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For everyone who’s been made to feel like prey,

and wished for sharper teeth
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One

Della

The prison is always quiet but never still. A train’s low rumble vibrates the cement walls, releasing ancient dust in ghostly breaths. Water drips. Mice scurry in the ruins. Starlings flutter in the rafters, all rattle and rasp. Wind moans through the narrow, broken windows.

Everyone in town thinks this old prison is haunted. They don’t know how right they are.

“I’m here,” I call. My voice echoes in the predawn darkness, making the starlings stop their chatter. I shine my flashlight over the path, watching for rubble that could trip me. If I fall, she might decide I’m prey. If I fall—

“Are you awake?” I ask, pushing away the fear before it can get its roots into me. I pause, listening for her slightest movement, a single breath. There’s nothing.

The short, fine hairs at the back of my neck prickle, and I spin, ready to block a slap, a lunge, a bite. But her silhouette in the darkness is still. She’s back in her human form now, only a slight, pale woman with long, dark hair and a smell like the river at flood time. I wait for her to move, wait for her to show today’s mood. Will she be quiet and sly, or raging?

She steps into a shaft of weak light. Her hair is matted with dirt and something dark and wet. Her eyes are as shadowed as the forgotten corners of this derelict prison. A smear of dried blood turns her thin lips into a clown’s crooked smile. She comes closer and reaches a bony hand toward my face.

Everything inside me wants to startle and back away, wants to bolt. But you can’t show her any weakness, so I brace myself for her touch. Her hand is moist and cold and smells of earth. She caresses my cheek, her gaze almost gentle.

Some old blood instinct, some half-forgotten longing, rises in me. “Momma,” I say, leaning into her touch. She smiles at the endearment.

And then her hand snarls in my hair and I’m flying across the room. I catch my balance just in time to keep from toppling into a brick wall. My fingers splay over the peeling white paint, knocking long flakes of it from the wall in my hurry to spin back around. A brick barely misses my face as I turn.

Momma cackles.

“Are you done now?” I ask after a beat, keeping my voice steady, almost indifferent. That’s the way to handle my mother when she’s in a mood like this. She’s human now, but only just. By noon, she’ll be more like her old self. But I’ll be stocking shelves at the grocery store by then.

Momma shrugs, but I can tell she’s already lost interest. She wanders across the open room and pauses beneath the squawking starlings, gazing up at them. That must be where the blood came from—a bird she caught in the night. At least I hope it was a bird. I guess it could also be a rat or possum.

“I brought you some breakfast,” I say, crossing the room with my pack. Momma settles onto a clear place on the floor and I sit across from her, pulling out a thermos of decaf coffee and a fried-egg-and-cheese sandwich, which she regards with deep skepticism.

She turns her eyes back to the starlings and begins to hum. Her voice, even while humming, is eerily beautiful, especially here, echoing in the stillness of the prison. The starlings stop their chattering to listen. Maybe this is how she caught one last night.

“What’s that you’re humming?” I ask, hoping to draw her back to human thoughts.

She looks at me and smiles, the blood on her lips turning it into a chilling expression. She sings, picking up where she left off.

From ear to ear I slit her mouth,

And stabbed her in the head,

Till she, poor soul, did breathless lie,

Before her butcher bled.

I go as still as the birds, my eyes fixed on hers. Her expression turns troubled as she sings the next verse, but her voice seems to caress the words.

And then I took her by the hair,

To cover the foul sin

And dragged her to the riverside,

And threw her body in.

“That’s enough, Momma,” I say. “Stop it.” I shake myself, as if the movement can release me from her song and the memories it evokes: gray skin and sharp teeth, a curtain of hair like seaweed. The wildness in her green eyes as she pushed the body into the river.

I should have known better than to encourage Momma’s singing. I used to love to hear her belt out these old ballads, songs carried to Tennessee by our ancestors. Sometimes she sang to draw the magic, and sometimes she sang just for the love of it. But now her beautiful voice is only a tool for the monster to use.

She stops talking and grabs the sandwich from the floor, raising it to her mouth. I grit my teeth as a sour taste rises up my throat at the thought of the last food that passed through her lips.

Once she finishes the final bite of sandwich, her eyes are clearer, less hungry. “Do you want to come home with me today?” I ask out of habit more than anything else. For some reason I also add, “I’m sure Da would like to see you.”

She takes a cautious sip from the thermos and smirks as if to say, If he wants to see me so bad, why’s he not here?

“He’s busy,” I lie. “Gathering ingredients. We’ve been getting more customers lately. The heat must be making everyone more bloodthirsty than usual.”

It’s only June, but already it feels like the middle of summer. The forest is like a wet, green mouth, oppressively hot by ten in the morning. This old prison is probably the coolest place for miles.

Momma starts humming again, but I cut her off. “Come home with me today. You can take a shower, see Da. Maybe help with some of the spell work.”

Her eyes flash, and I know it’s time to back down, but I’m so tired of leaving her alone here. “You’re still human,” I tell her. For now, I add to myself. She only changes at night, but every day, she becomes a little more monster than woman. “You’re allowed to go home.”

She only bares her teeth at me in response. Is it my imagination, or have her canines gone a little more pointed?

I sigh and gather my things, leaving behind some food. I always bring a full day’s food and water with me. Every morning I offer to bring her home, and every morning she refuses. I don’t know if it’s because she’s doing penance for Aunt Sage, she’s angry at Da, or she just doesn’t want to play at being human anymore.

“See you tomorrow, then,” I say as I make my way over the broken floor, stepping carefully over piles of rubble and small animal bones. The sun is fully up now, and I can see the prison in all its decrepit glory. The high, grim windows, the lonely, empty cells. I let myself out the usual door, padlocking it behind me, then head toward a crumbling brick wall. I skirt through a body-sized hole, and then I’m under the barbed-wire fence and trudging to my truck, which I left parked on the shoulder of the road.

