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			I’ve decided to write this collection of notes now before what I am experiencing progresses beyond what can be easily described in words. These dreams are not dreams—and cannot be treated as if they are without dire consequences.

			–The Cacophonous Layers

		


		 

		
			​Part 1 Nowhere to Go

		


		
			​Chapter 1
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			Declan knew his entire world would fall apart. He just thought it would happen a little slower. That it would happen alongside everyone else. The storms would come, the coasts would flood, and the heat would become unbearable. A global tragedy as climate change ended the world.

			It never occurred to Declan he could lose it all long before that happened.

			The field of ash was darker than even the surrounding night. The piles of burned wood, plaster, and linoleum were a vast sea. He dropped to his knees but didn’t dare touch. There was no way to know which parts consisted of charred human flesh and which were the hospital’s constituent parts. 

			Declan pursed his lips against tears, but there was no reason to hold them back. He put down what he was carrying, sat in the dirt, and tucked his knees to his chest. The pain needed no prompting. The pain was always there. It rushed to the forefront the second he let it. 

			Sobs buffet him, one horrible salvo at a time. Going on until he felt numb. It was the only routine that worked anymore. Let the sadness hit, let it pass, and expect it again. Whoever said time heals all wounds has never lost someone.

			Declan wiped his nose with his hand. He looked at the back of his hand then wiped blood and snot on his olive-colored hemp pants and adjusted his lime green beanie.  

			“Okay,” he said. “I guess I…”

			He turned to the small plastic terrarium sitting beside him in the dirt. Inside it, a corn snake peeked out its head from a pile of wood chips. His head was mostly orange with a few red spots that reminded Declan of tiger stripes. His forked tongue darted out for a moment.

			Declan wanted to smile at him, but he couldn’t muster the expression. Despite knowing Susurrus for the snake’s entire life, he’d never gotten a connection with him. Never felt the same adoration that people have for a dog or a cat. To him, Susurrus was like a houseplant that needed more than water and sunlight. 

			But his father had been beaming when Declan got him for his fifth birthday. Had seemed so certain that he would love reptiles, snakes, and spiders like his dad, and Declan had faked it long enough that his dad seemed pleased with his great gift. 

			It was only fitting that Susurrus was the last thing to go.

			“I think you might do better than us,” Declan said, taking the terrarium to his chest. “Whatever this is…”

			He looked at the night sky. Only on the first day had it taken people, but there wasn’t a single person in Quill Point who wasn’t always eyeing it. Always expecting another Murder Sky. 

			“Whatever this is … I don’t think it attacks animals. Maybe it’s trying to save you guys. Make a planet that’ll be better than the one we’ve made.”

			Declan popped off the top and gently shifted the contents over a patch of grass. Susurrus dropped with the rest of his home. Susurrus’s head rose, and his tongue darted out again. 

			Declan frowned, watching. Susurrus had never been in the outside world before. His dad had hatched him for Declan. He’d only ever known what he’d given him.

			After a second, Declan gently nudged Susurrus’s head with his finger. The snake moved then, slithering into a patch of taller plants. The tip of his tail darted away. He was probably looking for food—Declan hadn’t been able to feed Susurrus much lately. 

			After a moment, Declan let another sob wrack his chest. 

			“I’m sorry,” Declan said to the air. “I hope you do okay.”

			His shoulders dropped, and he clutched at his forehead so hard it left little white crescents from his nails. Declan wasn’t even sure he’d be able to catch a mouse or a rat. He wasn’t sure his pet would find water in time.

			But he didn’t move. 

			Didn’t go find him. 

			Didn’t let himself move. 

			The task was done.

			After twenty minutes of sitting in numbness, Declan stood up and brushed himself off. He wiped his nose again with the back of his hand, leaving a thin streak of red across his tanned white skin. He grimaced slightly.

			His stomach growled, the background radiation of hunger leaking into his perceptions. Time, it seemed, for the next stop. 

			A few blocks away, a sign sputtered against the night. A sign older than him. Most of the letters didn’t work anymore. The letter I looked like it wouldn’t last more than a week—but that had been the case for as far back as Declan could recall. The only thing on it that still shined properly, still fought the night with enthusiasm, was the feather part of the logo. It dipped itself into a gray, sputtering approximation of an inkwell.

			Declan’s stomach rumbled again, harder. Lightheadedness danced in him. He sighed hard. This part of the plan felt the most difficult—and could have been avoided. His backpack was full of soy crackers, peanut butter, and all the vegan protein bars he’d stashed before Quill Point started hard-enforcing rations. He could last days on it if he paced himself. 

			There wasn’t a reason to go, not really. 

			But he still wanted what might be a last meal. 

		


		
			​Chapter 2
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			The Ink Well Diner was perhaps the most successful, non-government building in Quill Point. Despite the sign, despite it passing through a few owners, despite everything. It had hosted so many birthday parties that balloons were often left in the back corner, ready to go. The Ink Well Diner had been the site of uncountable holiday celebrations, meetups, and awkward first dates. Every age bracket. Every occupation. Rich. Poor. 

			Everyone had eaten at the Ink Well Diner at some point. 

			And Declan walked toward it slowly, his feet dragging. 

			Off to one side, the looming forest sat like a black curtain waiting to part. On the other, empty buildings and dead cars. The corpse of vehicles dotted all of Quill Point. They were stuck where they’d been before Murder Sky. It had somehow rendered all cell phones unable to get a signal and all motor vehicles inert metal blocks. Declan had never even learned to drive, unhappy with what cars did to the environment, but seeing them there bothered him. It made him regret never at least taking one for a cruise, even if just once. 

