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CHAPTER ONE


Sierra

Holding her hand outside of the window, Sierra lets the velocity carry it— the wind tangling her blonde hair even more. She's tense and yet, carefree. Happy. Nerves make her stomach do little twists and flops, more and more as the distance on the GPS route closes.  
However, there's an unexplainable good mood making her cheerful. Well, not unexplainable. It's The Ghostfacers first job in a long time, the first time they get to go back out, film something to later edit and post on their social media channels. She turns to their cameraman, and driver. “What do you think?”
“About what?” Mark asks, unsure of the question. Sierra knows that, like herself, there's too much running through his mind. There's too much at stake with this job. She can see that he's unsettled too, in the way that his throat moves when he swallows, the way he's gripping the steering wheel a little too tightly, leaving white knuckles behind. No, he may not feel any differently than she does. He'll make sure to maintain his composure. She’s known him long enough.
“Come on!” Sierra grins, turning her head from the window to look at Mark, his stare never wavering from the road, not looking up to face where she's been sitting in the passenger seat. “About finally doing our damn jobs. About finally getting back out there.” 
“Hmm,” Mark murmurs in response, mostly to himself. “I’m not sure.”
“Seriously?” Sierra huffs. She returns her gaze back out of the window, watching the curve of the road and the blur of trees zip by. “You’re not feeling anything?” 
“Well, I am a little hungry.”
With an annoyed scoff, Sierra turns so she can lightly swat his forearm. “You know what I meant.”
“Why don’t you ask me after this job, huh?” Mark looks away from the road long enough to meet Sierra’s stare before glancing in the rearview to check on Marcella, who’s been sleeping peacefully in the back seats with her legs stretched out on the seat before as her back rests against the window.
“Is it that bad?” Sierra asks, her tone shifting from playful.
“I don’t know Si,” Mark confesses. Before he can say anything else, the dark forest opens up, revealing the gentle blue of the sky much more clearly than before, puffy white clouds scattered throughout. Mark takes the rest of the winding road up, parking a few feet shy of the door.
Sierra reaches back and roughly shakes Marcella's knee to wake her from her slumber before she herself clambers out of the van. Mark has already retreated to the back, more than likely setting up his video camera in preparation to film their intro. Seeing as they're already a bit late, Sierra makes a mental note to tell him they can do it later when she next sees him.
The thought quickly slips her mind as Black Pines Asylum towers over the three, the dark and quiet building lingering feet away and feeling out of place in the vibrant forest, the gray outer shell of the building muted and accented only by the broken glass on the windows— where they haven't been boarded up or taped off.
Marcella stifles a yawn and Sierra hears her say something, not catching what as she walks off, forcing herself away from the desolate building. “Mark, are you- Where is Marcella? We have to meet the guy right now. We're late.” 
“I guess you didn't hear her, she's getting her camera. She wants pictures and said something about how she can't wait to paint it in her free time.” Mark speaks as he moves, tilting both his camcorder and body to get many different angles that will be edited by himself later before the episode gets uploaded. Sierra shakes her head fondly. She still doesn't quite understand his tactics. Considering how well he not only edits but also films, she keeps her thoughts to herself.  The shots and perfect cuts he utilizes has been one of the viewers' favorite parts.
“Well, find her. Now. Please!” Sierra instructs, quickly throwing the request onto the end as Mark steps around on the other side of the van, toward the road they took to get up here. 
Now alone without anyone to distract her from the thoughts that muddle her mind, Sierra lets her back hit the van as one hand presses against her forehead. One look at The Ghostfacers channel shows how badly it's failing, if that's not an understatement. It's been two months since their last post, and that doesn't cover the time between now and the most recent episode. The viewers had gone from pleading for more content to radio silence. Even though no one has yet said it out loud, they desperately need this comeback.
Feeling a steady pounding hit the back of her head, Sierra drops her hand and gives the asylum another look over. In a way, it's a bit difficult to imagine that Black Pines is truly as abandoned as her reports have said. The yard is a healthy shade of green, trimmed neatly so that the blades only brush against the soles of her shoes. Even the bushes have been cut back to prevent overgrowth. It's the asylum that's the outcast here, a dark and dirty square building that's seemingly been dropped in the middle of the forest. Even standing on her tiptoes, it's impossible for Sierra to see something, anything, through the dirt stained windows. 
