter climbed into his truck, the engine growling to life as he pulled away from the house. His headlights carved narrow beams through the fog that hugged the road, and for a moment, he let himself believe that today would be just another day.
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