			He walked around the sleeping giant of a massive truck and traced his finger along a smaller car’s hood. As he approached Ink Well, a faint light came from the windows.

			The outside looked old. White paint on the walls was just maintained well enough to not earn any ire from anyone. Now, though, several pieces of graffiti dotted it. One read, in big letters, Property of the Mayor’s Men. Declan rolled his eyes.

			The door had the remains of some logo or another, and the paper was water damaged. He vaguely recalled one owner attempting to get some mascot going for the place. 

			The door wasn’t locked when he pushed his way in. A speaker weakly pretended that he’d moved a bell. The tinny sound was too quiet to be useful and too sharp to be pleasant and lacked any proper echo.

			Declan almost walked back out. He’d often eaten at the Ink Well Diner but didn’t like the restaurant. It always smelled like grease, burned coffee, and aggressive amounts of sugar. Those smells were already hitting him as he stood in the mini foyer among the décor. The foyer was filled with gumball machines and rigged skill cranes awaiting quarters. A large poster board had advertisements for basically every local business. 

			He tried not to glance at the one for his dad’s reptile shop. That would not help. But the snake Declan had drawn in crayon when he was ten—a green and yellow squiggle with large eyes—peaked out from beneath an advertisement for a catering service. 

			A sharp intake of breath—the tears would come if invited.

			Always, always, always.

			Declan closed his eyes and entered the restaurant through the archway entrance. 

			He could hear the faint and far-off tune of some pop song. It was a female signer talking about love. And, hitting every beat, was someone else humming. Declan knew who would be here at the diner this late, but it still got the faintest smile—before smiling made him feel guilty.

			Declan got his face neutral and pushed his emotions back. His next mission was to find Grace.

			But despite her humming, it wasn’t the easiest task. 

			The Ink Well Diner had several layers to its seating. It was almost a miniature labyrinth, built mostly of cheap plastic. Stairs with only three steps lead to elevated areas with cramped round tables, then descended around high-tops, then hitched right back up to a section of booths. It made somewhat of an island, a horseshoe, and a hallway around the building’s perimeter. The upper layer’s walls were high. Between all of that and the random load-bearing pillars, there was no feasible way to see every spot in the diner at the same time. 

			Declan got lucky. Her head bopped up for a moment. A flash of black hair in a pixie cut. She was in the middle island section.

			He could wind the snaky path or cross a section with a wet floor sign to get there. The mop and bucket were still there. 

			Declan waited a few moments to see if she’d notice him organically. Maybe stand up and glance in his direction. He didn’t want to startle her. Especially not this late at night. Not in Quill Point. 

			But Grace kept humming and doing her thing.

			Eventually, Declan walked over to the cash register and gently tapped the bell. It didn’t quite make the right sound. So, he slammed his hand down again.

			“Holy shit!” Grace yelled.

			Grace popped up from behind the tall plastic wall. 

			“Who is it?” 

			“Hi…” Declan said. “It’s, uh, it’s just me.” 

			“God, Dec! You almost gave me a heart attack.”

			“Sorry—I didn’t want to trip.”

			Declan halfheartedly gestured at the wet floor sign and grimaced. 

			Grace shook her head slowly, but then chuckled. The sound made Declan relax a little. 

			Grace took a roundabout path to the front of the restaurant, going all the way to the back, then, finally, descending steps to the lower floor. She kept humming the whole way. As she got closer, she took out her cell phone, stopped the song she’d been playing, and then shoved the phone into her jean pocket.  

			Declan watched her silently the whole time. He didn’t have the energy to say anything to her. 

			That was fine; Grace filled the silence anyway.

			“You really scared the living daylights out of me. I thought I was going to be alone all night.” 

			“Sorry,” Declan repeated. 

			Grace took a sharp turn through a door, then emerged behind the register seconds later. 

			Grace was taller than Declan by a few inches, being almost six feet. She had a pinkish complexion, black hair, and brown eyes with deep bags underneath them—though those were almost hidden by expertly applied makeup. She was still wearing her Ink Well Diner uniform: a light gray shirt with a slightly darker gray quill and inkpot logo. It was a running joke of a uniform, always needing replacing because of food stains.  

			Grace put on her best customer service smile. “It’s all good, Dec. What can I do for you today? Can I get a pie started for you?”

			“Do you even have stuff for a pie?”

			“I have bread and tinned apples—I can surely manage something. Put enough sugar on it, and we can call it a pie.”

			Despite himself, that got a small laugh out of Declan. And then he felt guilty again.

			“Uh, no pie, but I need some food.” As if on cue, Declan’s stomach rumbled again. “Really soon, I think.”

			“I know that sound. Sure, let’s see what we can do. I’ve got a lot of time on my hands to help you.”

			“Did that rhyme?”

			“Did not mean to,” Grace responded. 

			“Well, okay,” Declan said. 

			Grace chuckled a little more, putting her face back into a smile. But, for a second, she glanced at the foyer. A flash of something in her eyes. 

			Declan quickly followed her gaze. She’d looked out the windows. 

			At the shadowy—but empty—parking lot. 

			Declan said nothing about it.

			“The food around the bonfire isn’t good lately?” Grace asked brightly.

			“The Mayor’s Men only gave me hotdogs and fucking pork gravy and biscuits. At least one of them has laughed about it.”

