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PROLOGUE

The night was black and thick with ghosts.

Shadows peeled from the branches, fingers of fog poking through the dark forest just steps from where Sadie stood trembling. She was barefoot, wearing nothing but Felix’s old sweatshirt, and a damn fool.

A scream had dragged her from bed, sent her racing through the unfamiliar house and down the front porch steps. Her whole world was reduced to cold grass, a throb of tangled trees, the jut of a craggy peak, shiny as a dragon’s scales in the light of a quarter moon.

It was an animal. It had to be. Something small and injured. Maybe a coyote. A wolf? But it didn’t sound like any of those things. It sounded human.

“Sadie!”

In a moment she was in his arms, caught from behind with her back pressed tight to his naked chest. “What are you doing?” Felix whispered.

“I heard…” Sadie trailed off as a shattering, keening wail made her clutch at her husband’s arms where they wrapped around her chest. “What is that?”

“A fox,” he soothed, lips against her hair. “It’s just a fox. Their pups are being born right about now and they’re very territorial.”

“It’s awful,” her voice broke, and the last remnants of the nightmare that snatched her from sleep began to dissipate. Sadie was home. Not home home—that designation was reserved for their small bungalow in equally small Newcastle, Iowa—but in the house where Felix grew up. A ramshackle two-story craftsman with dormer windows and mossy eaves planted deep in the heart of the North Cascades, a place so different from their quiet, Midwestern town they might as well have moved across the world. A winding, hard-packed dirt road, an isolated homestead on a mountain that felt like it exhaled long and slow beneath her bare feet. Waiting. What she really wanted to say was: I hate it here.

“I know.” Felix rubbed his hands on her upper arms to warm her. “But we’re safe.”

“Safe,” she huffed, her heart still drumming high in her throat.

“I’ve got you.” There was something fierce in Felix’s voice, base and radiant. Never mind the screaming fox, the chilly late-spring night, the fear that still clutched at Sadie even though she was folded into her husband’s chest. Felix said, “Look up.”

And although she just wanted him to take her inside, away from the awful noise and the impenetrable gloom, Sadie did as he asked.

Above them, stars spilled across the cathedral of the night, so numerous they looked like spindrift, a vapor of mist and sparkling foam. Despite herself, Sadie gasped. And that made Felix laugh. His smoky chuckle drowned out the fox’s screams until they finally, blessedly, faded away entirely.

“I’ve never…” Sadie started but couldn’t finish.

“I know,” Felix said. “ ‘Earth is crammed with heaven’ or something like that.”

It was beautiful to him, Sadie knew, vast and mysterious. But for the first time since she’d met Felix Graham, when Sadie looked up at the night sky, it felt glacial and aloof. So distant as to be cruel. A tidal wave of galaxies and universes and worlds that cared not one bit about her or Felix or anyone.

Sadie must have stiffened, because Felix tightened his grip and kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay,” he said, as if reading her mind. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere, promise.”

But even though her heart was beginning to keep time with his, Sadie couldn’t shake the feeling that the mountain had cracked open something between them. A rift of dark space, cold and impassive as the stars.
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CHAPTER 1

SUNDAY

They say Hemlock House is haunted, and when the lights flicker and then snuff out completely, I believe it—if only for a moment. It all comes back in a whoosh: the Bluetooth speaker pouring soft jazz into the room, the chandelier over the dining room table; the exhaust fan whirring above the stove, the rusty wall heater tick-ticking under the bay window as it tries in vain to warm the drafty rooms. The world is instantly whole again.

Safe.

I barely have time to register the way my fist has tightened around the butane lighter. I force myself to take a deep breath. Flicking the strike wheel, I touch the flame to the tapered candle in my other hand. The wick catches and glows so merrily, I can almost pretend that nothing happened at all.

The two-story house is old and creepy at the best of times, but with Felix gone it feels almost menacing. Small rooms, creaky floors, a staircase that is so steep and narrow I walk up and down the dark tunnel with my palms pressed flat to the plaster walls for support. There are shadowy corners and inexplicable sounds—a high-pitched whistle from the attic on days when the wind blows just right, a low moan that seems to emanate from the root cellar beneath the mudroom, disembodied sighs and whispers and groans. It’s a quiet cacophony that I should be able to ignore.

I can’t.

I set the candle in the middle of the table, and Felix’s mother’s bone china glimmers in the dancing light. The patterned dishes sat untouched in the hutch for decades after she died, all twelve place settings whole and accounted for, with a matching gravy boat, soup tureen, and several serving platters collecting a thick layer of dust. When Felix and I first arrived at Hemlock House over five months ago, it took me the better part of a morning to wash each piece, scour the hutch, and then methodically put everything back just the way I found it. Tonight is the first time we’ll use the fancy dishes, a tribute to the occasion—and the woman I never met.

Satisfied that everything looks perfect, I slip my phone from the pocket of the apron I’m wearing to protect my velvet dress. It’s ridiculous, probably—the mid-length, terra-cotta gown with the plunging neckline—but Felix loves it, and I want to take his breath away when he walks through the door.

Getting close? I type with my thumbs. And then quickly add: Don’t read this. Keep your eyes on the road. See you soon. Love you!

I try not to focus on all the unanswered texts. My husband is an accidental Luddite—casually disinterested in his phone—and he regularly misplaces it or forgets to respond to calls and messages. Still, he was supposed to land in Seattle just before three o’clock this afternoon, and I thought he’d at least touch base. But my Welcome (almost) home! message is the first of five to glow blue and lonely on the screen of my phone.