I pull onto the pavement, Momma’s song still echoing horribly in my ears, louder than the train barreling down the tracks on the other side of the prison. Momma has barely had a lucid moment in months now. She’s locked up inside herself, wandering the strange labyrinth our twisted magic has made within her. She’s never been able—or maybe she’s just not willing—to tell me what happened to her and Aunt Sage eleven months ago. I don’t know how she feels or what she wants. These songs are the closest thing to sense I’ve gotten from her in weeks, but I think I like her silence better.

I leave behind the industrial area of the prison as I cross the bridge over the river, and then the nature park is on my right. Soon, my view is obscured by trees on either side. I wind my way up into the hills, breathing a little freer as I distance myself from Momma and her prison and the row of falling-down warehouses that line that side of the river.

Ten minutes later, my truck’s engine whines as it strains up the steep, rutted driveway toward home. At the top of the hill, I glance into the rearview mirror for a final look at the forest that borders the road. Green fills my vision for one perfect moment before I look forward again and the house comes into view.

It’s a big, rambling farmhouse from the 1800s that looks a little more abandoned every year. It used to bustle with the activity of five witches, but now it’s just Da and me rattling around inside. Six months ago, someone set fire to the front porch, sending a column down and leaving the front door a blackened mess. It might’ve been kids playing pranks. More likely, it was someone who found himself at the receiving end of a Lloyd vengeance spell and wanted some revenge of his own.

I start to pull into my usual place by the dogwood tree, but an unfamiliar car is parked there, one of those sporty hatchback numbers suburban women drive, complete with a smiling stick family on the back windshield. The house looks even more broken-down next to the car’s shining white paint and cheerful bumper stickers. This car says wholesome, safe, happy. Everything the Lloyds are not.

A bitter, noxious smell hits me before I even reach the porch, which means Soccer Mom is here to buy our brew for a cheating husband. Not so happy after all.

I make my way through the cluttered living room, down a dark hallway full of closed doors, and into the kitchen at the back of the house. The door creaks when I push it open, startling a petite, mousy white woman in yoga pants. Her eyes are wild, like those of all the women who come here. She’s sad and angry and desperate—I can tell because that’s what the brew simmering on the stove smells like: misery and rage. But right now, she’s afraid. Afraid to be in a run-down house in hillbilly country, afraid of the dried plants that hang in bunches on hooks and of the jars of insects that line the shelves. Most of all, she’s afraid of the short, stocky man who leans over the simmering pot, muttering in a harsh, heavily accented rasp.

My father stirs the pot one last time and then motions to the woman. “Come ’ere. Add those seeds I gave you, name your intention, and the brew’ll be done.”

The woman slowly opens her tightly clenched fist, revealing a bright pink seed capsule with dangling red seeds. It’s Euonymus americanus, or bursting heart.

She might be small and scared, but this woman means business. She hisses something I can’t hear and tosses the seed capsule into the brown, lumpy water, and Da stirs it in, whispering the final words of the spell.

I’m not sure anyone deserves what this brew will do to them, no matter how big a cheater. On its own, bursting heart is poisonous, causing severe diarrhea to anyone who ingests it. But when it’s made into a vengeance spell, diarrhea takes on a whole new meaning. It’s an old family recipe called Shits-His-Soul, so called because it hollows a man out, taking away his desire, his ambition, his personality, all he is. For six months, he becomes a shell of a man. And by the time a soul grows back, he’s lost everything—including his mistress.

This spell killed someone only two months ago. Da said it was because the wife administered too much at once, but I think the magic just slipped out of bounds, the way it’s been doing for the last year and a half, since before Momma was turned. Maybe I should feel guilty about that, but Momma taught me it’s not our job to judge whether someone deserves vengeance—only to give our customers what they ask for. What happens after we hand over a spell is none of our business.

When the spell caused that man’s death, I was worried the police would make it our business, but the wife kept her mouth shut, the spell’s ingredients didn’t turn up in a toxin screen, and the medical examiner ruled the man’s death a heart attack. Still, I’m surprised Da’s selling this brew again.

“Cash,” he grunts, making the woman flinch. She pulls a leather wallet from her purse and tentatively places two crisp twenties on the scratched counter. Her hand hovers above her purse, which is always the sign to ask for more money.

“This spell’s eighty,” I say. “It’s hard to get bursting heart this time of year.” That’s not strictly true, but this woman won’t know. And who can say when another customer is going to come along. They’ve gotten rarer since our magic started going wrong—our Liquid Lies spell gave a man bleeding mouth ulcers instead of allowing him to deceive his boss; a brew that was supposed to make a woman’s thirty-year-old son move out of her house sent him into a violent temper so extreme he smashed all the windows in their home before he left. A dozen more stories like that are floating around Fawney. So only the people who are angry or desperate enough to be reckless come now.

Like Soccer Mom. She pulls another forty dollars from her purse while Da pours the concoction through a mesh strainer into a small mason jar. The contents are as murky brown as the river that runs through this town. That’s mostly owing to the handful of forest soil Da has started throwing into every brew he makes. He says the soil grounds the spells, making them homely and serviceable. I think that’s more superstition than anything, same as having the customer add the final ingredient with their own hand. I’m not sure there’s any measure we can take now to keep the magic under our control.

Da fastens the lid and holds the jar out to the woman. “Now listen carefully and do exactly what I say. You need to get it into his food or drink. A third today, a third tomorrow, a third the next day. Don’t do anything differently. Exactly that, and you’ll get what you came for. His new girl won’t recognize him.” Da gives the woman a contemptuous smile. “You understand?”

She snatches the jar and rushes for the back exit, leaving the kitchen’s screen door banging in the wind in her hurry to get away. Soon, her car tears down the driveway.

“Poor bastard,” Da mutters, shaking his head.

“Couldn’t you have given her something else?” I ask.

Da snorts. “Uh-uh. That woman won’t be satisfied till her cheating husband is limp and lifeless as an overboiled crawdad.”

“Well, let’s hope it’s more limp than lifeless this time,” I say. Da grunts in agreement.