			“Oof. I see why you came here. Is any of that even remotely vegan?” 

			“No,” Declan said bitterly. 

			“Well, then.” She stepped out from behind the register and gestured to the door to the kitchen. “Come on in, and food you can eat shall await you.”

			“Even the biscuits aren’t vegan,” Declan mumbled, walking toward the kitchen. 

			Grace apparently could still hear him. “They’re doing what they can, I’m sure. But I know what we’ve got in this town—they could’ve accommodated your dietary stuff. Maybe they’re just busy with other stuff. There is a lot to do.”

			“Yeah … there is…” Declan said. 

			“Yeah…”

			They both stopped walking for a moment. 

			It was amazing what went unsaid nowadays. Around the bonfire, among people. Quill Point was on its third mass funeral. The Prayer Spire. The Kraken Hotel. 

			Irena Ink Memorial Hospital.

			The food was running out. The water was limited, and people rarely got a chance to take showers. Tampons, deodorant, toothpaste—all of it was used sparingly. But mentioning any of that stuff usually hurt the speaker and the listener. So, it passed like a ghost haunting every quiet moment. 

			“Thank you for this,” Declan said, breaking the silence as his thoughts moved to a specific ghost. “I know it’s against the rules and all.”

			“Yeah. Of course. Can’t turn a customer … away.” She turned around to look at him, her lips pursed. “I haven’t seen you in a bit. I really missed the visits.”

			“I didn’t want to see anyone,” Declan said. “It was too hard to be around anyone else.”

			Grace nodded. And the silence reclaimed. 

			For Declan, it felt like the huge emptiness of the restaurant invaded then. The air conditioning echoed.  

			“Okay,” Grace said. “Would you like to talk about it?”

			“I’d rather we didn’t right now,” Declan said. It sounded more forceful than he intended.

			But Grace only smiled again. After one final moment of silence, she walked through the kitchen doors and held them open for Declan. 

			The coffee and grease smell worsened, rolling alongside a mixture of cleaning supplies and myriad food residue. Every item on the menu was burned a little into this space. Never truly leaving. Soaking into every linoleum tile and red and blue plastic cup.

			Declan glanced at a large stack of bags on the counter as he walked into the narrow room. They were probably for the people at the bonfire. Every few days, they dropped off a selection of food supplies for the people who couldn’t make the trek to the diner. 

			Inside that bag, if it was anything like the others, was stuff like canned beans, canned corn, canned meat. There’d be broth in their paper cartons, dried fruits, and beef jerky. Almost everything fresh in Quill Point had long since spoiled, been eaten, or gone into the hidden and probably doomed farming efforts.   

			Grace opened up the storage closet and stepped inside. “Uh … vegan, vegan, vegan. What’s vegan… Oh! I’m seeing some potatoes that could honestly use cooking. Any longer in there, they’ll grow legs.”

			“That’ll work,” Declan said. “I like potatoes…” 

			But he wasn’t paying attention anymore.

			Because as he stood idly, he noticed the thing in the room that didn’t belong in a diner’s kitchen. He’d noticed the air mattress stuffed in the corner. Lying on it was a shirt, a pair of pajama bottoms, a cell phone charger, and a small pile of makeup, shampoo, conditioner, and skin cream.

			Grace returned from storage with a bag of partially sprouted potatoes, then stopped in her tracks. Looking at where Declan was looking with furtive glances. Her mouth made a tight line.

			“Just been getting some extra work done,” she said stiffly.

			“That so?” 

			An oily feeling was spreading through Declan’s chest. A sinking sensation. 

			“Yeah, they ran out of my sleeping pills a long time ago. It’s not like I can sleep much anymore, so I figured I could get more done for the town.”

			Declan debated how he wanted to respond. Debated if he wanted to push on that line of logic. Grace hadn’t pushed him too hard to talk about his thoughts—about what had happened recently. 

			Maybe it was only fair he did the same for her.

			He took two quick, deep breaths, then nodded at the potato bag. “Could you make the potatoes into fried slices?”

			It was subtle, but Grace’s shoulders relaxed. She nodded a little too quickly, then got out a handheld potato peeler from a drawer. The clatter was far, far too loud. 

			“Sure. That’s going to take a minute, though.”

			“That’s fine,” Declan said. “Mind if I put my backpack on your bed?”

			Grace’s voice went a little distant. “Yeah … that’s no problem.”

			Declan walked over, placed his backpack by the pile of makeup, and then hovered nearby, unsure of what he wanted to say. Any causal talk was a minefield in Quill Point. 

			Turns out, Grace was in somewhat agreement with that. She stopped talking. Heated the grill. Skinned the potatoes with a practiced hand. 

			Each thud of the knife cutting through the potato sounded too loud in that space.

			And there’s only so long an uncomfortable silence can hold, really.  

			“So…” Grace began. “I take it you’ve not been sleeping much, either. Not many people come here this late.”

			“I’ve been sleeping during the day, mostly,” Declan said.

			“Why is that?”

			“Just not been enjoying being around people. It’s an easy way to avoid them.”

			“I guess it would be, yeah,” Grace said. 

			Grace put some vegetable oil onto the stovetop and then the potato slices. They sizzled with fury; an almost startling hiss rose from them. All other smells were blasted away for a second. After cracking pepper and sprinkling salt, she took out a spatula and started gently flipping them over and over. A little too often than needed, really. She was staring down at them. Looking at nothing else. Her hand tightened just slightly around the spatula. 