He didn’t want to waste any time getting on the road, I tell myself. I-5 during rush hour is a nightmare, and Felix always stashes his phone in his backpack when he’s driving. A glance at the microwave clock—7:09—confirms I don’t need to be too concerned.

Yet.

I bend to check the beef bourguignon in the antique gas oven. It’s a wonder the cast-iron monstrosity works at all, but when I lever open the door, it’s hot as a blast furnace inside and fragrant with the aroma of the wine-soaked stew. I’m not much of a cook, but this I’ve mastered, and with the white cheddar popovers and the rest of the bottle of burgundy that I’ve been saving, it’ll be a feast. I didn’t bother with dessert; I wore the dress. Felix loves to run his hands all over it, fingers brushing the creamy fabric until he begins to pluck loose the satin bow.

Pouring myself a glass from the decanting bottle of wine, I grab my laptop from the kitchen table. I have more edits to do, and the final scene of my as-of-yet-untitled debut novel isn’t quite perfect, but these long days alone have been nothing if not productive.

“It’ll be great,” I promised Felix when he brought up the conference a few weeks ago. “My manuscript is due November first, and I can use the alone time to finish it up.”

“You won’t mind being out here by yourself?”

“Hemlock House and I are old friends,” I assured him, patting the balustrade of the oak archway between the small dining room and the equally tiny living room. There was just enough space for a brocade couch, a coffee table, and one spindly chair. Felix perched in the chair, laptop open on his knees and the table before him strewn with papers, journals, and notes.

He glanced up at me, arching one heavy brow. “Are you, now?”

“I love it here,” I lied.

“Oh, you do?” His mouth pulled to the side so that his one dimple poked a divot in his cheek. This expression was skepticism and sincerity and delight and so much more. It was Felix himself, his half smile calling my bluff.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, holding his gaze, wanting him to believe me, because even though I hadn’t warmed up to life on a mountain, the last thing I ever want to do is hold Felix back. He couldn’t turn down an invitation to speak at the Planetary Sciences Symposium.

I should love it here, I know that, and as I settle into Felix’s favorite chair with my computer, I try to quiet my unease. The mountain—our mountain—is undeniably gorgeous. But while it is lovely and serene, it’s equally as dangerous and savage.

“Carry a bear whistle, be aware of your surroundings, never stray too far from the path,” Felix has told me a hundred times at least, but his exhortations aren’t necessary. I tend to stay within easy sight of the little clearing where the buildings of Hemlock House mark the four points of a compass at all times. I feel—if not safe exactly—familiar with the clipped grass of the square and the run-down buildings that Felix assures me were once practical. It’s hard to believe him when the greenhouse glass is clouded with lichen and lime, the small stable is leaning, and the tool shed bristles with rusted tools and wicked-looking scythes.

7:55

The face of my watch glows like a full moon—impossible to ignore. Felix should be here by now. Even accounting for traffic, over five hours is more than enough time to make the drive from Seattle. Maybe he stopped for gas. Or for something to eat. I whip my laptop closed without hitting send on the work-in-progress update email I was crafting to my agent. I didn’t exactly slave over supper, and my hair was in desperate need of a good wash, whether or not Felix would be home to appreciate it, but the sting of disappointment pinches deep in my chest anyway.

I don’t know how to be a wife.

The thought saddens and humiliates me. When I fell for Felix, my mom—widowed at thirty-five—offered me the best advice she could: “Whatever you do, don’t love him too much.” She didn’t know it was already too late. Everything about me and Felix was an extravagance, lush and decadent, far too much. But the particularities of life together, of weaving our two into one, is a far more complicated endeavor than tripping headlong into love.

I push myself out of Felix’s chair and go to turn off the oven. There is no “keep warm” setting, so I crack the door a bit and let the hot air out into the already stuffy kitchen. The stew is just this side of burnt, and I can smell the charred onions and bits of carrot that are surely sticking to the bottom of the pan. The eggs, cheese, and milk that I had set out for the popovers are now lukewarm and sweating, good only for the trash, which is where I dump them. I blow out the guttering candle with a sigh.

Sweeping open my phone, I tap the call icon and try Felix again. Straight to voicemail.

He’s nearly two hours late.

Climbing to our bedroom on the second floor, I try to recalibrate. He doesn’t know I planned an elaborate dinner. Or that after three days alone in Hemlock House I’m basically salivating at the thought of some human contact. Yes, I drove the Ranger—a multipurpose utility task vehicle with bucket seats and a dump bed—down the mountain to Requiem, the tiny village that sits at the end of the logging road, for coffee every morning. Sure, I hopped on an hour-long Zoom call with my editor about the final, revelatory scene in my coming-of-age, not-so-great American novel. But I’m not too proud to admit that I miss my husband terribly. His husky baritone singing everything from the Chainsmokers to Elvis Presley as he grinds coffee beans in the morning. How he winds my hair up in one fist and lifts it to kiss the back of my neck. All the ways he touches me throughout the day: his calloused fingers on my jaw, a playful tug on my ponytail, a brisk smack on my ass followed by a wink that says a thousand words. If I’m a house cat, moody and private, Felix is a Labrador retriever, all wanderlust and vigor and joy. I miss him so much it aches.

As I pull off the dress and slip into a pair of faded leggings and a sweatshirt, I feel the teeter-totter of my emotions tip from annoyance to worry. It’s not like Felix to ignore me. Yes, we’re independent, maybe even a little unconventional. But we’re in love. Our tiny, campus greenhouse wedding was matter-of-fact but heartfelt. I don’t wear a wedding ring because I don’t like the feel of it on my hand. And we both decided that it would be best if we didn’t tamper with our names. I’ll be Sadie Sheridan until the day I die, even if my heart belongs to Felix Graham.