I start helping Da clean up the mess scattered all over the kitchen—dried mushrooms on the table, drifts of dirt on the counter and floor, water dripping down the stove. We work in silence together, each of us content to keep to our own thoughts. I don’t realize I’ve started humming Momma’s murder ballad until Da swears and says my name. I nearly drop my broom.

“‘The Bloody Miller,’” he murmurs. “That sort of morning, then?” He finishes washing out his brew pot and then tosses it under the kitchen sink, where it lands with a dull thunk. When I don’t answer, Da sighs and leaves the kitchen. Soon, the busted old recliner in the living room groans with his weight. He turns on the TV, and the familiar, monotonous voice of anchorman Jerry Jones drifts down the hallway. I half listen for a few minutes as I rummage through the kitchen for something to eat. I take my bag of chips into the living room just as video footage of the road that runs past our house appears on the screen.

Jerry’s face turns grim. “The hunt is still underway for local woman, twenty-one-year-old Rochelle Greymont, who went missing last week.”

A posed photograph of a beautiful white girl with blond hair and perfect teeth appears on the screen behind the news anchor. “Authorities have located her car on the outskirts of Wood Thrush Nature Park, but—”

Da shuts off the TV, and we sit in silence, only the ticking of the clock over the fireplace making a sound. Worry unfurls in my gut like a fiddlehead uncurling from its bud. Another missing girl. The second one to go missing on the Bend—a four-mile stretch of land hugged on one side by the river, roughly approximating the borders of the nature park, though of course the Bend came first. The Bend has been the secret source of our family’s magic for the last hundred years, whether it’s been private farmland, unclaimed wasteland, or a state-funded nature park. The land has never belonged to the Lloyds, but that doesn’t matter. The Bend is ours.

And now girls are going missing on it.

The first one, Samantha Parsons, had been out hiking with her boyfriend. He said he turned around and she was just gone. One girl missing, fine. But two?

My mind flits to the smear of blood on Momma’s lips.

“Da,” I say, but he interrupts.

“Don’t even think that, Della. Your momma’s locked up good now. She’s been there every morning, hasn’t she?”

“Yes,” I whisper. And singing about the murder of a blond girl.

“She’s not a killer.”

“She killed Aunt Sage,” I say.

Da flinches at my words. The memory is still as painful to him as it is to me.

Momma and Sage had gone out to try a new spell to heal the Bend’s wayward magic. But something went horribly, unimaginably wrong. Da and I found them just in time to see the monster Momma had become push her sister’s bloodied body into the river. I had to go home and tell my cousin Miles that his mother was dead and mine was to blame.

Da shakes his head. “That was different. She’d only just changed, and she didn’t know her own strength. She wouldn’t hurt those girls. I know she wouldn’t.”

I rub the sore spot on my scalp where she grabbed me by the hair this morning, but I don’t say anything. Everything in me wants to believe that Da’s right, that Momma is more than the monster who hides inside her by day and comes creeping out at night—the one I’ve begun to call the river siren.

After Aunt Sage, we locked Momma in the defunct Wilson J. Monroe Penitentiary, where she couldn’t do any more harm.

But the closed-down prison is closed down for a reason: it’s old and crumbling, with a dozen possible escape routes for someone cunning enough to find them. And my mother is nothing if not cunning.

My eyes wander to the framed pictures on the wall, all family snapshots. Momma and Aunt Sage with their arms around each other, Sage smiling like a sunflower while Momma looks at the camera with a mysterious smile. Miles and me as little kids, playing at spell work in the mud. And my favorite, of me and Momma and Da at the kitchen table, Momma blowing out the candles on her birthday cake. The difference between the mother in that photo and the half-feral woman I left behind in the prison this morning makes me want to weep.

Now this new girl, Rochelle Greymont, is missing, and her disappearance sits heavy as a weight in my gut.

But if Momma is escaping, if she’s hurting people, what am I supposed to do? When she first turned, Da and I tried every brew we could think of to change her back, and nothing worked. After a while, he gave up. He visited her less and less, until one day he stopped going at all and left her to me. Miles was too angry and grieved to stay here; he took a cleaning job at Highland Rim University, saying he was done with magic. I lost my aunt, my mother, and my cousin in one go. Now I’m on my own, and I have no idea what to do.

I could shoot her, I guess, or I could lead the police to her and let them do it. But I know I’d kill a hundred park visitors myself before I’d let my momma die.

It’s an ugly thought, but maybe the Bend makes monsters of us all.

Someone starts knocking on our front door the next morning before the sun is fully up. I’m brushing my teeth, so I wait for Da to wake up and answer it.

“What?” Da finally hollers, dragging himself down the hallway toward the front door.

The banging comes again.

It’s too early in the morning for a customer. I’ve been up for half an hour, making Momma’s breakfast and getting ready for the day, but Da never shows his face before nine if he can help it. Besides, customers don’t bang like that. They are much more timid, afraid a witch is going to blast them at the threshold.

I peer out of the bathroom when Da opens the door. Two uniformed police officers stand there, a burly white man and a short white woman with blond hair. I walk softly down the hallway to see what’s happening, toothbrush still in hand. I catch the end of the man’s sentence.

“. . . checking in with the neighbors, see if anyone heard anything or saw the girl.”

Da keeps his hand on the door. “We didn’t, and you might’ve noticed we don’t have any neighbors. We’re the only folks around here for a long ways.”

“Yes, that’s why it’s so important for you to give us any information you might have,” the man says patiently.

Da sighs, and I come to stand next to him before he can say anything too nasty. “We don’t know anything about the missing girl,” I say, meeting the female cop’s eyes. She’s kind of hot, but cops mean nothing but trouble for us. “If we did, we would’ve called already.”

She raises her eyebrows like she doesn’t believe me, and my heart starts to race. She cocks her head as if she can hear it beating in my chest. “Mind if we take a look around your property, just in case?”

“Actually, I do mind,” Da says, but I step in front of him. We can’t give them any reason to look into us. We’ve got too much to hide.

“Feel free to check the yard and the shed,” I say. “But we really don’t know anything.”

