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For Alexa






PROLOGUE

I knew how easily a story could shift. How quickly the public could turn. I’d seen it happen, twenty years earlier. A game sliding into a crime. A tradition twisting into a nightmare.

I watched as an arc slowly emerged from the series of headlines and police bulletins, until the story had a shape, the truth a sharp end point.


Structure Fire at Perimeter of Wyatt College Burns Through Night

Two Local Men Deceased in Steam Tunnels Under Campus

Police Seek Public’s Assistance in Locating Missing Student, Adalyn Vale

Person of Interest Named in Fire Deaths of Two Men

Wanted for questioning: Adalyn Vale

Wanted for murder: Adalyn Vale



In the days that followed, I’d felt a shift happening inside of me, too.

Confusion. She’d been my roommate for nearly four years—had been my closest friend in those earliest years of adulthood.

Denial. Thinking that the witnesses were mistaken. That she hadn’t meant to do it. It must’ve been an accident—flames in the wind, catching and spreading.

Anger. Because she had fled without a word. And in her absence, I was the only one left to answer for her.

And finally: Fear.

Fear that she’d done exactly what they claimed and I hadn’t known her at all.

Fear because the police thought I was protecting her. And now they kept coming back to me.
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PART 1 THE STILLNESS







CHAPTER 1

Wednesday, August 13

5:00 p.m.

For the moment, nothing outside moved. Not the tall grass lining the highway, encroaching on the edges of the asphalt; not the haze in the sky, hovering over the mountains; and not the sinuous curve of brake lights disappearing into the landscape in front of us.

Only Delilah fidgeting in the seat beside me, checking the time on her phone yet again.

“We’re going to be late,” she said, her leg bouncing from either nerves or excitement. With her, sometimes, it was hard to tell. She was a theater kid, functioning at all extremes, with conviction. But the nuances were harder to discern.

“It’s just dinner,” I said. Which was only partially true. Tonight it was dinner at my parents’ house in town. But tomorrow it was dorm move-in. It was the start of my daughter’s first semester. It was time to say goodbye.

I didn’t understand how we had gotten here so quickly. The previous eighteen years had stretched into a lifetime, and suddenly time was catapulting, leapfrogging.

Over the past year, I’d often been caught off guard by the race of time, missing deadlines, receiving follow-up emails from the high school’s commencement coordinator: Did you order the graduation regalia? Reserve your tickets? It seemed I wasn’t quite ready to face it, so some primitive part of my brain was blocking out key facts.

You’ll be ready when it’s time, my friends who had crossed this milestone before me would say. Trust me, they’d say with a secret look, a knowing grin. Wait until you see what an eighteen-year-old brings into your home.

But she’d turned eighteen in the spring, and I still wasn’t ready.

I was never ready.

Not for the first high fever or the first broken bone—my first failure to keep her safe. I wasn’t ready for the first time I lost her in a store, calling her name frantically down the aisles. The first time she slammed her bedroom door (I’d never felt an echo in my heart like that before). The first secret.

I’d been trying to prepare myself for the feeling of an empty house. A new rhythm, a new routine—but I couldn’t slip it into focus. I felt stranded somewhere in time, with no anchor.

It’s not that Delilah never left. On the contrary, she was fiercely independent—a particular point of pride for both of us. She spent a month with her father each summer. A long weekend here and there with my parents. She went on trips with the school and had sleepovers with friends, got home late (she was always late), made plans and forgot to share them, intentional or not.

But these things were all so temporary, bookended by her presence.

Now she rested her forehead against the window and groaned—as if I could do anything about the standstill traffic on the single route through the Virginia mountains.

I wanted to say: We can turn around. It’s not too late.

I wanted to say: We shouldn’t even be here.

Up until the spring, I’d thought we had a different plan: Two acceptances to in-state schools. A partial scholarship tilting the balance toward one. Easy driving distances.

But somehow we were here instead, on this winding mountain road, driving the four—now six—hours back to the one place I’d tried so hard to leave behind.

I could still feel that jolt of surprise and betrayal when the decision letter arrived—the familiar W of the emblem, sharp as a knife. The realization that she’d applied without telling me.

There were other people I’d tried to blame first: my parents, for still living in Wyatt Valley, just beyond the edge of campus, even after retiring from the faculty. I imagined the stories they must’ve told my daughter, poisoning her with promise. Not to mention the view I knew Delilah had out my old bedroom window on her visits, of the gray stone buildings climbing up the hillside in the distance, like a secret idyll.

The admissions committee, for accepting her in the first place and then making it impossible to say no by offering her a fully covered Presidential Scholarship. If they cared—if they really cared—they would’ve rejected her, in a disguised act of kindness.

I found myself blaming Delilah, even, who had probably marked on the application that she was a legacy, even though that wasn’t technically true. I’d left midway through my senior year, transferred my credits, and finished abroad at a sister school, so my diploma carried the name of a different college.

But I knew the fault was mostly mine. I’d wanted to keep the past from her, pretend it never existed. And in doing so, I had only managed to push her closer, like a magnet. Shouldn’t I have known better by now? It was the singular truth of the teenage years, binding us all across time—a yearning for the forbidden.