And we don’t feel the need to tell each other everything, which suddenly seems irresponsible—maybe even wrong—when I thumb through our texts and realize that I haven’t had so much as a “hello” from my husband since the day he left.

How is that possible?

Thursday morning, Felix brought me coffee in bed before he was scheduled to leave at seven. He kissed me on the forehead, deposited my favorite mug on the bedside table, and then winked and turned to go.

I caught his hand. “No goodbye?”

“I thought that was implied,” he said, his voice low and a little flat.

“I thought you were going to wake me up.” I was drowsy, but I remembered how he had clasped my wandering hand in his and given me a chaste kiss the night before. “I’m so tired, Sadie,” he’d said. “Tomorrow morning?” But standing beside the bed just after sunrise, it was clear he was ready to go. Felix was freshly shaved and wearing a light jacket over his favorite burnt-red sweater, his backpack slung on one shoulder. There would be no lingering goodbye.

“It’s just a few days,” he said, rubbing my cheek with his thumb. I’ll see you Sunday night. You’ll be fine, right?”

“Of course.” I pushed myself up on the pillows. “What’s the worst that could happen in three days? Spontaneous combustion? Death by bear? A solo Sasquatch sighting with no evidence and no witnesses to corroborate my story?”

“Hey, don’t even joke about that.”

I grinned in spite of myself, but Felix’s smile was fleeting. “I’m going to miss you,” I told him seriously. It was hard to believe, but it would be our first time apart for more than a night since our wedding day over a year ago.

He paused at this, then bent and pressed his lips to mine, delicately, as if the kiss was a breakable thing. When he pulled away, he whispered, “In every world I’d find you.”

“And in every world I’d love you, Felix Graham.”

Then he was gone.



Back downstairs, I gather the day journal I keep on a desk in the kitchen breakfast nook we jokingly call my office and push open the double wooden doors that lead to the main floor study. I’m not forbidden from entering Felix’s office, but it feels strange to be here all the same. His work requires reams of data, special hi-res monitors, and a pair of supercomputers that can download and print images from the James Webb Space Telescope. Felix learned less than six months ago that his proposal had been selected by the Space Science Telescope Institute, and his research would include observing time with the world-famous instrument. He had been ecstatic. To study brown dwarfs for NASA was a dream come true. And Hemlock House was the perfect place to unplug, focus, and realize that dream.

The room hums even in his absence, the computers with their tall towers merely sleeping, while an oscillating fan whirs to keep everything cool. It’s his laboratory and his playground, the place where his lucid dreams and most fervent hopes unfurl against the backdrop of science, cold and fragile as spun glass. Lifting a long curl of paper still tethered to the oversized design printer, I study the fantasy that is deep space. A jagged swirl of gas cloud the color of Spanish saffron. A starburst of white light. An unknowable sorcery. I drop the printout as if the paper burns.

“Maybe I have the date wrong,” I say to the wilting philodendron on the windowsill. It’s the only other living thing in this house, and suddenly I need to hear a voice, even if it’s just mine. “Maybe he’s supposed to come back on Monday.” But both my digital and handwritten planners confirm Felix’s Sunday return, and I realize I’m in his office because I already knew they would.

I begin to rifle through Felix’s things. I’m careful at first, afraid of disturbing anything important or disordering his meticulous research. But then the mantel clock perched on the wide window ledge chimes ten o’clock, and my heart turns to ice in my chest.

Felix is too late. Too late for there to be any safe, logical explanation for his absence. His flight landed on time—I double-checked hours ago—and the only thing that could’ve prevented him from pulling down our sinewy, dirt drive by now is tragedy.

But my mind skitters away from the particulars of that thought as my vision becomes a star-spangled mess. I’m hyperventilating now, so I slide out Felix’s chair and crash into it, trying to hang on to a shred of reason so I can make a plan.

I’ll call again. And then reach out to the local police. Maybe I should try the hospitals, but between Sea-Tac and Requiem there must be dozens. I should call the hotel where he stayed, or the conference director. I’ll call his boss—his department chair, I think—or the team that funded his research.

My breath returns, but my heart is beating too hard and fast for comfort. Before I can wrestle the situation back under my control, there’s a mechanical ding, the universal sound for an alert. The computer monitor in front of me glows to sudden, unexpected life, the password-protected home screen temporarily overridden.

It takes me a while to realize what I’m looking at. Before we moved to Hemlock House, Felix told me about his father’s obsession with the unknown. Wraiths and will-o’-the-wisps, unidentified aerial phenomena, and even the elusive Sasquatch. His father had installed trail cams around the property and cataloged everything, from unusual scat to video malfunctions that (if generously misinterpreted) could appear to be messages from the great beyond—whatever that was. The word LOOK spelled out in gnarled tree branches, IF in a twist of grass. And once, a barely there HELP when the video feed blurred to snow for no apparent reason at all.

“That’s insane,” I told Felix when he warned me about the elaborate recording system his father had created years ago. “Tell me we’re not moving to a Pacific Northwest version of Skinwalker Ranch.”

He laughed, kissed my forehead. “No trail cams or conspiracy theories, I promise. We have real work to do.”

Now, staring at Felix’s oversized computer screen, I understand that my husband lied. I’m looking at an infrared feed, the far corner of the greenhouse on the northernmost point of the maintained property, if I can believe my own assessment. There’s just a slice of white building on the lefthand side of the screen, and then the snarl of forest beyond. I squint at the web of trees, the impenetrable blackberry brambles.