			And the potatoes kept sizzling away, steaming and—

			The words rushed out of Grace’s mouth. 

			“Okay, I think we should just talk about it. I think we need to talk about it now. Is that okay with you? Please?” 

			Her mouth was in a thin line.

			Declan nodded slowly. “Okay, fine, I’ll start. Why is your bed in here, really? I thought you were sharing that place with a friend?”

			Grace grimaced and sighed. “The Mayor’s been seizing properties. Even the ones that didn’t get destroyed. I even don’t know anyone who’s living in houses anymore—except some of the Mayor’s Men. But there’s not even enough of them for all the houses. He said something about needing the rest for something special. Who needs them besides us? I don’t know. It was in that thick political speak he does, so I’m not sure what he’s doing with them.”

			Declan nodded again. “Uh huh?”

			“And … well, someone’s got to feed everyone. It’s easier to move the bulk of the rations through this place. We have the refrigeration; we have the right kind of storage. I’ve been helping handle it. I volunteered.”

			“You mean he ordered you to?”

			“Yeah … he ordered me to.” Grace’s shoulders dipped. “Look, it’s the apocalypse, and people are hungry. I really don’t mind helping.”

			“That doesn’t quite explain the bed.”

			Grace looked away for a second. And Declan knew whatever she said next would be a lie. 

			“It’s easier if I sleep here. I can have the coffee ready for everyone who comes over here in the morning.”

			Declan pursed his lips. “Is someone at least helping you?”

			“We’re a little short-staffed,” Grace said, her voice cracking. “I’m sure Caleb would have helped…”

			Declan winced. Sometimes he forgot that other people had lost someone when the hospital burned. It wasn’t the same, of course. A coworker compared to a father. But loss is loss. People died. God, so many people had died. That hospital had been so full of people…

			“Hey, uh, Declan…?” 

			Declan snapped out of his thoughts and looked at her. Grace looked close to tears. She swallowed and spoke like it was hard to get the words out.

			“Please tell me you’re not doing… please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you are. Please tell me that backpack is just to carry extra food.”

			The potatoes started to burn, adding a smokey smell to the room. Grace turned off the stove without looking. Even the sizzling sound was fading now, leaving the room to be slowly eaten by silence.

			Declan considered lying. 

			Considered trying to spare her feelings. 

			Convince her somehow that she hadn’t put the pieces together. 

			But would that be the kindest option? 

			Back before everything, when things were okay enough, she was the best part of the diner. The salad might’ve sucked, and the soda was always flat, but Grace had some joke when she delivered it. “The leaves are just tired—they need dressing to perk them up,” she might say. When Declan went through his last breakup, Grace said she had some “extra” sorbet in the back she could bring him. Sorbet wasn’t usually on the menu; it was for birthdays only. 

			He wanted to keep a person like that happy. There was so much unhappiness already. But he couldn’t lie to Grace’s face. 

			Not now, not when there was a chance, a small chance, but a chance that she was the last human he’d ever talk to. The shape of the lie couldn’t even form in his mouth.

			“I’m going. There’s nothing for me here.”

			Grace’s entire body tensed. “You can’t, Declan! Please! I know it’s been really hard. I know that with what happened to your father…”

			Declan couldn’t remember a time recently when he wasn’t already thinking about his father, yet the mention of him felt like a slap.

			“I have to get away from this town,” Declan said. “I have to escape it. It’s got to be better in that forest than it is here. There’s got to be a chance we can get out of this town.”

			Grace was silent. 

			The smell of burned potatoes filled the room even more. Declan wasn’t so hungry now.

			When Grace finally spoke, her voice was tight. “I don’t think he would want you to do that.”

			Declan’s face burned. He knew that too. Knew that his father would insist they stayed in Quill Point to help all they could. That it was their community. But Grace didn’t understand. All she knew was that he was in the hospital when it burned, like all those doomed patients. She hadn’t been close by. No one knew what caused the fire, but it had burned so fast and so hot. Hadn’t seen Declan’s father as the building burned, looking out the window with a blank expression. Not reacting to his son screaming out for him, unable to get close as the flames climbed higher and higher. 

			To be in the same place, the same town where that happened, was poisoning Declan’s soul. The sky had killed people. Snatched them up with shadow claws as it screamed its death toll. Everyone in that old hotel had been pulped. Monsters were real in this town. Every horror story was plausible in Quill Point now, and he didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

			“I don’t think I care” was how Declan communicated that.

			Grace quickly looked away from him. Her shoulders rose. She said nothing. Didn’t need to. She moved robotically, placing the potatoes on a clean plate, and walked with it out of the kitchen. Declan scooped up his backpack and took one more look at the bed. 

			“I’m leaving Quill Point,” he said to himself. 

			And then he followed her out. She’d sat down at one of the nearby elevated booths, staring over the faint smoke of his potatoes. 

			Declan debated leaving. Maybe that would be better—but he was getting lightheaded with hunger. And wasting food, even simple, burnt potatoes, felt wrong.

			So he sat down. 

			Grace looked right at him, her eyes pleading.

			Declan wondered what it said about him that he still wanted to go.

		


		
			​Chapter 3
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			Declan scooped the charred potato slices into his mouth and chewed. It wasn’t eating so much as mechanically taking in calories. The salt dried his tongue, and the pulpy starch mash slid into a yawning stomach with an almost thud.  