Even as she’d sent back her acceptance, I’d imagined all the things I could’ve done to prevent this moment, tracing my missteps all the way back to the start.

I shouldn’t have been so determined to give her my last name instead of her father’s—which would have provided her a layer of removal, making her surname unrecognizable to the town. Delilah Bowery… daughter of Beckett? Granddaughter of the professors Bowery? I should’ve invited my parents to visit us in Charlotte more often so they wouldn’t insist on having Delilah in Wyatt Valley, so close to campus. I should’ve paid more attention during her senior year, asked the obvious question: Are you planning to apply anywhere else? So I could say: Don’t you know what happened there? Don’t you know why I left? Why I had to?

Two men had died. My roommate, the prime suspect, had fled without a trace. And in her absence, I had briefly become a person of interest. Someone the police thought might have more answers than I gave them. Someone the town thought might have been complicit, might have helped the guilty party disappear.

But that was twenty years ago now. Delilah had no fears, and that was purely my fault.

Because I should have told her the truth. Or at least the parts that mattered. The reasons I’d spent so many years avoiding this place.

The town has a long memory.

Not everyone has forgiven.

I should have begged: Please, I can’t go back.

The distance had turned me dangerously complacent. Foolishly confident.

I’d thought I knew my daughter better. I’d thought I knew how best to keep her safe.

But by the time she opened the acceptance letter, it was already too late.

There was no one left to blame but me.

And now here we were, with a trunk full of luggage, backseat piled high with crates and bedding and decor—though I couldn’t imagine it all fitting in her dorm room. My own move-in day: a cinder-block double with narrow beds and a single closet. The memory was crisp and shimmery, even after all these years.

Time had been working like that recently, with moments from the past coming into sharp clarity from nowhere. But the present skewing out of focus, slipping behind me too fast, like the way the fog swept out of the valley with a sharp gust of wind in the fall.

“Mom,” Delilah said, gesturing to the open space of road in front of us, just as the car behind us laid on the horn.

“Finally,” I said, tightening my grip on the wheel.



I knew we were getting closer by the feeling in my chest: that familiar sense of claustrophobia and the way the mountains seemed visible no matter which way we turned—always in the distance, a blue haze hanging in the summer sky.

If I closed my eyes, I could still picture the campus so clearly: The worn gray steps emerging from the hillside, our footsteps racing the hourly chime of the bell. The curved stone walls of the main building and their cool, gritty texture as I dragged my fingertips across them.

In the silence, I could hear the echo of my name in the long hall, laughter in the dark.

On a deep breath in, I could still smell the smoke.

Now Delilah wore a T-shirt with the school’s insignia, a walking advertisement of all I’d hoped to leave in the past. Her dark wavy hair held back with oversize sunglasses, a sparkling phone case in her hand—her name written in loopy cursive with a neon gel pen—and suddenly I was desperate to hold on to it all. Terrified that this place would strip her of the things that made her.

“Doc says the blue is an illusion…” Delilah said, as if she could feel me watching her from the corner of my vision.

“Is that what she says,” I responded, sounding like my mother now, too. My mother, a professor of psychology, never answered questions directly, just led you to the answer she wanted you to find for yourself.

“I’m sure she’s right,” I added. She’d probably read studies about the importance of being honest with children of all ages, as a way to establish trust.

Delilah turned sideways. Her mouth had stretched wide into that beguiling smile that could throw anyone off kilter—even me.

“You know what else Doc told me?” she asked.

“I have no idea.” The motivations of my mother remained one of life’s great mysteries to me. I pressed my lips together.

“She said that you were a total wild child.”

A bark of laughter escaped. My mother was not a fan of idioms, found them lazy or, worse, more revealing of the person who used them than what they were describing. “I just didn’t turn out like she expected, I think.”

“Apparently, by comparison, I’m a breath of fresh air,” she continued, grinning. “I don’t think this is appreciated enough in our household.”

“She did not use that term,” I said, laughing.

“That might’ve been Hal.”

“Somehow I find that equally unlikely.”

Delilah had taken to calling my parents Doc and Hal. I wasn’t sure if it was their idea, but knowing my mother, she would’ve found this charming, delightful. Precocious. A breath of fresh air. Maybe she missed being known as Doc by all her students now that she was retired. When I was growing up, there had been a rotating group of upperclassmen who’d come over for family-style dinners on Friday nights, with a new topic of conversation each week. Even when I was young, I was encouraged to participate. If nothing else, my parents had taught me to develop strong opinions and prepare to defend them. I had learned to hold my own, regardless of my age. I had also honed a stubbornness early; seen conversations as something to win.

“There it is,” Delilah said, just as the sign for Wyatt Valley came into view.

I tried to focus on the things I loved about this place—because once upon a time, I did. I loved this place fiercely. The town was set in the foothills, tucked against the Blue Ridge, where the haze drifted down into the valley and hovered over the trees. It was hard not to appreciate the clarity of the view, the distinct ridgeline in the distance. Something I could trace like my own heartbeat.

I could feel Delilah’s gaze on me instead of the road. I wondered if she had ever clocked the view herself, noticed the way it matched the tattoo on my wrist, hidden under the wide strap of my watch—the number of peaks like a barcode transporting you to this one place, from this one view.

But she was just looking at my grip on the steering wheel, white knuckles and blanched fingertips.