The sun bears down mid-Fall heat, leaving Sierra's skin hot and damp, making her wipe her forehead to find that she's sticky with heat.
Sierra falls back onto the heels of her feet, pushing the looming thoughts out of her head as Mark and Marcella both rejoin her, the latter stringing along a spew of apologies for taking too long as she tucks the strap of the camera back around her neck. …got distracted, lost the time, it's so… It's lost on Sierra as she forces a smile onto her face and stands up straight to face the other members of The Ghostfacers.
“Recap— we're only going to be here for tonight. I was unable to get our usual two. We should have everything we need since we planned this out and we've done this many times prior. The more footage we get, the better. There have been rumors of patient testing among other things that is typically frowned upon. At the end of the night, remember that we're here for the ghosts. Are we ready?”
Sierra’s met with silence. Marcella throws her hand out, palm down, looking between Mark and Sierra before wiggling her fingers impatiently. Mark grins before stacking his over her’s.
Sierra rolls her eyes, a smile pulling at her features as well. She adds her hand last. The gesture is cheesy and although the viewers' loved it, Sierra secretly hates it. It’s dumb, she thinks. However, it makes Mark and Marcella happy, and Sierra finds no trouble tolerating it for them.
“Let’s chase some ghosts!” They say in unison, before their hands fall away.
Mark stays back to allow the camcorder to focus on Sierra and Marcella as they approach the front doors. As Sierra pulls them open, she can hear the jogging of Mark's work boots hitting the ground as he catches up. She watches their videos live when they get posted, allowing the viewers to watch and interact live as well. Sierra knows Mark will edit this footage out.
In the lobby, Sierra is unsurprised to find that a heavy layer of dust has settled onto the furniture and clinging to the walls. She runs her hand over a shelf, cringing when it comes back heavy with grime. Thick cracks decorate the walls, partially hidden by old and faded paintings that one can barely make the images out of anymore. The crunch of broken glass sounds from under her shoe. As she continues to look around, a shiver crawls down her spine.
I’ve missed this, she thinks, taking a deep breath only to regret it as she chokes on the stale air.
The office door cracks open, making her head whip that direction, only for an older man to step out from behind the wooden door. “Hello. Are you the ones who are here for the tour?”
Tour? There better be more. Agitation begins to resurface again in Sierra. Not only do they need to learn the building, but the group must also find all the hot spots, get their gear inside and set up, learn the building's history, and interview the man before they take off to grab a bite for dinner, a pre-celebratory tradition the trio does before a new job. Then at nightfall, they'll return for the lock-in and spend the next twenty-four hours chasing ghosts. Hopefully…
Sierra pushes her hand out, shaking his hand firmly as her father has taught her. Good manners haven't been lost in her stressed state and a smile stretches across the man's weathered skin as he shakes her hand back. “Yes, sir. I'm Sierra? We spoke over email last week.”
“Of course, yes I remember.” He's the first one to drop his hand as he instead swats at something on his neck.
Briefly, Sierra wonders if he truly does remember. There's a part of her that fears what had happened last time they attempted a job will happen again. No, we can't give you the tour. No, you can't see the ghosts. No, you can't be locked in. No, not even during the day. What a waste of time that was.
She’s a bit anxious that this job hasn’t fallen through, yet. That’s how it’s been for months. What changed?
“Do you want the tour first? The building history? People never know what they're coming for. They appear, lost and confused. Never sure of the reason. They wander in and—” He cuts himself off.
Sierra notices the silence between them, deciding to get on with it and not question the man’s behavior. “We usually interview whoever is in charge first. Are they here?”
“That would be me, Ms. Sierra. The big bosses abandoned this place long ago but my family— you see, we have always worked here. I know no where else to go or what to do. My father had me here as a young boy, helping take care of the hedges out front.”
Sierra can't help her disappointment this time, letting her head drop. Even though it answers the question of why the grounds were so well taken care of when everything else was in disarray, she can't stop the swelling of discouragement that bubbles in her chest. 
Maybe it was a sign, given the state the building is in. She remembers last year when Mark slipped on a loose chunk of stairs and sprained his ankle.