She looks to Da for permission, and he gives a terse nod.

The male cop looks over Da’s head, trying to catch a look at the inside of the witches’ house. I’m sure he’s heard more than a few stories, probably seen the aftereffects of some of our brews, whether he knew it or not. “Only y’all live here? Nobody else?” he asks. “I thought the Lloyds were a big family.”

I freeze, but Da answers. “My lazy wife got tired of looking after this ’un and hightailed it off to Memphis with her sorry sister. Just us two now.”

“And that cat there,” I add as the enormous orange tabby Aunt Sage named Sunny darts past the cops’ ankles and into the house. The female cop meets my eyes again, as if checking to see I’m not banged up. I give her Da’s patented disdainful smile and she looks away.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” the man says. “We’ll have a look around and be on our way. But if you hear anything, you give me a call.” He places a card in Da’s hand.

“Yes, sir,” I say before Da closes the door in their faces.

“Shit,” I whisper, leaning against the closed door. “Shit.”

Da puts a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Ain’t her, Della. I told you that. Them sniffing ’round here don’t make a damn bit of difference.”

“What if they ask more questions about where Momma and Aunt Sage are?” We never reported the death, and Sage didn’t have anyone but Miles to wonder about her. Miles agreed to keep quiet about her murder for the family’s sake, but if pressed by police, he might reveal something. “The lady cop seemed concerned about my lack of a mother,” I add.

Da snorts. “They don’t give two shits what happened to your momma. They’ll see these girls going missing’s got nothing to do with us and be on their way. Now, don’t you have someplace to be?” He looks meaningfully at the old grandfather clock standing across the room. “You’re gonna be late, and she’ll think you’ve abandoned her for good.”

“I’m not the one who’s abandoned her,” I mutter as I walk back to my room. Da picks up Sunny and strokes the cat’s head, pretending not to hear what I said.

As I drive over to the prison, my mind starts churning through every possible escape route Momma could take. I picture her breaking through a window, scaling the high walls of the prison, and dropping to the dead grass below. I picture her racing across the road and into the forest, bounding on all fours, making for the river. But I don’t let myself picture what might come after that. I don’t let myself think about teeth and claws and blood. Not yet. Not until I have to. For now, I’ll keep pretending, just like Da.
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Two

Natasha

I’ve seen posters for missing people before—usually a little grainy, with MISSING splashed across the top in bold red letters. They always seemed like a relic to me, something left over from the 1970s. How could anyone go missing now with constant social media updates, cell phone towers, and facial recognition software?

Maybe that’s why it doesn’t feel quite real as I staple a poster with my sister’s smiling face to an electric pole, just above an advertisement for a dog walker. I smooth a crease in the paper and stare at the words, which are starting to blur from the mix of sweat and tears in my eyes.

Rochelle Greymont

Age: 21

Race: Caucasian

Blond hair, blue eyes, 5'10″

Last seen—

“Nat,” my best friend, Georgia Greer, calls from across the quad, pulling my attention from the poster. She shakes an empty canvas bag. “I’m all out. Do you have more?” She holds a staple gun at the ready.

I quickly wipe my eyes and reach into my bag, but there’s only one poster left. I glance at the time on my cell phone. We’ve been papering Rochelle’s college, Highland Rim University, for the last two hours. “I’m out too,” I yell. “I guess we should head to fencing anyway.”

Georgia jogs over, her long, thin braids tapping against her bare shoulders. “God, it’s hot today,” she says, fanning herself. Her dark brown skin is beaded with sweat same as mine. “Are you sure you want to go to fencing?” she asks when she gets close, probably noticing the traces of my tears. “We can skip if you want.”

I bite my lip. It feels weird to go to fencing club like it’s a normal day when my sister is missing, when she’s been missing for over seventy-two hours. But right now it’s better than going home, where I’ll be sure to do nothing but pace and worry and go out of my mind with fear, just like my parents are doing. Where my brain will run through worst-case scenarios like one of those old-timey movie reels Georgia’s got on display in her basement studio.

“No, let’s go,” I say. “Mom said I should stick to my routine as much as I can. She said it will help keep me calm.”

“Well, your mom must’ve never noticed how terrifying you are with a saber in hand,” Georgia says wryly.

“You’re one to talk. You beat me in every single bout last week.”

Georgia smirks. “I’m always telling you, short and compact girls make the best fencers—and the best lovers. That’s why Odette can’t resist me.”

I snort, and Georgia’s eyes flit up to me, her serious expression at odds with her banter. The joking is for my sake—to draw me out of myself. She’s worried. She’s been my friend long enough to tell that even though I look calm on the outside, a volcano is starting to rumble underneath.

Because as my sister’s face stares out at me from every newly hung poster we pass, I feel my old anger—the anger I’ve worked hard in therapy to get under control—begin to boil and bubble up. And when I see a flyer advertising the live music at Papa’s tonight, I know no amount of fencing will keep the volcano from erupting. I just need to make sure I unleash it on the right person.

I’m still sweaty and wired from fencing when I step into the dim, smoky atmosphere of Papa’s. It’s four in the afternoon, and outside the sun is still a burning yellow ball in the sky, but inside the bar, time has no meaning. There are only neon beer signs, sticky tables, and faded band posters from the early 2000s. Rochelle’s boyfriend, Jake, stands in front of the stage, fiddling around with his sound equipment. There’s no music playing, and Jake looks up at my entrance. The light from the window at the front of the bar throws him into shadow, so he’s more of a silhouette than anything—the outline of broad shoulders and tousled hair.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey yourself.” His voice sounds tired. When I get up close to the stage, I see he looks tired too—he’s got dark circles under his eyes and a haggard look about him. He’s only twenty-two, but he could pass for thirty right now.

“Staying busy, I see.” I try—and fail—to keep the judgment from my voice.

“Can I help you with something?” Jake asks, as if I’m some girl who’s wandered in off the street, not anyone he knows or cares about.