Her fingers drummed against her knee, as if my nerves were transferring to her. As if she could feel it, too—a sense of dread with no apparent cause.

Maybe it was the unnatural stillness of the place. The silence. The way the flags hung down from the front porches and the leaves on the trees seemed eerily static, like you were moving through a movie set.

I lowered the windows, just for a sense of movement, felt the hot rush of humidity pushing in, sensed a wavering of air over the tar-black pavement—an illusion in the stillness.

There are two states of being in Wyatt Valley: the stillness, when the fog settles like a cocoon, and the tree branches hang slack, and nothing stirs; and the howling, when the wind funnels down from the mountain like a cry in the night, first the leaves spiraling, then the snow swirling in eddies up and down the terrain.

In town, we used to await the first howling, welcome it like a ritual. For us, it marked the unofficial turn of the season, ushering in the fall. The stillness always made me antsy, like I was slowly being suffocated. Even the arrival of a new batch of students each year couldn’t shake things up on its own.

There were just over a thousand undergrads on campus, and they stayed largely behind the iron gates up on the hill. When they spilled out, they generally kept to the first perimeter, with the places that had been built and dedicated to them. But the town sprawled downward through the valley.

We drove past the fixtures that hadn’t changed in all the time I’d been gone: the town square, with its maze of streets and restaurants in a grid; and the old sign for Cryer’s Quarry, now with a chain hung across an unpaved access road, though I knew there was a shortcut by foot—a hiking path branching off from the parking lot behind the deli.

Instead of pointing these out to Delilah, I felt the sharpness of twenty years prior.

On the hill in the distance, I saw the campus where I’d spent so much of my youth, and thought: The spot where the smoke rose over the trees, ash falling over fresh snow.

I pulled onto my parents’ street, two blocks from campus, and thought: The corner where Adalyn Vale was last tracked before disappearing, never to be seen again.

I was lost in my own memories, so I hadn’t noticed at first how Delilah had leaned forward until her hands were on the dashboard.

I followed her gaze to the end of the block, where my parents’ street intersected with College Lane—which had once been Fraternity Row, before a series of incidents in the nineties led to their systematic shutdown. The properties had since been annexed back to the town, where they typically housed a rotating assortment of employees and their families.

Now there was a noticeable gap in the row of homes, an empty plot at the T intersection—so that we could see straight through to the edge of campus.

“What happened?” Delilah asked.

“I have no idea,” I said, feeling the unease that came whenever my memory did not line up with reality. “Renovation?” There was always construction happening around campus, and I could see a dumpster beside a heap of wood. But there were people lingering on the other side of the gap, staring.

I pulled up to the curb in front of my parents’ home, half a block from the empty plot. The sun was setting behind the mountains, the sky turning a golden hue, dusk falling.

I heard the distant chime of the bell tower marking the hour, and thought, like I had long ago: Run.






CHAPTER 2

Wednesday, August 13

8:00 p.m.

“Look who’s here!” The door to the house swung open under the porch light, screen door balanced on my father’s hip. He dressed like he always did, no matter the season: khaki pants, checkered button-down tucked in, loose gold watch. My mother hovered just behind him, her close-cropped, stylish brown hair making her look younger than her seventy-plus years, while my father’s receding hairline and hunched posture had the opposite effect.

Delilah raced up the porch steps of the old Victorian, a quick pitter-patter on the wood floorboards. Sometimes she seemed like an ethereal figment I had created from air, from nothing, gliding effortlessly through a space.

“Hello, dear,” my mother said as she reached up to hug Delilah. And then to me: “We already ate. I didn’t know how late you would be.”

“I sent you a text,” Delilah said. “We were stuck in traffic.”

“You need to call,” my mother said, looking at me instead of her. I could never imagine her reprimanding my daughter. And then she frowned at my father. “Someone probably needs to reset the Wi-Fi.” Which was apparently as close as I’d get to an apology. Here in the valley, text messages didn’t always come through if you weren’t connected to a local wireless network.

“Well, come in, come in,” my father said. “We’ll warm up the food in a minute.” I could already smell the lasagna, his specialty, the heat from the kitchen permeating the downstairs.

“Let me bring in Delilah’s things,” I said, gesturing back to the car at the curb. “She’s got half her life in there.”

“Oh, please,” my mother said. “Like anyone’s going to break into your car here.” She shook her head once. “You’ve lived in a city for too long.”

As if the isolation here somehow inoculated them from crime.

I ignored her and grabbed our backpacks, electronics, and overnight bag, handing Delilah her purple fluff pillow that she carried in front of her like a stuffed animal.

I often felt like Delilah had grown up more slowly than I had, a member of the post-Covid generation, where the rules seemed more important, the consequences more direct. There was no carefree game about their adolescence, as there had been in ours.

“What happened to the house down the street?” Delilah asked, pulling the pillow to her chest, with her oversize khaki backpack hitched on one shoulder. She tipped her head toward the darkening lane.

“Oh,” my father said, following our gaze. “It burned down.” He scratched at the side of his white beard like he’d forgotten. Ancient history.