“I see,” Sierra mutters. Here it comes… 
Did the groundskeeper know the history of a building that closed before he was old enough to work there? He was only a child back then! Fear that things aren't going to go smoothly clouds Sierra’s mind as she tries to think of what else they can do.
Mark clears his throat, stepping next to her. “Why don’t you tell us what you know and then we’ll do the tour?” 
Sierra sends a subtle, yet thankful, smile his way before returning her attention to the groundskeeper. Did he even introduce himself? She can't remember, and only read enough of his email to see that he had given them permission to come. 
Unsure of how to ask without seeming rude, she half-listens as he talks about the opening of Black Pines and the years that followed before finally leading them throughout the building. Each room they step in grants more history lessons, but Sierra could always ask Mark later about what she had missed.
They don't return to the foyer until a little over an hour and a half later, where the man ushers them out the door with a quick goodbye. “I will see you later tonight for the lock-in.”
───●◎●───

“It's been a long day,” Sierra says as she collapses into the seat across from Mark at the fast food chain they had stopped at for dinner. Instead of joining the two at the table, Marcella heads to the counter to order, as she always does. For the longest time, Sierra wondered why Marcella would subject herself to that given how naturally shy and quiet she was, before realizing that it was Marcella's attempts at combating that shyness. Sierra sometimes felt bad, knowing that Marcella was forcing herself into uncomfortable situations, but she never complained, so Sierra always kept her mouth shut.
Mark simply hums in agreement, at a loss for what to say next.
Sierra opts for staying silent as well, gathering her tangled waves in her hands and loosely wrapping a hair tie around the strands. Her shoulders have filled with tension, causing minor discomfort when she reaches up to touch them. The glare from the overhead lights doesn't help, adding onto the pressure that's still been steadily pounding in her head. She hates how prone she's become to them these days.
Mark picks up a forgotten menu on the table as he reads it over, although they've already given Marcella their orders. Even though dinner before a lock-in was tradition for the trio, Sierra didn't want to tonight and would have preferred to take a nap back at the hotel. However, seeing the excitement that Mark and Marcella wore, Sierra shut those thoughts down and pushed through. She's been trying to match their energy, but can't quite muster it up. A stark contrast to the way Mark and I felt earlier, she thinks bitterly.
Sierra pushes the thoughts out of her head once more, looking up to see how Marcella is faring and can't help but grin as she watches the raven-haired woman attempt to balance all three meals on the small tray. Sierra gets up and heads over to help.
“Thanks, Si.” Marcella smiles when Sierra grabs two of the drinks, setting them on the table. Marcella, with her mass amount of piercings and tattoos, definitely isn't anything like her appearance would lead one to believe. Sierra initially expected to meet a trouble maker, much like her younger brother, but instead found a sweet and quiet friend. Sierra's long lost count of how many times Marcella sat and patiently listened when Sierra would drone on, offering advice and help, even when Sierra didn't want it— but needed it.
Combined with Mark, the group was an unexpected trio who took their college professors by storm. When they announced their plans to drop out of school to pursue ghost-hunting full time, they were met mostly with laughter and a couple of sarcastic good luck’s! Sierra can still hear her parents scolding, chastising her relentlessly for her decision. Up until recently, Sierra would have laughed right back at all of them. Things were well.
Were.
“Alright!” Marcella sits the tray down with a proud smile, and Sierra finds herself wondering how Marcella's attempts at overcoming shyness are coming along, telling herself not to forget to ask later. “A chicken sandwich for Mark, a hamburger for Sierra, and a hamburger for me.”
Marcella passes the food out as she calls out their orders, handing out the drinks next. Sierra pushes her straw immediately through the lid and takes a long drink as Marcella sits across from her. But Marcella doesn't touch her food. She looks at Sierra and asks, “are you feeling good about this one, Si?”
Sierra shrugs and forces a bite of hamburger so she's not obligated to answer yet. Swallowing, she forces herself to face the fears she's been battling against since arriving at Black Pines. “I was, yeah. And I still want to, I do, but there's this feeling that the channel is done for. The Ghostfacers are ghosts now.”
I didn't mean to make a pun… Is that a pun? But she can't keep denying the inevitable truth either. 
Up until earlier, Sierra was confident she would find a way to save their channel. The more thought she puts into it though, the more doubts that arise. Surely no one would still be waiting for more content after two months of nothing. Even the comeback post she had made had little engagement, and only a select few of their most loyal fans were of those numbers.