			Grace moved her mouth in gentle twitches, clearly thinking about what she wanted to say. 

			Declan expected her to chastise him. Get angry with him. Yell maybe. Instead, her eyes simply had a deepening sadness. It made him wish he’d just lied to her.

			“I really don’t want you to go,” Grace said simply. “If you go into the forest, I’m going to be all alone.”

			Declan didn’t expect the stab that went into his heart. How had she found the one way to evoke emotion out of all the things he’d expected to hear? He’d only seen her once or twice a week since the apocalypse started, usually to get rations from the diner with groups of people. They barely knew each other beyond customer and server. They’d never hung out in any other context—never went to school together. As far as he knew, she’d never been to the pet store. 

			But it still hurt.

			The restaurant felt somehow even more empty. Like the space was widening out. Becoming a huge, sprawling warehouse. And just them still inside. Just her soon.

			“I’m sorry,” Declan said. 

			He meant it, but it changed nothing.

			“Do you think anyone actually got out?” Grace asked. “Like, they’re in the next town over or something?”

			That was the big question. People went into the forest all the time. Families fled as groups. A camping club made a pilgrimage, prepared in every way possible.

			And no one ever came out of that forest again. 

			“Maybe it’s a quarantine situation,” Declan said, not believing his words. “Maybe no one is allowed to go back in. Maybe the government is just outside the forest, trying to find a way to help us.”

			Grace nodded, and her mouth relaxed a little. Declan hoped that meant she was on board with what he was doing. Or at least wouldn’t stop him once he finished eating. 

			But her next words had the crack of someone fighting off tears.

			“Please don’t.”

			“I really can’t stay here anymore. I mean it.”

			Grace’s jaw tightened. She glanced at the clock, the parking lot, and then back at him. Tears ran down her face.

			“Can you at least stay for a little longer?”

			Declan stopped chewing. That didn’t sound like worry. Or anger. Or sadness. That sounded like pleading. Desperation. Fear. Was she trying to use guilt to stop him? 

			No. Not unless Grace was a better liar than he knew.

			Declan stopped chewing. Stopped even breathing. His mind was trying to catch onto something he’d missed. Some other aspect of what was going on that he hadn’t seen. 

			“Grace, what are you expecting to be here?”

			Grace’s eyes went wide, and she looked away. 

			The lack of an answer was the loudest answer. 

			“Grace, what the hell is happening? You’re stuck cooking here; you look exhausted and…”

			His stomach dropped. The lump of carbs in his stomach felt like a solid brick, tugging down at him, making him nauseous.

			“…why are you really awake?”

			Grace tightened her hands into fists slowly, digging her nails into her palm. “I didn’t want to worry you. You seemed like you had enough going on, and you can’t help—”

			“What the fuck is going on?” Declan said again, amazed at how angry his voice had become in such little time.  

			“People are getting desperate,” Grace said. “Or greedy.”

			“Did you fight someone?

			“Not much of a fight when you kick them in the balls.” 

			Now that Declan was noticing things, he kept noticing. Grace wasn’t tired; she was ragged. There was a bruise on her knuckles. The skin there looked like it had split.

			“Who?” Declan asked quietly.

			Grace looked at the clock again and let out a nervous chuckle. “The Mayor’s Men like to take the little alcohol we still have. The Mayor said it was okay, but then they tried to take all our bread. All of it.”

			Declan’s jaw tightened. He’d been lucky not to get harassed by the Mayor’s Men much, but he’d seen them pick on plenty of people. They’d kick people’s tents over. Cut people’s rations randomly. They were another reason he wanted to leave this hell-bound town. 

			“I can stay for a little longer,” he found himself saying, relief attached to the words, even if he didn’t want to acknowledge them.

			“Thanks.”

			“But I’m still leaving, Grace,” he forced himself to say. “Tonight, before sunup, I’m leaving for the forest. I’m leaving Quill Point. I’m sorry, but I have to. I really need to get out of here.”

			She didn’t say anything about that. Just looked at the clock again. 

			Declan picked up the ketchup, hoped it didn’t have honey in it, and squirted it on the worst of the burned potatoes. Eating them was giving him a headache. 

			But he ate them slowly, looking across at her. A nearly silent half hour passed of more unspoken words hanging in the air. Declan started committing her face to memory.

			He ran his fork along the ketchup residue, uncomfortable with how much it looked like blood. Declan stopped when a sound drifted closer. Something not of the usual Quill Point night. Gradually arriving. Gently flowing, then louder. 

			Grace tensed up before Declan could even discern the noise was mostly yelling. 

			A shiver went down Declan’s spine.

			The Mayor’s Men.

			They sounded angry.

		


		
			​Chapter 4
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			Glass shattered nearby. Grace and Declan both looked for which window it had been, where the damage was. 

			But it was too small a sound. 

			Too tiny and sharp and specific.

			Someone had thrown a bottle. 

			Another crash came near the door. Then the twinkling wind chimes of glass shards falling across the ground. The angry yells turned into jeering, joyous shouts. 

			Grace’s eyes went wide. “Oh fuck. Usually, there are only three.”

			Before Declan could say anything, a new faint sound drifted over to them. Declan’s pulse spiked, and he could feel his muscles freezing up on him. It was the chime of someone having opened the door. And next, they would step right through the archway—

			Grace and Declan turned to see three guys step into the store, two flanking the third in the middle.

			Declan recognized the guy at the front. 