But I felt my shoulders tense, the evening splinter. A gateway opening up between the present and the past. The crunch of fresh snow. Flames rising over the treetops. The scent of smoke carrying on the wind—

“When?” I asked. The dumpster was still on site, and I was sure the school wasn’t thrilled with the optics during move-in.

“Oh,” he said, shifting slowly on his feet. “Maybe a week ago?”

“Two,” my mother corrected.

This was a hallmark of my father’s perception. All past was the past. Whether a week or a decade. The moment it was behind us, it became something to study.

I felt my mother’s steady gaze on me before her eyes drifted to the side. “Happened in the middle of the night, when no one was home,” she added, as if she could read the tension in my demeanor and needed to clarify. “It was between renters. Old wiring, they said.”

An accident. An old home.

No deaths. No locked doors. No accusations. No mystery.

“Okay, come in, come in,” she said, beckoning. “Don’t stare.”

I trailed Delilah inside, trying, as my mother had requested, not to stare.

The homes on this block had all been built in a much more distant past, and ours was no exception. It was full of quirks and secrets, from the hexagonal front porch to the kitchen dumbwaiter and the attic door that opened beside my bathroom sink upstairs. It was the type of place a child would love exploring—and Delilah always had.

But there was a fine line between run-down and charming, old and historic, and we were currently walking that line. The trinkets from my father’s trips had taken over the space, dust settling in the remaining gaps on the mantel. The floorboards popped on the narrow staircase, and the thin windows shook in the howling wind. The old radiators near the baseboards had to work double time to keep up and suddenly seemed like a fire hazard.

Unlike most of their original neighbors, they’d held on to the property since my childhood. There had been no renovations, no fast sell in a market high. They owned it outright, which they claimed allowed them to spend their retirement however they pleased.

But now my parents’ luggage was cluttering the foyer, adding to the sense of claustrophobia. They were leaving soon for my father’s new assignment, a guest professor role for a semester abroad in Peru. Neither of my parents was truly suited for retirement. They guest-lectured, and wrote papers, and accompanied student groups on excursions. My mother said they had to seize the opportunities while they still could—as if they could hear a clock ticking down.

They had postponed the start of their trip to see Delilah into college. Though I’d told them they didn’t need to be here for move-in, my mother had scoffed. My only granddaughter? Of course she would be here. But now I felt the luggage was a stark reminder of the imposition. As if she wanted me to see their sacrifice.

Beside their bags were several brown boxes marked Fragile.

“I don’t think the bottom of an airplane is the safest place for these,” I said, frowning.

“I know that,” my mother said, crossing her arms. “They’ll be our carry-ons.”

I raised an eyebrow at Delilah. “And here I thought you had overpacked.”



Delilah and I ate dinner at the circular kitchen table with both of them hovering over us, watching like we were a foreign specimen. They cleaned the kitchen around us, wiping down the counters, refilling Delilah’s cup whenever it got half empty. When I was a teenager, I often felt that I was in the center of a snow globe, visible from all angles.

My dad was a professor of anthropology, my mother of psychology, and their attention managed to feel somehow too close and too aloof at the same time. My father, seeing things from a remove—he’d said once that college itself was nothing but a huge social experiment—while my mother always seemed to be peering deeply into my psyche. I grew to believe that she could sense a lie as easily as the truth. It had taught me to be both clever and closed. Careful, always, to mask my thoughts, if I wanted to keep them for myself.

“Oh, we ran into Maggie,” my father said, dipping into the past again. “She says hi.” Which I doubted. My father never seemed to notice that we’d drifted apart after high school. “And she says good luck to you,” my father said, patting Delilah on the head as he passed behind her.

Delilah’s gaze trailed after him. “I have no idea who you’re talking about,” she said.

“Your mom’s old friend. You’ve met her once or twice,” he said, squinting out the window over the sink.

“We dropped off a baby gift,” my mother added, like she was the keeper of his memories. “It was a while ago, but you were here visiting us.”

This was the first I had heard about Delilah meeting Maggie. I knew she’d had twins—my parents kept their annual holiday card on the fridge just below ours—but that must’ve been five or six years ago now.

“How’s your work going?” my mother asked with a tilt of her head. My mother always seemed confused that I’d managed to make a career as a ghostwriter. But it played to my strengths—I could copy any voice, any style, slip into someone else’s story and make it my own. I took on both fiction and nonfiction projects for all ages and audiences. And when I was done, I could leave them behind. Nothing to either own or answer for.

“Good,” I said, scraping the last of my lasagna from the plate. “Busy. I’m almost finished with a big project.” I’d taken on the last few books in a middle-grade series over the past year, writing under a shared pen name, racing against a string of very tight deadlines. But the project was coming to an end; my agent was starting to put out feelers for what would come next.

“Marcia Greene was asking when we saw her last,” she said, like my old literature professor was the main reason for the question.

Delilah leaned back in her chair, scrolling through her phone. “Can someone check the Wi-Fi?” she asked. “I can’t log into my school email for tomorrow’s schedule.”

My father sighed, heading for the hall. “I’ll reboot it again.”

“We were shutting things down for the semester,” my mother explained, eyes wide like she was sharing a secret. “I’m not sure if he got the dates right.” She gave Delilah a tight smile. “Sorry about that. As soon as you’re close to campus tomorrow, you’ll be able to log onto their network.”