Maybe it's not all lost? Among one of those loyal fans was a user with the tag ddelgado00, and they had been there since the start of The Ghostfacers. You don't need a memory as good as Mark's to remember their username as active as they are.
“¡No manches!” The comment read, followed by a couple of emoji’s. “I’m so excited, you guys!! LET’S GOOO!!!!”
The sting of the caffeine fizzing against the back of her throat snaps Sierra out of her thoughts, her eyes beginning to water.
Mark wipes his mouth with a napkin, crumpling it in his hand before speaking. “While I have a good feeling about this and think we should get back out there, I also think that we should forget about the channel for tonight. Let's go hunting for us, like back when we first started.”
Sierra slows her chewing, thinking it over. “I hadn’t thought Would you guys be okay with that?”
Marcella picks a sesame seed off of the hamburger bun, then shrugs. “Well if it was Mark's idea, then you know he's okay with it. And nothing personal Si, but I'm here to do my job. That's catching some ghosties on camera.”
Ghosties. Sierra could have sworn Marcella stopped saying that. Still, it's nice hearing something so familiar, especially with doubt creeping around every corner.
At the neighboring table, a girl laughs loudly over a joke her boyfriend cracks, causing a rare time for Marcella to roll her eyes.
A smile tugs at the corners of Sierra’s lips. Maybe tonight will be the night that The Ghostfacers make their comeback, or maybe it'll be the night their channel finally dies for good. But either way, Sierra is appreciative of the people she gets to call her best friends. She can't imagine sitting here with anyone else.
With a grin, Marcella eagerly pushes her hand toward the center of the table, prompting Mark and Sierra to immediately follow suit. It's not often they do this off camera, although not unknown for them either. If anything, it only makes the longing for the channel's past success to return deepen. Two years… it can't be gone like that, can it?
Sierra doubts that. And like Mark said, tonight can be treated like when they would do this for fun instead of another job. She's tired of stressing about the unknown's, the what if's, the could be's. No. Mark is right. Tonight will be theirs. For themselves.
Sierra lifts her cup slightly in the air, causing a curious glance from the couple at the next table over, fuck them. “Tonight is dedicated to great scares, great ghosts, but most importantly, great friends. Let's do this!”
───●◎●───

“We’ve been sitting around for an hour and a half. We need to do something. Now.” Sierra demands, stopping her pacing and staring at Mark, who's sitting on the ground and leaning against the wall as he fiddles with the camcorder, and Marcella, who's drawing in her sketchbook on the opposing wall.
Of course though, there was nothing that they could do. Their initial sweep of the building at ten p.m. resulted in nothing, with the spirit box and EMF picking up no activity. Sierra was tempted to do another sweep, but ultimately led the other two back to the foyer to relax a bit. They agreed to wait until one a.m. before attempting again, but paranoia has been gnawing at Sierra's chest that all the tales of ghosts and haunts surrounding the asylum were fabricated.
Mark doesn't bother to hide the agitation in his voice when he responds. “There's nothing to do. Go call Johnny or something while we wait.”
Sierra momentarily bites her tongue. The last thing she wants to do is call her boyfriend while they are working, but boredom combined with the reminder that this was now for them and no longer a job has forced her to already try. She tosses her cell into Mark's lap, who jumps in surprise. “Can't. There's no service here.”
“Weird, I had service earlier.”
“So did I, but now I don’t.” Sierra snaps. 
Sighing, she pinches the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting, it’s not a job. I’m stressed, tired, and bored. I’m going to sweep the building again. I would like it if my friends came with me.”
The apology wasn’t missed on Marcella, who immediately clambers to her feet and grabs her equipment. Mark is a little slower in getting up. He stays in his spot on the floor for a moment, playing with his video camera before finally pulling himself to his feet. 
A small smile pulls at the corners of Sierra’s mouth, who bends to grab her own equipment. “Who has the map?” 
“I do!” Marcella unfurls the piece of paper, the map that Mark had hastily drawn after their tour of the asylum. Rubbing her arms for warmth, Sierra nods, and the three start trying to make a plan. 