“Wanted to know if you’ve heard from Rochelle,” I say mildly. My dad, who’s an attorney, taught me you can’t go straight in for the attack; you’ve got to warm up the witness. It’s not my style, but I’m trying. I want to be a lawyer too, so I guess this is my chance to practice Dad’s methods.

“Nope,” Jake says.

I sigh. “That’s all you’ve got to say for yourself? Rochelle’s been missing for three days. Everyone’s running around trying to find her. And you’re just here, dicking around with amplifiers.” So much for warming up the witness.

Silence stretches between us, but I refuse to break it. I stare Jake down, waiting for a response. His expression is one of studied irritation, like I’m wasting his time. Or maybe he’s high and having trouble focusing—you can never tell with Jake.

I pull out my last missing-person poster and toss it onto one of his amps. Rochelle’s face stares up at the ceiling. Jake flinches when he sees it, but then he meets my eyes again.

“You know what she’s like. She’ll turn up,” he finally says, looping some electrical cords over his arm. “This is classic Rochelle. She gets pissed off at me and disappears for a few days. She’s done it plenty of times before.” He gazes across the bar, clenching his jaw. A muscle in his cheek ticks, revealing the strain he’s trying to hide behind the nonchalance.

“Rochelle doesn’t disappear,” I say. “She’s never done that to me.”

Jake laughs. “Ask Margo. They had a fight last month and Rochelle didn’t talk to her for a week straight, even made me pretend not to be home when Margo came by.”

Margo Yoon has been Rochelle’s best friend since high school. I doubt they could go one day without talking, let alone a week. Jake’s only exaggerating to prove a point.

“Well, this time I guess she’s hiding from all of us, then,” I say.

“I guess so,” Jake says. “And once everyone has made a big enough fuss over her, she’ll come home. And I won’t be waiting for her with open arms this time.”

I struggle to maintain my composure, the way Dad taught me, the way a Greymont should, but my anger bursts out of me. “You’re being such an asshole,” I say. “You think she just abandoned her car on the side of the road? She loves that car.”

Rochelle’s 1972 powder-blue Triumph TR6 is her baby. She wouldn’t even leave it in the driveway, let alone on the side of the road next to a nature park. The police have already determined that the car didn’t break down, so something else must have made her pull over by the roadside.

“Maybe she met up with someone else,” Jake says, a flicker of jealousy in his eyes. “Another guy. He picked her up, and she left the car.”

“That’s bullshit.”

Jake has always been jealous, almost from the very night he and Rochelle met. She thought his possessiveness was charming, at least at first. But I see it for the toxic mess it is. That jealousy is preventing him from helping to look for her. From even admitting something might be wrong.

Jake shakes his head, biting his lip. “Wouldn’t have been the first time. Your sister is a—”

I step forward and push him, hard. “I will beat the ever-loving shit out of you, Jake Carr, if you say one more fucking word.”

His jaw clenches again and anger flashes in his baby-blue eyes, but he pushes it down. Instead of lashing out, Jake smirks, his handsome lips twisting into the hipster-cowboy insouciance he projects every time he gets onstage. “Better watch that dirty mouth of yours, Natasha. Don’t want people to think you’re not a lady.”

It takes all my self-possession not to deck him in his smug, beautiful face. “She could be lost and hungry in the woods. She could have been eaten by a fucking bear. She could have been murdered by some psycho. And you’re standing here telling me to act like a lady? Why aren’t you out looking for her? Why aren’t you on the news using what little celebrity status you have to get people to help find her? Why aren’t you doing anything?” I yell the last part, and Jake takes a half step back.

He looks to one side, a tiny bit of shame creeping into his expression.

“Oh,” I laugh, making it as derisive as I can. “I see. You’re worried about your image. Bad boy Jake Carr doesn’t have a steady girlfriend. Is that why your PR team has kept you out of the news—or is it your family’s money? You know, I really tried hard to like you, for Rochelle’s sake. But you’re a useless piece of shit.”

I spin on my heel and bang out of the bar, and am instantly hit in the face with glaring June sunlight and a wave of humid heat. This parking lot feels like the very pit of hell. I yank open the door of my BMW and throw myself against the driver’s seat. The leather burns the exposed skin of my shoulders, but I don’t care. I’m burning on the inside, so why not the outside too?

“Goddamnit!” I yell, and punch the steering wheel. The horn gives a weak blast, and a homeless man on the other side of the parking lot startles. He scowls at me and continues walking, dragging a black trash bag behind him. Ah, good, another person who thinks I’m a spoiled rich bitch driving my daddy’s fancy car. To him, I’m no better than Jake.

Tears sting the corners of my eyes, but I blink them back as I start the car, crank the air conditioner, and turn the music all the way up. I spin out of the parking lot and immediately get stuck at a red light. A herd of college girls with fresh blowouts parade across the walkway. The light changes, but they’ve paused in the middle of the road to—I swear to God—take a selfie. I consider blaring my horn at them. Instead, I take a deep breath. The voice of my therapist, Dr. Patel, chides me. You know what this anger is, Natasha. It’s fear. It’s anxiety. She says all my rage is a coping mechanism for dealing with trauma. Maybe she’s right, or maybe the world is just full of reasons to be mad.

Like my sister going missing and the police having zero leads. Like her shithead boyfriend doing nothing to help us find her. The thought sends a bolt of anger down my arms, and before I know it, I’ve got my palm pressed hard against the horn. The girls look at me and laugh. They give me the finger but get out of my way in a hurry when I rev my engine.

I drive in stop-and-go traffic for another few infuriating minutes until I’m able to pull onto the interstate. I glance at the dashboard and hit the gas. I told my parents I’d be home by four, but it’s going to be at least five. With Rochelle missing, they are more on edge than ever. I didn’t tell them I was going to see Jake; in fact, they didn’t even know about Jake until a few days ago. Rochelle never told them anything. She has always kept things from them, but after she left for college, she became even more secretive.