Something triggered the camera. When a gray shape parts the branches, my mind tries to make sense of it. An animal, but far too big to be a rabbit, bobcat, or fisher. But then the figure unfolds, stands, and it’s not one of the big cats or a moose that wandered south, or even Bigfoot himself. It is a man. He wears a dark hoodie pulled low over his forehead and a knit hat that grazes his brow.

Felix? Something unspools in my chest, yearning toward him, but then the figure lifts his face to the camera.

Not Felix. His eyes blaze hot and hollow, and I would swear he’s looking straight at me.

Terror is a slow-moving train, black and hulking and incomprehensible, until it finally hits head-on.

There’s a man standing at the edge of the forest, and I’m trapped in Hemlock House.

Alone.





BEFORE

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 16

NEW MOON / TAURIDS METEOR SHOWER / URANUS AT OPPOSITION

Later, after the feel of his fingertips against the line of her jaw was nothing but a fading memory, Sadie told herself that she’d imagined it all.

The whole thing was reckless, a last-minute lapse in judgment that made her pocket her car keys and turn away from the parking lot of the humanities building toward the dark north entrance and the quad. It was November in Iowa, a night so cold and dark, the first prick of brittle late-autumn air was keen as a freshly honed blade. She almost turned around. But Sadie had been in Newcastle for over two months, and still working past ten on an ordinary Monday night. She was lonely, just gathering the courage to admit it, and the flyer tacked crooked on the bulletin board in the English Department pod felt like an invitation.

The heels of her sensible flats tapped a rhythm on the flagstones of the courtyard as she hurried, then jogged, between the science building and the campus commons toward the football field. Of all places. But there was a certain exhilaration in having somewhere to be that wasn’t her office, a classroom, or the condo she rented on the outskirts of town. Sadie wound the scarf tighter around her neck and bunched her fists beneath the long cuffs of her wool coat. She told herself the spontaneity of it was thrilling.

The poster had promised “Stargazing on Steroids,” with a couple of the science department’s portable telescopes set up for viewing both a meteor shower (Sadie had already forgotten the name) and something to do with Uranus—which would’ve sent the middle schoolers she used to teach into hysterics. The poster had crackled with energy, a guileless enthusiasm that made the crisp night air feel clean and fresh as newly fallen snow. Full of possibilities.

The Brantford Memorial Stadium (Go Newcastle Knights!) was cloaked in darkness, the streetlights extinguished for what she could only imagine was an attempt to cut down light pollution for the stargazers. But Sadie wasn’t afraid as she hustled beneath the brick arch to the knot of people gathered at the fifty-yard line. Her eyes had adjusted to the ink-black world, and Newcastle was safe. Like, leave your keys in the ignition, don’t lock your front door safe. Though she still did both, and carried a personal alarm clipped onto the strap of her purse—a relic from her days teaching eighth-grade English in downtown Milwaukee. The only thing Sadie had to fear tonight was putting herself out there, a directive her mother had barked at her only a few hours before: Don’t be such a mouse. Put yourself out there! Wouldn’t she be surprised when Sadie told her she’d done exactly that. If she remembered the conversation at all.

Twenty or so people were clustered in a semicircle around a man who stood between a pair of telescopes mounted on silver tripods. No one glanced up when Sadie folded herself in at the edge of the crowd, grateful for the cloak of the deep, moonless night. She was also—she hoped—indistinguishable in the small crowd of students, perhaps a faculty member or two. Her light hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, navy peacoat belted tight. Maybe no one had to know that the newest member of the English Department had made her first social appearance since arriving on campus in late August.

But anonymity wasn’t the point of this outing at all. Maybe there had already been introductions and she had missed her chance to share that she was Dr. Sadie Sheridan, assistant professor of creative writing (though her degree was in English lit, but beggars couldn’t be choosers), recent transplant from Wisconsin, French cuisine aficionado, so pleased to meet you. She began to back away.

“I want you to take your shoes off,” the man between the telescopes instructed, cutting straight through Sadie’s distraction. She was so surprised by the strange direction, she froze mid-getaway. “Grounding has some incredible health benefits,” he continued. “Research suggests that the negative charge of the earth’s surface can neutralize free radicals, regulate our nervous system, and synchronize our circadian rhythms.”

“It’s cold, Dr. Graham!” someone complained, but it was good-natured, and more than a few of the students laughed.

“Well, we could talk about the benefits of cold therapy, Landon, or you could trust me on this. Stargazing isn’t just a fun hobby, it’s an art. A way to ground yourself in time and space as you contemplate the infinitude of the cosmos. To connect with both the world around you and the baffling beyond. I find it helps to feel the earth beneath me before I turn my attention to the stars.”

“Dude’s a wannabe poet,” a student muttered, but everyone bent to remove their shoes.

Sadie couldn’t see Dr. Graham, not well, yet something about the way he spoke made her toe off one camel flat and lower her bare foot gingerly onto the clipped grass of the football field. It was definitely cold, and a bit damp, but it also felt like green growing things and summertime and childhood. It made Sadie smile because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d stood barefoot on grass, so she quickly slid off the other shoe, wiggling her toes in the carefully maintained turf.

“I’m going to pass out binoculars and star charts,” Dr. Graham said. “I want you to spread out on the field and find a place to lie down. There are blankets if you want them. Once your eyes have adjusted to the dark, you can watch for the so-called falling stars of the Taurids meteor shower, or see if you can find Cepheus, Cassiopeia, or Pisces.”

“I’m here for the Starlink satellite train!” This brought a gale of laughter, and as the crowd filed forward to accept a pair of binoculars and a star chart, Sadie could just make out the flash of white teeth as Dr. Graham smiled.

