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Introduction

Everyone who grows up in Ravenshill leaves their mark on the town, and the town
leaves its stain on them. | used to think I could outrun those stains—scrape off the
mud, wipe away the gossip, move somewhere no one called me by my mother’s
name. | thought ambition and city lights would cleanse the sins of a small-town girl
who left trouble in her wake. But ten years later, with my career in shambles and my
name all but blacklisted, Ravenshill is the only place left to go. | arrive under a slate-
gray sky, my belongings in the trunk and my pride packed away somewhere | hope no
one will look.

Ravenshill hasn’t changed, not where it counts. The same crooked fences line the
roads, and the same stares follow me from behind lace curtains. Since | left, the town
has layered on a few more secrets, but the old ones simmer just beneath the surface,
waiting for the first careless word or reckless dig. My parents’ ramshackle farmhouse
stands at the edge of town like a dare. The air smells like woodsmoke and memory.

| never planned to become part of another headline. That was the irony, | suppose. I'd
built my life on exposing other people’s mistakes, convinced that uncovering the truth
was the only thing that mattered. That belief cost me everything—my job, my
friendships, my sense of who | was. So when news of Mr. Caldwell’'s death—a gentle,
beloved teacher—ripped through the town, it felt like a cruel invitation. The police say
it was an accident, another tragic chapter in the Ravenshill story. But when | saw his
body in those tangled woods, something in me refused to believe the official line.

It didn't take long for old ghosts to start circling. Family dinners ring hollow when
everyone’s watching what they say. Old friends pretend not to recognize me at the
grocery store, but their whispers slot neatly into my childhood memories. Investigating
Caldwell’s death means stirring up everything the town would rather forget, including
the wounds | left behind and the ones waiting for me now.

Still, I can’t help myself. Maybe it’s stubbornness, maybe it’'s guilt, but the questions
keep coming. Why did Caldwell end up alone in those woods? Who benefits from his
silence? The more | prod at Ravenshill’s surface, the more it bleeds: old grudges,
broken people, secrets traded in the dark. Each answer only deepens the questions,
and the truth is far more tangled than | ever imagined.

Now, stepping back into the fold, | have a choice: stay silent, or risk everything to
break the cycle of secrets and lies. Ravenshill isn’t just my hometown—it’'s the one
story | never finished. And this time, the shadows might swallow me before | find what
I’'m looking for.
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CHAPTER ONE: Coming Home in Shadows

The old Dodge Dart, packed to the gills with the remnants of my failed city life,
coughed and sputtered its way down Miller’s Creek Road. Ten years. Ten years since
I’d last navigated these winding, tree-lined asphalt veins that crisscrossed Ravenshill
like an old scar. The trees, ancient sentinels, pressed in, their branches weaving a
canopy that swallowed the already weak afternoon light. It was late September, the
kind of day where the air already carried the sharp scent of decay and woodsmoke, a
harbinger of the long, cold winter ahead.

My stomach did a nervous flip. Not from the winding road, but from the knot of dread
tightening in my chest. Ravenshill. The name itself felt heavy, laden with unspoken
histories and the kind of suffocating intimacy only a small town could foster. I'd spent
a decade scrubbing its dust from my shoes, but here | was, back with a vengeance. Or
rather, a whimper.

The first familiar landmark appeared: the faded, leaning sign for ‘The Hungry Hearth
Bakery,’ its painted letters peeling like old skin. Mrs. Henderson’s famous apple pies
had been my childhood comfort. Now, the windows were dark, the sign askew. Another
casualty of a changing world, or just Ravenshill’s slow, quiet decay? It was hard to tell
the difference sometimes.

As | drove deeper, the houses started to appear, scattered like forgotten chess pieces
in sprawling, untamed yards. Some were well-maintained, their porches adorned with
pumpkins and cornstalks, a picture of autumnal domesticity. Others, like the one | was
headed to, were clearly in decline, windows boarded, paint chipped, a general air of
weary resignation hanging about them.

The familiar turn onto Willow Creek Lane sent a shiver down my spine. This was it. The
road to my parents’ farmhouse. It wasn’t just a house; it was a monument to the
things left unsaid, the grudges left to fester, and the ghosts of my own teenage
rebellion. | gripped the steering wheel tighter, my knuckles white.

The farmhouse emerged from behind a veil of overgrown maples, a tired sentinel
against the encroaching woods. It looked smaller than | remembered, or perhaps | had
simply grown. The paint, once a cheerful cream, had faded to a sickly yellow, and the
porch steps sagged precariously. My mother’s prized rose bushes, usually a riot of
color, were now skeletal husks, their thorny branches reaching like desperate claws.

| parked the Dart, cutting the engine. The sudden silence was jarring, broken only by
the distant caw of a crow. For a moment, | just sat there, listening to the ticking of the

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

cooling engine, trying to summon the courage to step out. It felt less like arriving
home and more like disembarking into enemy territory.

Finally, | pushed open the car door, the hinges groaning in protest, a sound that
echoed the ache in my own bones. The air was crisp, carrying the faint, unmistakable
scent of damp earth and rotting leaves. Home. This was home. The thought tasted like
ash.

As | reached for my duffel bag in the back seat, a figure emerged from the side of the
house. Tall, stoic, with hair the color of steel wool and eyes that had seen too much.
My father, Samuel Davison. He hadn’t changed much, still wore the same faded denim
overalls and a perpetually worried frown etched between his brows.