			Brook Chambers. He was tall and handsome, with broad shoulders, bright blond hair, defined muscles, and a golden tan on his white skin. He’d gotten a tattoo since Declan last saw him: a line of fire down the length of his left arm. He was wearing a blue dress shirt and gray slacks.

			Grace darted out of her chair and stood in front of Declan. She balled both her hands into fists. The voice that erupted out of her didn’t sound like anything he’d ever heard from her before.

			“You get out of this place. Right. The fuck. Now.”

			Brook smiled, taking another step closer. “Whatever happened to the customer always being right? We just came by to get some food. We don’t get to take food whenever we want.”

			His eyes locked on Declan, and he smiled. 

			“Not like some people, it seems.”

			Declan looked around for an escape option. There was a door through the kitchen and a fire exit by the bathrooms.

			“I said leave.” Grace stood even taller. “Get the fuck out of this restaurant. Now.”

			Brook didn’t react at all to her words. He took leisurely, almost theatrical, steps forward. His two friends fanned out, one inching toward the kitchen. 

			Declan immediately felt cornered. 

			“I heard you cut one of my men,” Brook said. “You attacked someone with a knife, Grace. What the hell were you thinking?”

			“I didn’t fucking use a knife. I found Arthur trying to smuggle all the bread out of storage,” Grace replied. “That food is for everyone. There are kids in this town, asshole.”

			Brook’s smile dropped for a second, and his jaw twitched. He took a deep breath and then smiled again. “That’s your excuse?”

			“My excuse?” 

			Declan inched toward the edge of the raised platform. He wasn’t sure how to help Grace, but if he dropped, he could run around a cluster of dining tables and be right at the kitchen door. Maybe faster than they could catch him. Maybe it would be a good enough distraction to give Grace time to do something. 

			Brook chuckled. “The Mayor put you here. And we are the Mayor’s Men. Do you understand that? He put you here, Grace, so someone was always watching the food. So, someone was ready to serve the food, yeah? That’s a big thing. Respectable. But you work for him—we’re coworkers, don’t you think? If we ask for food, you should give it to us. We shouldn’t just get booze; we’re working, hungry people. You get that, right? What I’m saying, right? You’re here to help us.”

			“I’m here to help the town,” Grace said simply. “And I said to get the fuck out. Understand that? Get that?”

			Brook gave a dramatic sigh and chuckled again. “So are we, Grace. So are we.”

			Brook was wearing a chain around his neck, and he pulled it up to reveal a silver, polished whistle. He blew into it hard. It was a long, clear note. Probably audible for miles. 

			But the rest of the Mayor’s Men were just outside. And several let out whoops in response. A symphony of bottles exploding sounded off.

			Brook shrugged his shoulders. “You’re making me do this, Grace. We can’t have someone cutting up the people trying to help the town. I was going to let you off the hook, Grace. I like you. I like what you’ve been doing for the community. But, eh. That’s the way it is, I guess. The Mayor made it very clear. If someone was making trouble, we brought them to him.”

			His gaze fell on Declan, and his face broke into an ugly grin. 

			“And you are even worse. Stealing food.” 

			“Fuck you,” Grace spat.

			Declan kept eyeing the closer of the two other Mayor’s Men. He’d stopped to hear his boss talk, but that wouldn’t last. If Declan didn’t move soon, didn’t go for it, he would have no time. He glanced at Grace and then at her hand. If he grabbed it and pulled her along, would she react fast enough for it to matter? 

			Because he didn’t want to know what would happen if the mob now streaming in caught them. There were at least five other Mayor’s Men. All were wearing button-ups, polo shirts, or suits. They looked like they were here for an office meeting, except for that look in their eyes. 

			One of them stalked forward, stopping abreast of Brook. Besides blue eyes and auburn hair, he looked like a carbon copy. 

			Arthur was here.

			“She looks like she’s not going to listen,” Arthur said. He licked his lips in a way that made Declan deeply uncomfortable. “I don’t think we can talk this out with her.”

			Grace tensed. Declan grabbed her hand but didn’t pull her yet. Grace glanced back at him, and the fear in her eyes made his heart skip a beat. 

			Arthur continued, his voice getting louder. “I say we need to ensure she doesn’t try anything!”

			Arthur reached behind him and pulled a gun from his waistband. A shiny black thing that looked almost too large in his hand. He held it up like a toy, waving it with a loose wrist.

			Brook glanced at it and took a slight step back. 

			“We really should get you a holster there, Arthur.”

			Arthur just shrugged.

			“Well, you heard my second!” Brook said. “Grace, we’re taking you to The Mayor, and I strongly suggest you don’t do anything we don’t like. Same to you, Declan.”

			For a moment, no one moved. Grace’s pulse was racing through her palm, down Declan’s arm. His own heartbeat was surging in his ears. Crashing at his mind and making it hard to think. All he could focus on was the gun—the small but lethal barrel that kept sweeping over him.

			“Grace…” he whispered.

			Grace squeezed his hand twice and then picked up the plate off the table and flung it in a straight line. It cracked Arthur in the head, sending him stumbling back. His hand dropped, pointing the gun at the floor for a moment.

			Only for a moment.

			Swears and insults rang out in a chorus as Mayor’s Men surged forward. 

			“Run!” Declan shouted.

			He tugged Grace’s hand, and she was immediately running with him. They reached the edge closest to the kitchen door and went over without pausing. It was less than a two-foot drop, but Declan’s stomach still lurched—and his knees and feet hurt from the impact. It was jarring enough that he almost collapsed into a heap, but kept his footing. 