As I drive, I start sorting through the facts like I would for a research paper, laying them out in order. The night she went missing, Rochelle was at a party with Jake at some music executive’s house. They drove separately because Rochelle was coming from a study group in the library at Highland Rim University. They were both seen at the party until midnight, but after that time, no one remembers seeing her. Jake’s friends vouch that he was at the party and spent the night there, and there are photos of him hanging out after midnight. Jake says Rochelle was tired and drove herself home. No one else saw her after that. A park ranger reported her abandoned car after it sat by the side of the road next to the nature park all day. No one knows why she was even driving in that direction. Basically, no one knows anything.

I pull into my family’s neighborhood and slow my speed as I drive through streets with massive, imposing houses and enormous, perfectly manicured lawns. I keep thinking that one day this will feel like my neighborhood, the place I belong, but it’s been six years and I still feel like that newly adopted ten-year-old gawking at the kind of wealth I’d only seen on TV. Since then I’ve worked hard to make myself into the sort of person who lives here, from my 4.0 GPA to my shelf of fencing and track medals. Fake it till you make it and all that.

I turn onto my family’s tree-lined drive and speed along the curve that borders the Civil War–era wall, slowing only when I see the house. It’s a beautiful old Georgian brick with ivy climbing the walls and cream-colored roses growing in the flower beds. Unlike a lot of the houses around here, it manages to be classy without being imposing or overwrought. It reminds me of my parents, with their old money and soft charm. My gentle mother, my steady father. Sure, they can be oblivious sometimes, but they’re still the sort of people who adopt two half-grown girls and love them like their own blood.

Mom is waiting in the kitchen, an apron covering her dress, yellow rubber gloves on her hands. She’s been scrubbing the sink. Again. “Natasha, I was starting to worry,” she says. Her lips tremble, and I hate myself for scaring her.

I give Mom my best good-girl smile. “Fencing club ran a little long, and then some of us went for fries and milk shakes after.”

Mom smiles, but the worry lines don’t quite disappear from her perfectly made up face. “I’m glad you’re spending time with your friends, sweetheart. You’ve been working far too hard this summer.”

She’s too distracted to notice the lie—except for Georgia, the people in fencing club aren’t my friends. They’re a bunch of type-A overachievers who picked fencing because it gives them a chance to release all their pent-up angst. Not that I’m any different. Amid fencing club meets, my summer has been consumed by standardized test prep and internship applications. Well, until Rochelle went missing. None of that stuff matters until Ro comes home.

I plop onto a stool at the kitchen counter. The marble countertop has been scrubbed so clean I can almost see my reflection in it. “Any news?”

Mom turns away quickly, but I still catch the way her face falls. “Nothing at all. The police have finished searching the area along the highway, but there’s no sign of her. They . . . they are dredging the river now to see—” She gasps down a sob.

I’m off my stool in a moment. I wrap my arms around her from behind and press my face into her soft hair. “Oh, Mama,” I croon. “Oh, she’s not in the river. I promise.” My mother’s small frame shudders.

“You know, you know that boy she was seeing, Jake? He said she’s done this before, just taken off when they had a fight.” I hate myself for repeating his words, but I have to offer Mom something. “Maybe that’s all that’s happened. Maybe she’ll turn up in a few days or a week. And we’ll forget all about this.”

“Of course, of course, sweetheart,” Mom says, turning to face me. I wipe the tears from her eyes with my thumbs. She tries for a brave smile.

I hold back my own tears and raise my chin. “We Cook girls are tough, you know.” Mom startles at my use of my and Rochelle’s birth name. “That’s what Rochelle used to say to me, when we were little and things were bad. ‘We Cook girls are too tough for anyone, Shashi.’” Mom smiles at Rochelle’s nickname for me. “And now that we’re Greymont girls, well, we’re even tougher.”

Mom beams at that through her tears, and I almost feel like things are going to be all right. Then her cell phone rings and Mom hurries to answer it. “Hello?” she says. The way her voice shakes makes me want to smash something.

“Yes, this is Cheryl Greymont. Yes. I see. Anything else? No, no, of course.” Her face is carefully blank now, but she grips the phone until her knuckles bleed white. “I’ll call my husband, and we’ll arrange it. Yes. Yes, we’ll come. Thank you.”

After she ends the call, she stares at the phone in her hand so long I think she’s in a trance.

“Mom?” I ask. “What is it? Did they find her? Is she . . . is she—” My voice breaks.

My anguish catches Mom’s attention and she meets my eyes, her own steady and sure again. “They found her purse beside the river.”

“Oh. Do they know—”

Mom shakes her head. “The police said now that we have a definite starting place, we can bring our own search party out there if we want to. Because we have a place to look now.” Purpose enters her voice, and she’s the mother I’ve lived with for six years, the one who organized bake sales and wrangled the PTA. “Now we know for sure she went missing in the nature park. That’s more than we had before. We can start at the river.”

A horrible image flashes into my mind: Rochelle dead in a dirty river, her corpse gray and bloated, her beautiful blond hair caught in bracken, her eyes eaten by fish. My knees buckle, but I sit back down before Mom can see. I push the hateful images away and give Mom a reassuring smile. Rochelle isn’t dead. I’d feel it if she were. I’d know it way down deep inside. Rochelle is alive, and she needs us to find her.

I wave my iPhone in the air. “I’ll start rallying the troops.”

Less than two hours later, we’ve got sixty volunteers combing the nature park for signs of Rochelle. The search party has been broken into four sections: one to search along the river where Ro’s purse was found, one to check the brush-filled meadows nearby, one to walk the low-lying forest, and one to climb the ridges in hopes of spotting her from above. The Wood Thrush Nature Park is enormous, covering about 2,500 acres, traversing several types of landscape. If Rochelle is here, she could be anywhere.

For the twentieth time, I shout Rochelle’s name into the trees that line the road. The echoes of other voices are all that reach me, each one yelling the same word, my sister’s name. “Rochelle!” I call again, worrying my voice is too thin and weak to carry. The immensity of the park, the sheer vastness of it, makes me feel small and powerless.