Delilah’s eyes cut to mine in a moment of pure panic. No Wi-Fi, no texting. No entertainment here but my parents’ outdated over-the-airwaves television.

“Early to bed, I guess,” I teased as she scrunched her nose at me in disgust.

“We made up the futon in your father’s office,” my mother said, either not catching or ignoring the joke. “It’s up to you who sleeps where.”

The side of Delilah’s mouth quirked up. She held out her fist, preparing for a round of rock-paper-scissors.

“Go ahead,” I said. “You might as well have a real room to yourself for the last time in a while.”

She quickly disappeared up the narrow steps behind the kitchen. I had no desire to sleep up there anyway. My parents had left my room exactly as I’d abandoned it, the walls covered in quotes I’d accumulated over time. They circled the room on pieces of glued-down paper, or hung in frames, or written in paint or Sharpie taken directly to the wall. Once upon a time, they’d brought me comfort, made the world feel smaller—connecting strangers across time. But I found them disorienting now, like the past was whispering from the walls.

It was just like my parents to want to preserve it—a living history. Another version of me, in a different lifetime. Maybe the one they believed I would become.

But Delilah loved it up there. She loved the history that you could see all around us.

My mother was still staring at the narrow steps behind the kitchen where Delilah had disappeared.

“I’m surprised she wanted to come here,” she said, lowering her voice. She turned to look at me slowly, waiting for me to fill in the blanks. My mother never wore makeup, but there was a flush to her cheeks now. Some emotion simmering under her words.

“I thought it might’ve been your idea.” Planting the seed, drawing her home—like she was righting a wrong, making up for the fact that I’d left.

She shook her head. “No, but then kids always like to keep you on your toes, don’t they, Beck?” She smiled tightly, then left the room, her final words trailing behind her.

Maybe she was right; maybe I deserved this. Hadn’t I done the same to her? I hadn’t told my parents I was pregnant with Delilah until I came back from my year abroad, visibly showing—something already tangible instead of hypothetical. They were confused, disoriented, by the sudden existence of what was to come. I remembered the heat of my mother’s gaze, the cool shock of her words.

She wanted me to stay home with them, claiming I’d need help—that I’d need their help. That I had no idea what to expect; that I wasn’t ready.

But I couldn’t stay. I felt only the claustrophobia of the mountains. The accusations of the people who lived here fresh in my memory, even after a full year away. A nausea that seemed to creep in from the mere proximity. I couldn’t stand to look out my bedroom window and see the rise of campus, the place the smoke once billowed above the trees. I couldn’t raise a child here—not with the presence of the past like it existed beside us.

I didn’t want their help. I didn’t want anyone’s. I knew by then that I was better on my own. Had gotten through that last year by trusting only myself and my own decisions.

I’d graduated after an extra semester that winter, and then I’d moved to Charlotte by myself—had already lined up a job in marketing and graphic design. A few years later, when the logistics of preschool and childcare became tougher to juggle, I’d leveraged my experience in copywriting for an audition with a ghostwriting agency. I’d had a steady stream of work ever since.

I’d met friends who had become like family. Gone on dates here and there. But for the last eighteen years, I had devoted myself fully to my daughter—and my career. It was a simple life but a meaningful one—and, more importantly, it was the right one for me.

I had created an entire second life for myself by leaving, and it had begun with Delilah.



The futon in my father’s office was set against the wall under the window, across from his large cherry desk. But the gauzy curtains did nothing to prevent the glare of the full moon, long shadows falling across the assortment of artifacts that doubled as decor: tiny figurines across the edge of his desk; chipped pottery on the bookshelves; and the masks, of course. They lined the walls in a zigzag pattern—hollow faces and empty eyes. Things that seemed better suited for a museum.

Some were gifts from colleagues and former students, or items he’d picked up at markets around the world. He’d once loaned a good portion of his collection to an exhibit for the school. I imagined he was bringing some of the pieces to show his students in Peru, carefully cocooned within the boxes in the foyer.

I opened the window, hoping for a breeze, but felt only the thick humidity. I needed to move, to walk off the day’s adrenaline, so I slipped on my sneakers and stepped through the window gap directly onto the front porch, careful not to wake anyone.

There were no streetlights, but the front porch lights of a few of the houses remained on. I could see the dark gap of night where the house should have been at the far end of the street. I felt myself drawn there, just like others must’ve been earlier—passing by on their way to campus, taking note. Something out of place. Something wrong.

I stood in the middle of the empty street. Shadowed cars lined the curbs, from resident parking. In the distance, behind the gaping plot of land, dim lights trailed up the hillside, Wyatt College coming back to life from its summer hibernation. I saw a lonely glow of blue in the darkness from a campus security system. One of the safety additions in the last twenty years.

I walked down the street and stopped just before the wreckage.

The dumpster sat at the edge of where the lawn once was, before a pile of blackened wood and debris, rotted from both the flames and the water. Yellow tape that I hadn’t noticed at first traced the perimeter but had fallen to the ground, twisted and half covered with dirt.

I took a step back just as a noise jarred me from the dumpster. I turned on the light from my phone and shone it around but saw no one.

I climbed onto a stack of cinder blocks beside the dumpster, then carefully peered over the edge, wondering if an animal had gotten trapped inside.