“I’d keep my eyes on Taurus if I were you,” he said. “The meteors will radiate from the center of the constellation.”

A girl passed Sadie a pair of binoculars and a laminated star chart over her shoulder. Sadie wanted a blanket, too, but Dr. Graham was already talking about the telescopes and Uranus at opposition, so she just stepped back into her shoes and wandered off to find a spot that wasn’t already claimed by prone bodies curled close together.

Looking around, she had no doubt there were more than a few couples in the crowd. Young love and all that. Was stargazing the perfect first date, or hopelessly cheesy? And was it pathetic that she was here, among them?

When Sadie finally lay down, the vast expanse of sky made her dizzy, like she was falling and flying at once. She dug her fingers into the grass and tried to concentrate on Dr. Graham’s calm directions, his nearly whispered guidance for locating the Andromeda galaxy by star-hopping from the W-shaped valleys of Cassiopeia to the great spiral solar system itself—the most distant object visible with the naked eye, he claimed.

Sadie had no idea what she was doing, but his voice became the quiet soundtrack to her exploration, and as the sky became darker still and the stars and planets and far-flung galaxies poured across the velvet scroll of forever, she lost herself. There were whole universes contained in each pinprick of golden light, and she was so very, very small. A single heartbeat. A whisper.

“Did you want to look through the telescope before I pack it up?” Suddenly, Dr. Graham was standing over her, his face in shadows, hand outstretched.

Sadie propped herself up on her elbows and glanced around, confused. She felt lightheaded, almost drunk, and she realized that the field was emptying, the stargazers wandering back to dorm rooms, the all-night diner, or perhaps Joe’s, the one seedy but welcoming bar in Newcastle.

Embarrassment coursed through her, and she fumbled for the discarded star chart, the binoculars that she had abandoned long ago. The wonder of it all spilled out of her, a tipped cup. She regretted coming.

But if Dr. Graham thought her a fool, he didn’t let on. “It’s magical, isn’t it?” He loved it, Sadie realized. The sky, the stars, the limitless possibilities of the great beyond.

“Yes,” she said belatedly. It was magical, and she had been utterly transported, but now she felt stiff and cold. Ashamed that she had let herself get so lost in space. Literally. Sadie curled her feet beneath her and tried to stand, but her thigh-length coat was making it tricky, and she ended up dipping sideways.

“Here,” Dr. Graham said. He leaned down, slipped an arm around her, and helped Sadie to her feet in one swift movement. “Did you know that some physicists believe there are more universes than the human mind can comprehend? It makes me believe in, well, everything.”

“Everything?” Sadie parroted as his hand fell away. She was freezing, her body trembling, protesting the time she had spent in the grass. She wrapped her arms around herself to both ward off the cold and hide the fact that she was shaking.

“Maybe anything is a better word.” Dr. Graham ran one hand through his black hair. It was thick, wavy, and just a little too long to be respectable. “It’s hard not to believe in anything and everything when our understanding is so rudimentary.”

Her eyes had grown so used to the dark she could see that he had a dimple when his mouth pulled into a half smile. Closed lips, but his expression was warm and sincere. She couldn’t help but smile back.

“ ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’ ” Sadie was mortified the second the line popped out of her mouth.

“Sadly, the name’s not Horatio.” Again, the crooked smile. The dimple. “It’s Felix Graham. Science Department. But I’m guessing you already knew that. You must be the new assistant professor. I’m sorry we haven’t crossed paths.”

Sadie’s chest burned when he stretched out his hand, and she was grateful that he couldn’t see her pinked cheeks. “Dr. Sadie Sheridan,” she managed. “English Department.”

“Thus the Hamlet quote.”

“I’m just a walking cliché.” She didn’t realize her fingers had turned to ice until Felix wrapped both of his warm ones around them.

“Shakespeare is always applicable. But I’m truly sorry for the hypothermia I’ve clearly caused tonight.” He gave her hand a light squeeze, and when he let go, she tingled all over.

“It’s fine. I’m fine. I saw your flyer as I was leaving tonight and decided to stop by. Kind of a last-minute thing.” Tucking her aching hands deep into her pockets, Sadie surprised herself again by continuing, “You know your Shakespeare.”

“I took an English lit class as an undergrad and the prof was obsessed with Hamlet. If you had quoted Macbeth, I would’ve been clueless.”

He had a very slight accent, or maybe a lisp. A softening of his consonants, vowels rounded as if he savored each word like something sweet on his tongue. Sadie found herself squinting at him, grateful for the cover of night as she tried to discern more than just dark hair, dark eyes. Felix was taller than her by a few inches, wearing nothing but a thick sweater, though the night was becoming almost unbearably cold. “Can I—” she began at the exact moment he blurted: “Would you like to see Uranus at opposition?”

Sadie almost giggled at that, the punch line of a bad junior high joke, and Felix must have caught the glint in her eye because he grinned. “My astronomy students have a new one every day. Uranus jokes will always be funny.”

“Will they?” Sadie raised one eyebrow.

“You’re right,” Felix conceded, shaking his head. “Only funny to twelve-year-olds and lovers of planetary science.”

“Yes.” Sadie dismissed the bite of the November night, along with her self-consciousness. “I’d love to.”

There was something easygoing and authentic about Dr. Graham. Sadie had finished her doctorate just a year ago, a few weeks after her forty-first birthday, and breaking into higher ed at her age was a lesson in humility. It was why she’d accepted a position at a relatively unknown small college over five hundred miles from home. From the quaint assisted living facility where her septuagenarian mother—her only family—lived. Sadie had left everything behind for Newcastle, and so far she wasn’t convinced it had been worth it. Her course load was intense, her lectures packed. She didn’t have time to make friends.