I came here once before, when I was eleven, and I felt exactly the same way then. It was our first summer as Greymonts, and Dad took us hiking. It was hot and humid, and mosquitoes kept biting me. The woods felt big and mysterious and dangerous and I wanted to go home, back to someplace safe and familiar. Rochelle loved it, though. She asked Dad a hundred questions about the plants and trees, took off her shoes, and splashed in the creek. I didn’t let myself whine even once because she was so happy, and I loved seeing Rochelle smile.

The memory of Ro’s smile wraps around me like a warm blanket. God, I miss her so much. “Rochelle!” I scream, my voice breaking on the second syllable, ending in a croak.

“We’ll find her, Natasha. I promise you, we’ll find her,” Rochelle’s best friend, Margo, says, taking my hand and squeezing. She gives me an encouraging smile, pushing back her curly, carefully styled hair. I wonder if she’s trying to convince herself as much as me.

Margo feels almost like family, and she’s always treated me like an honorary little sister. But I’ve never spent time with her without Rochelle, which makes this all feel even weirder.

Georgia takes my other hand, but she doesn’t promise anything. Georgia never makes promises she can’t keep. It’s nearly twilight, and her skin is tinged blue in this light, shadows playing beneath her brown eyes. She looks grim, worried. Somehow that’s more comforting to me than Margo’s sunny optimism. It’s how I feel too.

We continue to follow the line of trees at the road’s edge. I wanted to go inside the forest to search, but I could tell Mom and Dad were freaked out by the idea of me going in there, as if I would disappear just like my sister. Instead, I promised that Georgia, Margo, and I would keep to the roadside near where Ro’s car was abandoned. Police and park rangers have already been over this area, but it’s possible they missed a clue. Or at least that’s what I’m telling myself. Anyway, I need to feel like I’m doing something worthwhile.

We’re surrounded by silver tree trunks and healthy green leaves. Yet it’s eerily quiet. No birds sing, no squirrels play in the branches. It’s still, except for the calls of my sister’s name and the occasional whoosh of a car speeding by. The farther we walk, the less frequently the searchers’ voices come, until all we can hear are our own shoes crushing the grass, scuffling gravel. Georgia’s breathing is steady in my ear, her hand sweaty in mine.

The air seems to hum against my skin, as if it’s alive. This whole place feels alive, like a breathing, thinking, watching being. I’m terrified of it, but something inside me pulls toward it too. Every inch of my skin feels sensitive, receptive, expectant. It almost feels as if I could reach out my hand and—

“Kind of creepy, isn’t it?” Georgia whispers, jarring me from my strange thoughts. That magnetic pull I was feeling vanishes. She takes her phone from her back pocket and starts filming as we walk. For a few moments I watch our movement along the roadside through her iPhone’s screen, and it reminds me of a low-budget horror film.

Georgia can’t see anything interesting without wanting to get it on film. Much to the disappointment of her CFO father and engineering-professor mother, Georgia is an artist. But I’d rather she didn’t make art out of this particular experience.

“Do you have to do that?” I ask.

“Sorry,” Georgia says. “Habit.” She stops recording and pockets her phone.

A cool breeze wafts through the humid air, carrying a strange metallic odor. The hairs along my nape prickle, sending small tremors down my back. Even though there’s still a half hour of light remaining, the forest is already nearly dark. I’m about to suggest we turn back for the car when there’s a crunch of fallen leaves from inside the trees.

The three of us freeze and wait, listening. The woods go silent again. I peer into the gloom, but the trees are merely shadows in the dark. Georgia takes her phone back out and clicks on the flashlight app, shining it into the trees, illuminating the thickly carpeted forest floor.

The flashlight beam reflects off two eyes in the darkness, and an animal explodes into movement.

Margo screams and yanks Georgia and me away from the tree line, back onto the road. “Back to the Jeep!” she yells. Our feet pound the pavement and we don’t look back, we don’t stop moving, we don’t do anything but flee. Georgia and I are good runners from three years of high school track, but after a few minutes Margo starts struggling to keep up. It’s no surprise—she’s dressed in Converse and tight, high-waisted jeans. I drag her along, trying to take some of her weight. There aren’t any sounds of a chase behind us, but my heart is beating in my temples and my breath is coming short and all I can think is that if there are creatures like that roaming the woods, Rochelle might be in more trouble than I thought.

An unexpected sob wrenches itself from my chest and I trip and fall, my knees slamming into the road. The impact turns my vision white with pain, and I roll over onto my side, my arms wrapped around my aching, screaming knees. Georgia and Margo bend over me, talking across each other. They pull me to a sitting position, and all the tears I’ve been holding back pour out. I sit on the warm blacktop, sobbing and feeling like my insides are being ripped out.

Margo, still trying to catch her breath, kneels in front of me on the road and folds me into a tight hug. Georgia stands over us, watchful, her hand resting against my hair.

The twilight is still and quiet. Lightning bugs begin to light up the tall grass at the roadsides. “Look, fireflies,” Margo says, smiling at me through her own tears. Her round face looks beatific under her halo of humidity-frizzed hair.

“Why do you look pretty when you cry?” I ask, wiping away my snot. “I look like a hot mess.”

“It’s the only thing I got out of my high school acting career,” Margo says with a laugh.

“You also got Rochelle,” I point out. That’s how Margo and Rochelle became friends—acting in a school production of Much Ado About Nothing.

“Yeah,” Margo says with a sniff, “I got Rochelle.”

“Truck’s coming,” Georgia warns us.

Margo helps me to my feet and we move to the side of the road just as a truck pulls up next to us. Margo pushes me slightly behind her.

“Y’all all right?” a man’s voice says.

My vision is still blurry with tears, but I make out a park ranger in the truck’s driver’s seat. He is white and about thirty, with a face full of stubble and straight brown hair tucked behind his ears. One slightly muscled arm rests on the open window, revealing a deep tan beneath the sleeve of his beige uniform. He’s wearing thick leather work gloves.

“We’re fine,” I say. “Now.” I wipe at my eyes.