At the bottom, the waterlogged wood appeared dark and splintered. There were also seared photographs, blackened at the edges, soot-covered silverware and broken dishes, and for a moment, I wondered if my mother had lied after all about the house being empty.

A glow in the bottom corner caught my eye.

A scent rose from below—a lingering smoke. An ember left burning.

No, I thought. Not after two weeks. This was something fresh. New.

The glowing edge of a match, yellow-red. I watched as it faded to nothing, finally extinguished. A wisp of smoke the only thing left behind.

A warning that I wasn’t alone out here.






BEFORE: THE RULES


It was a tradition up there, on the campus. The first howling of the year—a call to move after the long stillness. A chase through the woods. A game for bragging rights. A chance to prove you belonged.



It started with a whistle. Something sharp and piercing.

Heads rising, eyes locking from across the classroom. A small smile.

A warning that it would be coming.

Throughout the day, the sound would gradually deepen as the strong winds funneled into the valley—blowing in the colder weather from the north, pushing out the stagnant humidity.

It was the promise of change, ushering in the windy season.

By night, the whistle would turn to a howl. And it would be time.



The students all knew the rules, passed down in whispers: Don’t get caught by the seniors in masks. Don’t be last. Don’t be scared. Don’t cry for help. Don’t, don’t, don’t.

If caught, you had to give your name and make your way back to the dorms in the dark—alone.

The seniors kept their own tallies, for after. And each year, the winner’s name would be etched into the bottom of a growing list. A secret piece of history.

From the woods, we could hear the first of the freshmen scrambling from their dorms, shadows in the night.

We knew where they were heading. It was the same every year.

They gripped one another as they raced blindly through the woods toward home base: the ruins of the old president’s house on the far edge of the campus property, where a fire would be burning in the half-standing chimney just inside the stone perimeter, to guide the way. The supply barn beside it, no longer in use by the school, would be stocked full of warm beer and the type of liquor designed only to burn your throat going down.

A celebration, for those who made it.



In town growing up, we had learned those same rules—they were whispered up and down the halls of our high school.

It was a tradition, a game, for us, too.

We knew how to access the power panels of the campus buildings, turn them off, blame it on the wind. We knew how to move through these woods in the dark. We knew this place much, much better than they did.

Ours were the footsteps that made them walk faster, that turned them around, that separated them from a group and got them disoriented.

We didn’t touch them. We never did.

But we got them lost, kept them on edge—followed them and declared our own wins.

Every year, for one evening, these woods were full of college students racing through the night, heading for the far edge of campus.

They never seemed to notice that they weren’t the only ones out there.






CHAPTER 3

Thursday, August 14

9:30 a.m.

Delilah and I stood at the edge of campus, staring up at the landscape. The gates to the college stood open, as they tended to be only twice each year, by tradition: once at orientation and again at graduation—though there were open walkways on either side. The college property extended back from the gates, stone buildings and grass quads connected by brick paths and flights of steps disappearing into the trees.

Delilah walked like she knew where she was going, pausing only briefly to read each academic building name as she passed. I wondered if my parents had taken her here on her visits, letting her explore the empty campus when she was young, like I had done.

The dorms were set farther up the hill, deeper in the woods—designated as upper campus. My father was set to meet us there with my car for move-in.

Delilah stopped abruptly in front of the stone building with arched wooden doors that had always reminded me of a church from the Middle Ages. Her smile stretched wide. “This is it, right? Beckett Hall?”

I nodded, grinning back. Only the people I’d grown up with knew I was named after the building where both of my parents once taught—my mother on the second floor, my father on the third. It was the original structure of the campus from back when it was an all-boys school, with classes and dorm rooms in a single building. Now it was the center of social sciences. Sometimes I feared it was the place of my conception.

“Take my picture,” she instructed. She posed beside the sign, arms outstretched, tilting her head back and smiling at the sky.

I stood across the path and took several shots as she changed positions. She didn’t care that people were watching, and I loved that about her. I envied the way she didn’t feel compelled to choose words carefully, as if she had to present a curated version of herself. She was all rough edges, moving through the world like an unstoppable force that had not yet been tested.

There was a poster taped to the wooden doors that seemed student-made: Orientation Tours! written in purple marker and outlined in silver Sharpie.

I followed her inside, where I saw a group congregated in the second atrium, presumably ready for the start of tour.

“Hold on,” I said as Delilah started walking that way. I needed a moment to take it all in, recalibrate. I ran my fingers against the lobby wall, where the paint must’ve smoothed over the once-gritty stone. I tapped at a low door that was now painted the same color as the walls, so it almost disappeared to the eye. There was no knob, but a keyhole was faintly visible next to the seam.

“What is that?” Delilah asked, eyes tracing the border of the doorframe.

“This used to be the entrance to the old steam tunnels,” I told her, voice low. “They connected all the buildings of lower campus. They’re mostly sealed off now.”

Sealed off, I knew, after two people had succumbed to the smoke, trapped inside the tunnel system at the far edge of campus, underneath the old storage barn.

Delilah ran her hands across the hidden doorway, grinning. “Have you been down there?” she asked, like it was all fun and games. There was a time when I saw it the same way. A dancing beam of light. The hiss of steam. Laughter in the dark.