But Felix acted as if this moonlight meeting was as normal as bumping into each other after faculty assembly. “Once a year, Uranus comes into opposition,” he said, leading Sadie to the single telescope left standing.

Everything else had been packed away into cardboard boxes. How had she missed that?

“The Earth and Uranus pair up on this side of the sun—only two point eight billion kilometers apart.”

“Practically touching,” she said, and felt like an idiot. But she was rewarded with a light chuckle.

“Next-door neighbors,” Felix agreed. “It’s a piece of cake to spot it with binoculars, but you can see the planet’s distinct blue-green marbling with this telescope. Did you spot it earlier?”

She could’ve lied, but Sadie shook her head and admitted, “I got distracted.”

“Totally understandable. Here, let’s start with these and work our way up.” He handed over the binoculars he’d rescued from one of the boxes, and pointed at the night sky, telling her where to find Uranus in relation to the Great Square of Pegasus. Sadie had no idea what he was talking about, but gave it her best shot, squinting into the smudged lenses until Felix stepped behind her. “May I?” he asked, and before she could answer, he touched her.

It was nothing really, just a fingertip or two on her jaw, lifting her chin a few degrees. “You have to look up a bit more, Sadie.”

Her name on his lips was an unlocking. In a single moment, Sadie’s whole heart fell loose and open.

“It looks just like a star,” Felix said, oblivious, “but it’s not. The diameter of Uranus is four times that of Earth, and it possesses the coldest atmosphere in the solar system.”

But Sadie wasn’t listening anymore. Her skin flamed where he had touched her. She felt naked and exposed. “Thank you,” she choked out, shoving the binoculars in his direction. Could he tell? Did he know how he affected her? Sadie knew she had made an absolute spectacle of herself. Coming to this stargazing event, whispering under a moonless sky with a colleague like she was a flirty teenager instead of an academic—a professor!—in her forties.

“In the telescope you can—”

“Thank you,” she said again, interrupting. “I’m afraid I have to go. Maybe I can see it another time.”

Of course, there wouldn’t be another time. Once a year, he had said. A special event. Something unique and disruptive and extraordinary. As uncommon as Sadie Sheridan doing something impetuous.

“This was… informative,” she said, gathering herself and trying to force the wayward pieces back into place. Midnight stargazing with strangers was the most un-Sadie-like thing she could have possibly done, and the impulsivity of it felt rash and uncomfortable. “It was nice to meet you, Dr. Graham.”

“Felix,” he said, but she had already turned away. “You can call me Felix.”

Sadie wanted to tell him that he was the most interesting person she had ever met. That she believed she could spend the entire night looking at the sky with him and never once get bored. But the lightness in her chest, that uninhibited exhale that made her tingle all over, was ridiculous.

Sadie knew herself. She liked her life safe and predictable, her two feet firmly planted on the ground. A thoughtful plan outlined. Don’t forget the cost/risk analysis and a foolproof exit strategy.

She simply wasn’t built to be untethered.
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CHAPTER 2

MONDAY

The closet stinks of mothballs. I can smell them before I open my eyes.

I know exactly where I am.

I know why.

I’m surprised that I slept, even if it was just for an hour or two with my cheek pressed to the cold, back wall of the cramped hideaway.

8:24

The face of my watch frowns in the dim light. Felix is fifteen hours gone, lost or hurt or God knows what. The thought makes me shudder, and every inch of my stiff body protests.

I’m alive. Last night that didn’t feel like a given, but as I part the heavy curtain of coats and fumble for the door handle, I feel a quick beat of humiliation. I spent the night in a closet. The closet of Felix’s study, to be specific, where I had to shove aside boxes and tunnel beneath old garments like a field mouse in winter. If he could see me now, the line between Felix’s eyes would deepen in concern. He’d lift me into his arms, rub my hair between his fingers. Whisper cielito against my neck. Little Sky.

A white-hot pulse of want throbs through me. I want my husband here, with me, his voice sanding away the lethal corners of last night, his hand wrapped tight around mine. He would’ve known just what to do, his height and breadth a commanding deterrent, even if he had no weapon to wield.

I emerge into the sun-bright room, squinting at the cheerful new day, and question everything.

Last night, after seeing the strange man on Felix’s monitor—too lanky and furtive to be my dependable, confident husband—I slid to the floor, my brain downshifting toward survival without any conscious decision to do so. I crawled through the study toward the living room, avoiding windows so that the twinkling snow globe of the house wouldn’t project my every move. At the front door, I double-checked the lock and then wedged Felix’s favorite chair under the handle, a tricky endeavor as I crouched on the floor, trying to keep my head below the windowsill.

I had to kill the lights.

I army crawled then, arm over arm, heart pulsing in my throat, until I could snake one hand up and flick off every switch on the main floor. When it was done, the darkness was thick and absolute. Even the motion-sensing light over the porch had been lulled to sleep. The man was lurking behind the house where shadows stalked at the forest’s edge. But I knew my way in the dark, and now he couldn’t see me creeping around like a caged animal on display.

I hurried to the mudroom, the hairs on the back of my neck tingling as if the stranger was already in the house, a mere step or two behind me, reaching. There were two locks on the back door: one on the hard little knob of the handle, and a dead bolt that slid closed with a satisfying thunk. But that was it. I had done everything I could do to defend myself and protect Hemlock House from whoever was prowling outside.