“An animal was chasing us,” Georgia adds, crossing her arms and eyeing him suspiciously.

The ranger’s eyebrows go up. “Are you sure? The animals usually don’t bother people, unless you’re bothering them. What’d it look like?”

“Had yellowish eyes,” I say, not liking the tone he’s taking. “Pretty big. That’s all I saw before we ran.”

“Hmm, might’ve been a lost dog, I guess,” the ranger says with a shrug. “We’ve had some reports about that. I’ve run into a few myself. Nothing to get worked up about.” He gives us a disarming smile. “Y’all can get in if you want. I’ll take you back to your car.”

I glance at Margo to see what she thinks. She smiles at the ranger. “Thanks. We’re parked just up the highway, on the shoulder,” she says. “We’d appreciate the ride.”

“I don’t know if I want to get into some random white dude’s truck,” Georgia whispers in my ear.

Getting into a truck with a stranger isn’t something I’d normally do either, but night is falling fast and some yellow-eyed beast is roaming the woods. “It’ll be fine,” I whisper back. “We’re all together and he’s a park ranger, which is like a nature cop.”

Georgia looks even less convinced, and I realize my mistake. Cops don’t feel safe to her. “Sorry. We can call my mom if you want. She can probably send someone to get us,” I offer. “Or we can keep walking.”

Georgia looks around the gloomy, deserted roadside, biting her lip. “Nah, it’s way too creepy out here. Let’s just risk the ranger dude.”

I give Georgia’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

Margo is already moving toward the passenger door. “Why don’t you sit up front, Natasha? You’re probably sore from falling.” She pushes the seat forward so she and Georgia can climb into the back of the truck.

She’s not wrong. I wince at the pain in my knees as I heave myself up into the cab. At least sitting up front will let me stretch my legs out.

“Y’all part of that Greymont girl’s search party?” the ranger asks as he puts the truck into gear.

“She’s my sister,” I say, and the man’s eyes flit to my face again, apparently looking for a likeness. He won’t find much of one—my hair is brown where Ro’s is blond, my face oval where hers is heart-shaped. Ro is curvy, and I’m all long legs and athletic shoulders.

“Sorry to hear that,” he says, his tone soft. “She seems like a sweet girl, from what the news’s been saying. I’ve been assisting the police as much as I can. I live on the park, up by the old ferry access road.” I settle into the soft lilt of his voice, suddenly soothed.

“All by yourself? Have you been there long? Don’t you get lonely?” Margo asks, leaning around the seat to smile at him.

The man laughs good-naturedly at Margo’s rapid-fire idea of a conversation. “Moved here from north Florida a while back. I like the peace and quiet.”

“He won’t get much of that with Margo in his truck,” Georgia stage-whispers from the back seat.

“We can’t all be silent and pensive artistes,” Margo retorts.

“No, the world has a dire need of bubbly fashion designers who never stop talking,” Georgia says.

Margo sticks out her tongue at Georgia and goes pointedly silent. Georgia chuckles.

They’ve been like that ever since the first night Georgia came over for a sleepover in ninth grade and Margo teased and charmed her right out of her broody shell. After three years of being thrown together at family events, constant ribbing is just their thing.

I smile, but their banter can’t completely distract me from the empty darkness outside the truck. I didn’t realize we had walked so far from the car.

The road arcs sharply around a bend, and my eyes follow the curve of the ridge. I’m surprised to see a house sitting up there. I didn’t even notice it when we were walking since I was looking into the trees on the other side. “Is that house part of the nature park?” I ask, pointing toward it. “A historical site or something?”

The ranger looks up. “No, that belongs to the Lloyds. From what the other rangers tell me, they’ve lived there for decades. The name never changes. Even men who marry into the family go by Lloyd. Strange folks, lots of rumors about them around town. Haven’t you heard of them before?”

We all shake our heads. It’s not surprising we haven’t—we live one town over, in Swylerville, a university town. We shop at different stores and go to different schools and churches than the people around here in Fawney.

“What kind of rumors?” Georgia asks, craning her neck for a last glance of the house. She’s always on the lookout for her next documentary subject. Clearly, she thinks there could be a story in that creepy farmhouse.

The ranger laughs. “Nonsense mostly. Folks say they’re witches and will sell you spells to get revenge on your enemies. That sort of thing.”

“I could use a spell like that,” I mutter, thinking of Jake. But then a memory stirs. Rochelle sitting on my bed, holding one of her many crystals in the palm of her hand. She said she wished she could do magic. I told her she should watch this 90s movie about teen witches called The Craft, and once she saw the snakes they summoned, she’d change her mind.

But Rochelle shook her head. “I heard about a family of real witches who live in Fawney, in the hills. My friend Sandra went to them when her boyfriend told her she had a fat ass. They gave her a potion to make him ugly. He broke out in terrible acne and all his hair fell out.”

I had scoffed at that, and Rochelle laughed. But there was a look of longing on her face. She wanted the magic to be real.

“You ever met them?” Georgia asks the ranger, dispelling the memory.

The ranger shrugs. “Seen ’em around, now and again. They come onto Wood Thrush sometimes. Eerie folk. Especially the daughter, there’s something creepy about her.”

“You think they really sell spells?” I ask. These could be the same witches Rochelle mentioned. I wonder if Rochelle told Margo about the witches too.

“They might sell meth, but I doubt they’re cooking up anything more magical than that,” he says. “Just hillbillies, you know. Not the kind of people a girl like you wants to run into.”

I roll my eyes. “A girl like me, huh?”

Georgia puts a hand on my arm and interrupts. “I wonder if the police have questioned them. They live close to where Rochelle’s car was abandoned. Speaking of which, there’s our car, right there,” she adds, pointing at her blue Jeep.

“I hear the police searched their property. Didn’t find anything,” the ranger says as he pulls up behind Georgia’s Jeep. “Y’all be safe now. I hope you find your sister.” He gives me a warm smile and a nod.

“Thank you,” I say as I climb out of the cab. My legs tremble
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