A door slammed shut from down the hall, jolting me back to the present. Now all I could imagine was the claustrophobia. The dark and the disorientation, hands desperately groping for an exit—

I felt a rush of panic but tried to play it off. “You’re forgetting I practically grew up in this building.”

I’d been raised in these halls. My father had been the first person to take me down to the tunnels, as a way to avoid the winter weather. By high school, I could lead the other town kids through every secret shortcut, winding through the narrow, arched tunnels, using the pipes as a road map.

Most of us from town knew the ins and outs of campus. We thought of it as our own—the students only temporary inhabitants.

For fun, Cliff Simmons once sneaked onto campus during orientation, pretending to be a new student, seeing how much he could get away with. I’d been helping my parents, so I’d seen him asking questions on a campus tour; sitting with a group of students in the cafeteria; playing Ultimate Frisbee on the quad. Sometimes he’d catch my eye as I passed, give me a secret grin.

I was a year behind Cliff in high school, dated him on and off during my junior year, and then something a little more casual after he graduated. He worked construction, I knew; he hadn’t been able to afford college full-time and took classes at night. But by the time I’d graduated and enrolled at Wyatt, we had moved further down diverging paths, until I stopped seeing him around—like he was avoiding me. As if I could no longer be trusted now that I was on the other side of the divide between the town and the college.

“What else?” Delilah asked, eyes flashing. Maybe this was the way to bridge the time, grasp the past and fully acknowledge it—letting it go in the process.

I grinned and lowered my voice even more. “Everything echoes in here. If it were just the two of us, I could go to the back atrium and hear you perfectly.”

The acoustical quirk was an architectural feature but generally impractical, considering this building was usually bustling with activity.

“Here,” I said, hands on her shoulders, positioning her at the center of the atrium. “Be quiet.”

I stood beside her, listening to the sudden proximity of the conversation down the hall, in the opposite atrium. Their words were indecipherable, blurring together, but it sounded like we were almost in the same room.

Delilah took a step closer, head tilted to the side, like she was trying to make something out. I knew, of course, that Delilah would love things like this. A history full of secrets, passed on just to her.

“Shhh,” Delilah said abruptly, though I hadn’t spoken. “They’re coming.” She pulled me back from the center of the atrium, like we were about to be caught eavesdropping.

A young woman in a red polo was walking backward toward us, giving an overview of the school’s history. She paused when she noticed us lingering at the edge of the lobby. “Are you two here for the tour? We’re just getting started.”

Delilah glanced over at me before nodding. “We are,” she said, slipping into the group.

I kept at a distance as we moved through lower campus, though Delilah stayed near the front, listening to the guide’s practiced speech, highlighting the health center hours, the logistics of the meal plan—all the things they might’ve skipped over on a general admissions tour.

The guide tried to hurry us along as we passed the location of the old student center, which was now surrounded by cones and razed to the ground; she claimed that the construction for the new center was a sign of strong financial health, of progress. But in the in-between, all that remained was a gaping, empty pit where a few yellow construction vehicles sat idle behind the hole.

It was a huge eyesore, and presumably loud. I guessed progress was a better pitch. A reframing, which we were always good at here.

“This is a very safe campus,” the tour guide continued, stopping at one of the blue-light emergency phone towers I’d seen glowing in the night. “But if you press the button on any of these”—she tapped the metal pole—“the campus police will be here within minutes.” Then she smirked. “Don’t try it for kicks, though. There are cameras.”

We’d stopped at the bell tower just before a set of steps leading to upper campus when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Oh my God,” a voice said from just behind me. “Beck?”

I spun around, stomach plummeting. Like I’d been waiting for this moment. Or as if something had been waiting, all this time, for me. A petite woman with wide-set hazel eyes stared back. I didn’t recognize her at first. Her straight blond hair was cut to her shoulders, and she wore a tight white tank over her tanned, athletic build. I thought she might’ve been wearing a tennis skort. “Violet Wharton,” she said, one manicured hand to her chest. “Violet Harvey, once upon a time.”

“Oh my God,” I said, repeating her sentiment—buying myself some time. I hadn’t seen Violet in years, and it took me a moment to reconcile the woman in front of me with the one I’d known growing up, in ripped jeans and heavy eyeliner. It was possible I’d last seen her at a party in the quarry, stumbling close to the edge with a drink in one hand, cigarette in the other.

Violet had been four years ahead of me in school, so I knew of her more than anything. Our high school was about the same size as the college, pulling from a handful of surrounding towns. From what I remembered, she was sharp and funny and magnetic. With our age difference, she’d mostly ignored me back then. But now she was talking to me like we’d been old friends, finally reconnecting.

She grabbed my wrist as if to share a confidence, then nodded to Delilah, who had sidled up next to me, drawn by the conversation. “She looks just like you did at that age. I thought I was seeing a ghost,” she said. Then she smiled. “It’s a compliment,” she continued, getting a grin from Delilah in response. “I promise.”

My shoulders tensed. Wasn’t that a big part of my fear here? Anyone could see that Delilah belonged to me. Instead of my traits dulling, blending with Trevor’s fairer features, it was like each of mine had only grown stronger in her. Hair, a richer shade of brown. Eyes, a deeper blue. Her smile wider, cheekbones sharper, limbs longer. I could even see myself in her expressions, slightly exaggerated but there all the same.