			The loudest sound Declan had ever heard went off behind them. It pin-pricked his ears and bounced off every wall. He involuntarily clutched at his ears. Plastic shrapnel surged over his head. 

			Adrenaline spiked in Declan, flowing liquid fire into his limbs. A voice in his mind, insistent and frantic, started and then kept screaming, “Move, move, move!” 

			He listened. Grace apparently had a similar internal command because she easily pulled ahead of him, her long legs pumping fast. 

			Declan’s gaze locked onto the kitchen door. He didn’t know how close any of the Mayor’s Men were; they could be directly behind him. He had no way of knowing if the gun was aimed at him. 

			If he died as he ran, he had no say in it. So, he ran.

			A partially muffled yell broke his concentration; his ears were still ringing from that gunshot. He looked over at Grace. Most of the Mayor’s Men were still navigating their way over through the chaotic diner layout. But one of the Mayor’s Men had caught up before they could go out the door. He was a medium-height guy with pale white skin, bright blue eyes, and brown hair. He looked pissed, and his fists were up.

			Grace was clutching her shoulder. 

			But her other hand was swinging through the air in a wide arc. Declan had never seen anyone punch someone in real life, but Grace seemed to know what she was doing. 

			The sound was meatier than Declan expected. Grace’s hand caught the Mayor’s Man on the chin, and his head jolted in that direction. 

			The guy she punched didn’t go down like in the movies. He stumbled, clutching at the spot, spit dribbling down his chin. His eyes flared into something hateful, aimed, and barbed. He reached out for Grace. 

			Only for her to punch him again. 

			Grace put her whole body into that punch.

			The thud of that hit seemed more significant somehow. Grace pulled her hand back afterward, wincing.  

			The person she’d hit, though, looked stunned, almost shocked. He kept blinking, his hand going up to his eye. Thick red blood clouded over the blue. A strong stream of it flowed out of his nose. 

			The Mayor’s Man coughed once. A wet, painful cough. 

			Then collapsed.

			Grace screamed in alarm. Declan’s eyes went wide. 

			The gun went off again. Another shot. This one seemed somehow louder than the first. A horrible ring went through Declan’s ear. Next to him was a hole in the wall that hadn’t been there before, bristling with jagged wood. 

			It was Grace’s turn to grab his hand. She seemed to yell something, but he couldn’t hear it over that fucking ringing. 

			Grace slammed her shoulder into the door to open it and entered the kitchen. She tugged Declan along with her, then shoved him to the side. Spinning around, she waited for the door to open again before she kicked out hard. 

			Declan could only partially hear the grunt and whack of the door crashing into whoever was trying to get in. It must have been a hard hit because the door stayed closed for the moment. 

			“Too many,” Grace gasped, shaking. “Holy shit.”

			Declan darted for the mattress, shoved what he could of Grace’s clothes into his backpack, and scrambled for the door.

			“Come on,” he could barely hear himself yelling. 

			The now-perpetual cold of Quill Point drifted in as he opened the door to the outside. His eyes landed on the forest. The dark trees waved in that breeze. Each individual tree was lost in the horde of itself. A mass of brush and trunks and shadows. A shushing and swaying that promised never to let anyone out.

			He shivered, but pushed out into the night.

			Grace followed him, her eyes wide and her breathing fast.

			“What are we fucking going to do?” 

			Another surge of adrenaline went through Declan. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I…”

			Shouts came from behind the kitchen door. And around the side of the building. Several swears rang out into the night. Yellow flashlight beams flashed on, aimed at them. More swearing. Then threats. Horrible, violent threats.

			A surge of electrical panic hit Declan, making it feel like he had to move… but couldn’t move… but needed to move.

			There was no way the Mayor’s Men would take them to The Mayor now. Not in one piece. Not alive. 

			Grace looked at him, and he looked back, and a horrible, awful understanding flowed between them. 

			There was nowhere to go. 

			Well, almost nowhere to go. 

			Grace let out a sob. It erupted suddenly from her mouth. She clutched at her hair.

			“Fuck,” Declan said.

			They ran straight into the forest. While the groups narrowed in on them—one through the kitchen, one from around the building—Grace and Declan bolted in the straightest possible line toward the closest possible escape.

			Time felt like it slowed. The moment stretched out. 

			The dark curtain of trees grew large as they approached, the trees stretched so tall it was like vertigo, and then those trees formed the sky. Those trees ate at the world and engulfed them. The brush slid around their feet, branches clutched at them like demonic claws, and the air took on a quality that could be described only as full of death. 

			And like that, they were in the forest. 

			The sound of the chase, of the pursuing Mayor’s Men, dropped away so fast it was like the whole thing had been a dream.

		


		
			​Chapter 5
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			Grace and Declan waited in the dark for what felt like a long, long time. They shivered in it. Even this close to the edge, only a few steps in, the world that had been was gone. The only sounds were faint scrambling. A bird or a squirrel. Or something else with tiny, sharp claws. 

			The Mayor’s Men didn’t come in after them. If Arthur was shooting at them, it wasn’t audible. And the bullets didn’t reach them.

			Declan gasped against his thudding chest, trying to get his breath even. He’d never had to run that hard before, and now it felt like his stomach and side were trying to stab him. The ringing in his ears had faded somewhat, but the constant, oppressive, wax-deep discomfort made it hard to concentrate. He wanted to puke but kept trying not to, clutching his stomach muscles harder and harder. The potatoes needed to stay in his stomach. He’d need it now. He’d need everything.