“Mara,” he grunted, his voice a low rumble. No embrace, no effusive welcome. Just a
simple acknowledgement, like he was checking off a chore. Our relationship had
always been built on these sparse exchanges, a landscape of unspoken expectations
and simmering disappointments.

“Dad,” | replied, my voice raspy. | cleared my throat. “I'm here.”

He nodded, a jerky motion. “Saw you pull up. Your mother’s inside. Been waiting.”

Waiting for what? | wanted to ask. To scold me? To remind me of all my failings? But |
didn’t. We never did. Instead, | grabbed my bags and followed him towards the porch.
Each step creaked under my weight, a metaphor for the fragile state of my return.

The front door, a heavy oak slab, stood ajar. Inside, the house was dim, filled with the
familiar scent of old wood, dust, and something else—a faint sweetness that might
have been potpourri or simply the decay of time. My mother, Eleanor, appeared in the
doorway of the living room, a slight woman with a perpetually anxious air and hands
that fluttered like trapped birds. Her once vibrant red hair was now a muted auburn,
streaked heavily with gray.

“Mara, darling,” she said, her voice thin. She moved towards me, her arms
outstretched, a tentative embrace. It was a rare display of affection, one that felt more
like a duty than genuine warmth. | stiffened slightly under her touch, a reflex born of
years of emotional distance.

“Hi, Mom,” | mumbled, patting her back awkwardly.
She pulled away, her eyes, the same shade of hazel as mine, scanning my face,
searching for... what? Proof of my failure? Signs of the daughter she thought she’d

lost? “You look... thin,” she observed, her brow furrowing. It was her standard
greeting, a subtle dig wrapped in feigned concern.
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“It’'s been a long drive,” | said, side-stepping the familiar trap. “And a longer few
months.”

She sighed, a dramatic exhalation that filled the silence. “Well, you’re home now. For
however long that is.” The implication hung in the air: until you mess up again and run
off.

“I'll try not to be too much of a burden,” | said, a bitter edge to my voice that |
instantly regretted. Old habits, old wounds.

My father, ever the mediator in the silent war between his wife and daughter, cleared
his throat. “Your old room’s ready. Helped your mother air it out.”

| nodded, grateful for the change of subject. “Thanks, Dad.”

As | headed down the narrow hallway towards my old sanctuary, my mother’s voice
followed me. “Did you hear about Mr. Caldwell? Such a tragedy. The poor man.”

| paused, my hand on the doorknob. So, the news had permeated even the isolated
bubble of Ravenshill. “I saw it on the local news ticker when | passed through town,” |
said, turning to face her. “Accident, right? Fall in the woods?”

My mother wrung her hands. “That’s what they say. But you know how these things
are in Ravenshill. There are always whispers.” She glanced meaningfully at my father,
who was now meticulously wiping down the kitchen counter, his back to us.

| knew those whispers. | was intimately familiar with them. They were the lifeblood of
this town, the currency of gossip that kept everyone connected, and everyone
exposed. Mr. Caldwell. Andrew Caldwell. He'd been my English teacher in high school,
a quiet, gentle man who’d championed my nascent writing skills, the only person
who’d truly encouraged me to leave Ravenshill and pursue a career in journalism. The
thought of him, alone and lifeless in the woods, sent a pang through me.

“It's a terrible thing,” | said, more to myself than to them. The official police report, the
brief blurb on the news, had stated ‘accidental fall.” But something about it didn’t sit
right. A man like Caldwell, methodical and cautious, venturing deep into the woods
alone? It felt off.

My mother, sensing my pause, continued, “They found him near the old Miller's Creek
trail. Not far from the old sawmill. You remember that place, Mara.” Her voice dropped

to a near whisper, laden with a significance | couldn’t quite grasp.

| remembered the old sawmill. Everyone in Ravenshill did. It was a relic of a bygone
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era, abandoned decades ago, its skeletal remains standing as a stark reminder of the
town’s decline. But it also held other memories, darker ones, whispered about only in
hushed tones after dark.

“I remember,” | said, my gaze drifting towards the window, where the darkening sky
mirrored the mood inside. The thought of Caldwell’s death, coupled with the
suffocating familiarity of my childhood home, was already churning something restless
inside me. The journalist’s instinct, dulled but not dead, began to prickle. An accident?
Or something more?

| pushed open the door to my old room. It was exactly as I'd left it, a time capsule of a
past life: the faded band posters still tacked to the walls, the mismatched furniture,
the single window overlooking the unkempt backyard and the dark line of the woods
beyond. A decade had passed, but here, it felt like only yesterday.

As | dropped my bags onto the worn rug, | heard my mother call from the living room,
her voice a little louder than before. “Dinner’s in an hour. Don’t be late.”

An hour. An hour to unpack the baggage of my life, both literal and metaphorical. An
hour to steel myself for another awkward meal, another dance around the unspoken.
And perhaps, an hour to let the seed of doubt about Mr. Caldwell’s ‘accident’ take root.
Ravenshill had pulled me back into its orbit, and it seemed, was already presenting its
first mystery. My disgraced journalist's heart, despite everything, gave a faint, almost
imperceptible tremor of anticipation.
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