My phone had been abandoned on Felix’s desk, and I rushed back to the study, ready to call for backup. But as I slouched to the floor, I drew a blank. Who could I dial—911? The nearest police station was over an hour away. And what would I say? I saw a man on a trail cam? He hadn’t approached the door or threatened me. Yes, Hemlock House was situated on an impressive stretch of private property halfway up a dead-end logging road. But people liked to explore the relatively untouched wild of the Cascades. Sometimes they wandered onto our land. They hunted and fished, went berry-picking and foraging for mushrooms. They got lost.

At nearly eleven o’clock on a cold, autumn night?

I warred with myself, knowing that a stranger in the blackberry bramble was not okay. Not something that could be ignored or explained away. His presence there was ominous. Yes, I had a lifelong tendency to catastrophize, to take what might be an ordinary situation and twist it into a worst-case scenario. I had earned that right, but admittedly my bent toward pessimism often created problems.

“It’s fine,” I whispered, comforting the plant hanging in the darkened window, the starry printouts, myself. “He’ll realize he made a mistake and turn back.”

Turn back where? Our mountain unfurled into another and then another, all the way into British Columbia. Requiem was four miles down the logging road and then another three past the turnoff along the highway. The nearest campground was more than thirty miles away.

What was he doing here?

Maybe he’s a ghost. The thought skittered through my mind like an insect, and I shook my head to dislodge it. Spinning to my knees, I peered over the edge of the desk at Felix’s monitor. It had gone dark during my covert operation around Hemlock House, and I wondered for a moment if I had imagined it all. But the trail cam was recording again, the same spot highlighted in ashy whites and grays. The man was still there. Still standing, though facing away from the camera, his back a black smudge against the twisting vines. He parted them carefully, heading deeper into the forest.

I exhaled slowly, watching him go with a sort of fearful, rabid fascination. Maybe I would never know. Maybe these frantic moments of pure, uncut panic would be nothing but a hazy what if against the backdrop of a new day. But then he shifted, sweeping the branches aside with his outstretched arms, and a second figure appeared.

There were two of them.

That sent me scrambling for the closet, gripped by a terror so raw it was feral. I wasn’t myself—college English professor, soon-to-be published novelist, head-over-heels newlywed—I was a single exposed nerve, diminished to nothing but the electric spark of my fright. I hid and listened, my entire body taut as a rubber band as I waited for the sound of boots on the porch, breaking glass, my entire world imploding.

It never came.

Now it all seems so stupid.

I try to turn on my phone, but it’s dead, the battery used up during the hours-long and nonexistent siege of Hemlock House. As the silence stretched on in the closet, I dared to risk the glow of my device to surf the internet, making a list of all the hospitals I could find along Felix’s route home. Then, when an hour had passed with no sign of forced entry, I called. Whispering at first, then later asking in an almost-normal voice if a man named Felix Graham had been admitted overnight. “No,” came the answer again and again. “We are not treating anyone by that name.”

More internet searching turned up a western Washington incident site, but it looked like someone had dumped birthday sprinkles on a map of the coastal counties. Still, I clicked on each dot, noting the category and nature of each case and reminding myself that if the police were involved in whatever happened to Felix, it was likely too soon for it to be documented online.

I was typing emails to friends with my thumbs when I fell asleep.

Now, plugging my phone into the charging cord that snakes across Felix’s desk, I hope I didn’t type anything too desperate. Too mortifying. What if my panic is unwarranted and Felix isn’t missing at all? What if he just doesn’t want to come home? I didn’t think my heart could sink any further, but it does. The thought of my husband leaving me is too awful to consider.

The sun is high and pouring warm light through the windows, smooth as melted butter. Outside I can tell there’s a gentle breeze, it weaves fingers through the aspens beside the old stable and dislodges spent leaves so that the air shimmers with gold like confetti. It’s perfect. Postcard-worthy and contemptuous of my midnight ravings and proclivity for hyperbole. For experiencing the world with the sensitivity of someone who has lost much and learned to live carved out, a hollow husk that—until Felix—could never be filled.

A quick glance out the window assures me that my husband didn’t return in the middle of the night. The drive is empty, the spot where we usually park the Jeep nothing more than tire tracks that are already being overtaken by wild ginger. There’s also no sign of the intruders. For just a moment, it all feels like a dream. Even Felix.

God, I miss him. It’s a bone-deep ache, sharp and bitter, and it overrides any residual fear that makes Hemlock House seem alien and strange. I can deal with whoever trespassed and cursed me with a sleepless night later. But right now, I need to find my husband.



The UTV is an old Polaris Ranger outfitted with a six-inch lift for off-roading and a dump bed for disposing of whatever debris Felix collects around the homestead. He was especially excited about these two features when we first arrived at Hemlock House, although I didn’t pay much attention to the particulars. It had surprised me, this rugged side of him. It was hard to square my bookish, empirical husband with the outdoorsy nature lover that emerged when we spotted the mountains on the horizon. For a man who spent nearly the whole of his time studying the heavens, he clearly had a deep love for the terrestrial. At least, when the ground beneath his feet was the Cascades.

My hand trembles when I fit the circle key into the ignition of the UTV. I’ve somehow managed to brush my teeth, pull my hair into a topknot, and throw on a pair of jeans and a sweater, but I know Cleo will take one look at me and know something’s wrong. That’s fine. I need her resolve.

No police department will take my missing person report too seriously after less than twenty-four hours, and my support system in Requiem is threadbare. There’s Cleo. That’s it.

The trek into Requiem is beautiful under any circumstances, but I barely notice the crisp snap of the autumn air, the crystalline sunshine, the susurrus of the wind in the trees. The logging road is a squiggle of hairpin curves and loose gravel, and it requires all my focus to keep the oversized tires of the side-by-side from slipping off the edge. I’m driving too fast for comfort, a speed that just yesterday would have felt impossible to me, nearly out of control. I live for predictability, constancy, order. This isn’t me, but what choice do I have? I press down on the gas a bit more.