			He glanced at Grace. 

			Okay. So he didn’t have everything. His rations were now halved. How long could they both survive on it? Even if the forest wasn’t somehow haunted, cursed, or something else, how long could two people survive on snacks alone?

			Grace winced, looking at her hand. It occurred to Declan then that he’d been so focused on food he hadn’t thought about medical supplies. He didn’t have bandages, alcohol, or anything. 

			“What should we do?” he eventually whispered.

			Grace looked at him, but it was too dark to tell what expression she had on her face. Her breath had a faint wheeze.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Do you think they’re gone?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Do you think we can just walk back out if they’re far enough away?” 

			“I—” Grace breathed a little harder. “Probably not.”

			Declan knew she was right. They were looking directly at where they had walked in. It was an impenetrable, hyper-dense wall of foliage. Impossible to walk through, despite them having done so. The wall of it stretched off in both directions. 

			“Give me your hand,” Declan said. 

			Grace reached out. Her palm felt slick with sweat.

			“I guess we can go the other way,” Grace said. 

			“Yeah, okay.”

			They took a few steps deeper. Then a few more. Going further in wasn’t impossible. It felt worryingly inviting. The forest showed increasingly less bramble and dense sections. They passed between dark trunks with wide leaves. The ground underneath was springy. It rustled with each step they took.  

			When his eyes adjusted enough that Declan could see somewhat through the gloom, Declan noticed a pattern. The path they walked was just that: a path. A formal, standard path. The trees folded around to either side gradually—never obvious in its herding of them—but it was herding them. If they strayed a little in any other direction, it was almost impossible to go forward. If it seemed like a new branching path, it was actually gently drifting them back to the same tunnel of foliage. 

			Occasionally, Grace would make a noncommittal sound like she wanted to say something, then would pause again. When Declan could see her, she frowned to herself, her expression that of someone lost in thought.

			Declan didn’t know for sure, but assumed she must also be trying to map where they were. That was what he was attempting. He kept looking for landmarks, some sense of direction besides the path laid out for them. Even a firm understanding of their cardinal direction would’ve been useful.  

			He glanced past the dense branches above for some celestial body he could use as a reference, but the sky wasn’t offering anything. It was the same starless night as it had been since Murder Sky. Even the moon was gone. 

			And then, as if to frustrate him, a turn came in the path. It was a sharp angle—a clean angle. A solid left turn that threw off his whole internal map. The whole place felt a little like a corn maze.

			After they turned, he tried again—but eventually abandoned the idea. There was, apparently, nothing to do about the way it was. It had a way it wanted them to go and hadn’t yet revealed any other rules. It simply demanded they walk. 

			And walk. 

			And walk.
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			When Declan’s feet ached too badly, he tugged on Grace’s arm. Grace almost fell from how hard she stumbled in surprise. 

			“Jesus,” Grace said, letting out a deep breath. “You could’ve said something.” 

			“Shh!”

			“What?” Grace said more quietly. 

			“I didn’t… I didn’t want to make much sound. We don’t know what’s out here.” 

			“Oh… good point.”

			“I don’t think I can walk much more right now. My feet are aching. And I don’t think we have to worry about the Mayor’s Men following us here, anyway.” 

			“Okay,” Grace said. “I think you’re right. We would’ve seen them by now. We should probably stop for a bit. I’m actually really tired too.” 

			Declan muttered in agreement. He was used to staying up late—had been doing so for quite a while now—but the energy and adrenaline that had surged during the attack were fading out, leaving nothing much in its wake. There was a sense of almost a metal, liquid lead, dripping through his arms, tugging him down. 

			“Okay, where do we make camp, do you think?” 

			“Uh, do you know how to make a fire?” Grace asked.

			Declan pursed his lips. His dad had known. But Declan had never quite gotten the hang of camping. Never listened too closely to the instructions when they took trips over long holiday weekends. 

			“Not really.”

			“Neither do I. At least it’s not too cold in here.”

			As if mocking her, a breeze drifted toward them, letting out a shrill little cry as it spun down the forest path. It swirled leaves in messy twirls, knocked a loose twig off a tree, then passed them by as quickly as it arrived. It left a smell, though. A vaguely unpleasant aroma, sharp and pungent. But it faded so fast that Declan couldn’t quite place it.

			He shivered. 

			“We can rest over there,” Grace said, pointing. 

			Her hand was draped in shadows, but Declan could tell what she meant. Underneath a tree was a collection of leaves and moss clustered together, sitting in a mound. It didn’t look comfortable—but it was better than just dirt.

			“Okay. That should work,” Declan agreed. 

			Grace walked over and leaned against the tree. Her head dipped, and she slid down the side. As she did, chunks of bark fell, raining shavings around her. Once on the ground, Grace brushed her hair with her fingers, knocking away a small piece of wood. 

			“I think this thing is dead,” Grace whispered. “Or at least kind of dead. That was a lot of bark.” 

			Declan walked over to her and looked at the line she’d made from sliding down. She’d stripped a fair bit of the bark, but a few clusters remained, reminding him of scabs. 

			“Yeah—there might be something wrong with this tree.”

			Grace pushed herself to stand. “Looking at it, I think a lot of these trees are dead, actually.”

			“That’s … great,” Declan said. He almost touched one cluster
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