“This is Bryce,” Violet said, gesturing to the lanky teenager towering over her, dark hair falling haphazardly in his eyes, shoulders hunched forward like he was trying to go unnoticed at well over six feet tall.

Bryce, I assumed, took after his father.

“Delilah,” my daughter answered, shaking hands with both Violet and her son.

“I can’t believe it,” Violet said. “Both of our kids in the same school. Like old times!”

Which wasn’t entirely true. Violet had graduated before I’d started high school, and she’d never been a student at Wyatt College that I knew of.

“I didn’t know you had a son,” I said. I tried to remember anything I’d heard about Violet in the years since high school, but I came up blank.

“I’d heard you had a kid,” she continued in a way that sent a chill down my spine as I thought of how my name had continued to circle through town even after I’d left. “I just didn’t know she was starting college already. And coming here! What a surprise.”

I could say the same about her. Violet Harvey had grown up in Wyatt Valley, but it was unusual for locals to also attend college here. There was a divide in the town; it was hard to truly exist as a member of both. Most people didn’t want to try.

Besides, not many families chose to fork over the price tag for private tuition to live exactly where they’d always lived. I, with my two professor parents, named after the building at the heart of the campus, had the privilege of a free ride.

“Well, you know how this place can be,” Violet said, and I nodded. Though we probably had opposing views on that now.

Our tour guide had moved on from the bell tower, and we all rushed to catch up. We joined late as she was speaking of the famed traditions of the college. She pointed in the direction of the fountain at center campus where students tossed offerings for luck before finals. She paused in front of the marble steps to nowhere that reminded me of the ruins of the Athens Acropolis, and relayed their history as the bones left behind from the original footprint of campus.

I felt Violet lean over. “I guess they don’t highlight how many people end up in the infirmary each year from these steps.”

“Any of the steps, really,” I added. How many kids had broken a bone each year running down from upper campus, inebriated?

“Or the heart attack on parents’ weekend last year,” she said, and I widened my eyes in surprise. “Had to be airlifted,” she whispered.

The tour guide took a step up the marble so she was visible to the semicircle around her. “Our favorite tradition is to decorate these steps in the spring…”

I felt Violet lean even closer. “That’s their favorite tradition now?” she said under her breath with a laugh.

I cut my eyes to the side, but she was staring straight ahead.

But I knew exactly what she meant. Our favorite tradition had officially died twenty years ago—abruptly halted and banned by the school after the town’s biggest tragedy.

“You know what they say now at the first howling?” Violet said as we headed toward Beckett Hall, ending the tour.

I didn’t answer, heard only the sound of air rushing in and out of my ears.

Violet grinned, leaned closer, so I could feel the words against the side of my cheek. “They say it’s Adalyn.”

She pulled back and smiled at me—like she was telling ghost stories around a campfire, waiting to gauge my reaction.

For all the change to her outer appearance, the old Violet I remembered was still there. Sharp and funny, just as long as it wasn’t at your expense. Violet Harvey had always suffered no fools.

“So nice catching up, Violet,” I said, one hand on Delilah’s elbow, guiding her away. “I think it’s our turn to check in.”

This was what I had wanted to explain to Delilah about the town. The way no one had forgotten. The way a simple comment could carry layers of history underneath.

The way I could never be sure whether the implication was meant for me.



Before that final, fateful howling, the scandals on campus rarely spilled over to the town itself. There was the series of hazing incidents that led to the Wyatt fraternities and sororities shutting down. Faculty campaigned to get a president booted. There had been embezzling of athletic funds, traced back to that same president, who was sacked but somehow not charged, which thankfully prevented it from becoming national news.

That was the trick, really, to a place like this. Keep the dirt to the bubble. Control the narrative.

But my senior year, that became impossible. Two young men from town were dead, on campus property. Their names were Charlie Rivers and Micah White. They were twenty-four years old. And a Wyatt College student had allegedly set the fire that killed them.

Adalyn Vale had a soft, rounded face, cheeks that pressed upward when she smiled, red in the cold. Hair she’d tie into a pair of blond braids under a winter hat, so that from a distance she could pass for a child. Maybe that’s why it was so hard to believe the witness reports at first. Maybe that’s why people were so intrigued by her crime.

Eventually the police tracked her movements across campus, out the gates, to the intersection of College Lane. And that was the last concrete trace of Adalyn’s existence.

All that remained were two sets of footprints in the snow: hers and a men’s size-ten winter boots. And the wind ultimately erased even that evidence.

The college settled in a civil suit brought by the victims’ families—though they tried at first to fight it. The men were not their students. They’d been trespassing; the tunnels were off limits; they must’ve sneaked inside.

I’d been long gone by the time it was all settled, but I’d kept up with it all online. And I’d been there for the worst of it: the smoke in the sky, flames rising over the trees; fire engine sirens in the night and the coroner’s van by dawn.

Their deaths had exacerbated every tension, every slight, between the town and the school. Every fight over a property line expansion; every noise ordinance complaint and trespassing citation. Every allocation of funds and diversion of resources.

It didn’t matter that the main suspect had vanished.

Someone had to pay.
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