Requiem is more of a village than a town, a hodgepodge collection of buildings lined up on both sides of the highway that caters to tourists. There’s a hardware store that sells hiking essentials, a gas station, a small family restaurant. Felix once told me he remembers shopping at Timber Co. with his dad, and his mom used to send him to Gus’s for gallons of milk and loaves of bread when he was a teenager. But there are newer additions, too. A tiny distillery with a landscaped yard lures visitors to lounge at the painted picnic tables for hours. On weekend nights during peak season, a taco truck pulls up to the curb and does brisk business feeding the buzzed revelers queso and hot, salty chips to balance out the rich sips of Remy’s famous smoked maple pecan bourbon. I once asked Remy how he could possibly make a living off the flights of small-batch whiskey he sells for twelve bucks a pop, and he laughed and pointed to the rows of boxes printed with Requiem Rye lining the back wall. “You, too, can take home two bottles of house-made, organic rye for the low-low price of ninety-nine dollars, Sadie.” I laughed and did exactly that.

Next to Requiem Rye, is my destination: Trilogy. Like the distillery, it’s a trendy new build with whitewashed floors and exposed brick. It’s light and airy, with stunning views of the river through floor-to-ceiling windows across the back. Trilogy is part coffee shop and part workspace, with a dash of diner. Cleo built it with the sizable life insurance policy her husband left behind after he died. She jokes that her investment is just as demanding and high-maintenance as her late husband, but the La Marzocco makes better coffee.

I park the UTV at the curb by Requiem Rye, surprised to see that all the spots in front of Trilogy are taken. I’ve been writing here every day, tucked into an oversized leather chair near the impressive windows, and practically had the place to myself. The avid hikers and family road-trippers are mostly gone for the season, back to school and life as normal instead of posing at scenic overlooks for their social media feeds. The just-over-two-hundred permanent residents of Requiem need the vacationers to survive, yet after only a summer here, even I feel the tension between wanting to preserve this perfect slice of creation for those of us who call it home and needing tourist dollars to do so. The bustle of people in Trilogy on a Monday in mid-October is unexpected.

An old-fashioned bell above the door announces my arrival, but Cleo doesn’t even look up from the counter. Her head is bowed over the cash register as she rings up what seems like a sizable order for a pair of park rangers in their gray button-downs and green pants. Two of the tables are occupied, and my favorite chair is holding a hiking pack for a couple enjoying the view with coffees in hand. This wasn’t what I had in mind when I decided to enlist my friend’s help.

Just then, Cleo finishes the transaction and looks up. “Sadie!” she calls, a grin blooming. “Happy Thanksgiving!” My confusion must be evident, because she clarifies: “Canadian.”

That explains it. We’re not far from the border, and an autumn day like today is a siren call.

“Hazelnut cappuccino?” she asks, though her smile slips a bit when she gets a good look at me. Her hair is braided loosely over one shoulder, the color of hot apple cider with strands of silver steam, and she flicks it back as I come near. “What’s wrong?”

“Felix.” I almost choke on his name. “He didn’t come home last night.”

“What do you mean? Was his flight canceled?”

I shake my head. “On time. I’ve called and called. I texted a dozen times at least. He’s not answering.”

Cleo’s eyes flick to her waiting customers, and she waves me behind the counter so she can continue to work on orders. I sag against the bakery display case while she pulls an espresso shot. “Maybe he extended the trip,” she says, not meeting my eyes.

“What for? Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

“Maybe he got busy. I’m sure he’ll call today.”

Something about her response feels off. Dismissive and cool instead of the compassionate understanding I was expecting. “Something’s wrong,” I tell her, a quiver in my voice. “Felix wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t forget to call. We’re not like that.”

Cleo pours frothed milk over the espresso and pops a lid on it. Setting it beneath the PICK UP HERE sign, she calls, “Large vanilla latte, double shot!”

“I called all the hospitals between here and Sea-Tac,” I tell her, pushing off the display case so I can shadow her steps. “I’ve written emails to our colleagues and friends. I don’t know what else to do. I was hoping you would.”

Cleo sighs. “Sadie, hon, I’ve known Fee since he was a baby. I think you’re overreacting. Forgetting to call is exactly something he’d do. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.”

I can’t help but bristle at both her casual dismissal of me and her use of a nickname Felix hates. I want to say, “You don’t know him the way I do.” But that’s not true. Cleo has known Felix his whole life. He’s been in mine for less than two years.

When we moved to Hemlock House, I expected Felix’s homecoming to be happy. And it was, sort of. Felix came alive on the mountain in a way that I had never seen before. The Cascades and Hemlock House were home in a way our sensible one-story brick house in Newcastle, Iowa, never could be. But memories lingered in the musty rooms, and it was obvious they weren’t all good.

I can admit that Felix has been quiet, maybe even cagey about his past. The people he introduced me to in Requiem have all been kind but guarded. Careful. His family clearly has a reputation, and though I can’t put my finger on why we’re treated with wary deference, I inherently understand we’re set apart somehow. Given a wide berth. It never really bothered me until now. Until the closest thing I have to a friend out here—never mind that she’s almost twenty years my senior—is giving me the cold shoulder.

“Felix is missing,” I say with more heat than I intend. “My husband is missing, Cleo, and you’re acting like you don’t care at all.”

She presses her lips together, finishes up a second coffee, and hands it to the park ranger who’s waiting on the
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