Sierra takes the camera from Marcella as she finishes finalizing their plan with Mark. They’ll split into two groups. It was nothing unusual for large places such as Black Pines, and Marcella insisted that she worked better alone anyway. It worked out perfectly for Sierra, who didn’t like to work alone, and Mark, who didn’t like to be alone in general.
“Alright, keep it,” Sierra tells her. “I’ll have Mark, you need it more than I do.”
“Ha,” Marcella grins, trying to flatten the paper as best as she can. “Nothing beats his memory.”
Mark rolls his eyes, although he wears a fond smile, heading off to where Sierra and him plan on going, before stopping. “Hey guys?”
Sierra and Marcella look over.
“Last one to find a ghost owes us all beer.”
“You’re on!” Sierra hurries to rejoin Mark, throwing over her shoulder, “good luck Marcie!”
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CHAPTER TWO


Sierra

Bits and pieces of the stairs crack off under Sierra’s shoe, crumbling off and tumbling to the bottom. A heavy layer of dust and debris cover the toe as she pauses her step, watching more concrete fall down the stairs. 
Fear creeps into her belly, gnawing deep into her stomach as the memory of Mark spraining his ankle- pretty badly, at that- last year, on stairs the same as these, resurfaces.
Hoping to distract herself from the thoughts, she says, “this place sucks. Have we ever been anywhere this dirty?”
“Hm.” Mark falls into silence as he thinks. “The prison.”
“Ew.” A shudder worms its way into her spine. Distantly, Sierra can still hear Marcella’s high-pitched yelp of terror as a large and beat-up rat scampered up her leg. “Do you remember the smell of the toilets?
Mark gags.
Sierra glances at the EMF detector she’s holding. All five lights remain off— dark and empty, a twisted reminder of Sierra’s hope dwindling as the night passes.
“The EMF hasn’t done anything.” Sierra tells Mark, realizing after he would have known this, seeing as the detector hasn’t beeped. Not even once crosses her mind, dark and angry. “I’m starting to think we were lied to.”
“We’re due. It’s been a while since that one happened.”
“Ugh, yeah.”
The decaying floorboards creak and groan under their feet as they walk, off the stairs and into an alcoved hallway, moonlight flutters through the windows in patches.
“That was back when we first started off, right?” She asks Mark.
“A few months later, we were getting popular by then.”
“Oh, right!” Sierra hums in amusement. “Those two girls called us, when we tried out the phone-call-thing during live streams, saying their home was haunted.”
“I tried telling you two.” Mark shakes his head, and Sierra swats his arm playfully, causing the camcorder to shake.
It wasn't a usual job they would have taken, but the girls sounded desperate for help with the ghost. Sierra and Marcella begged Mark to change his mind about taking the job, for it to be a couple of star-struck fans wanting to meet the faces behind the screen- more specifically, Mark.
Three lights on the EMF come to life, the sharp shrill of the alarm piercing the silence and leaving a faint ringing in Sierra’s ears.
“Are you getting this, Mark?!”
Mark steps around, focusing the camcorder on the EMF in Sierra’s hand.
Once the EMF falls silent again, the pair continue wandering the corridors until the fourth light briefly comes on, before shutting off as quickly as it came on.
The room the EMF went off outside is trashed— the bedframes twisted heaps of metal, mattresses spilling their guts out onto the floor. Sierra yanks the Spirit box out of her front pocket.
“Is anyone here?”
“...”
She tries again. “Is anyone here?”
“...y- …y-yeeesss…”
“Hey,” Sierra grins over her shoulder at Mark. “Not a bust, after all.”
Refreshing. After hours of despair and nothing lingering in these desolate halls, to find something and receive an answer. Hope bubbles inside Sierra’s chest as she returns to the spirit box.
“How old are you?”
“...”
“Hello?”
She was only greeted with more silence, and the hum of static coming from the spirit box. Perhaps on the first floor, Marcella was having better luck.
Standing and brushing invisible dirt off of her pants, Sierra lets her shoulders drop and turns to Mark. “That didn’t last long.”
“I suppose we’ll finish checking out this area and meet back up with Marcella? Maybe get some more on camera, too.
“That’s the plan.” Sierra confirms, taking a step forward as a harsh yank at the back of her head as someone tugs on her hair. Turning to Mark, she demands, “stop messing with me.”
“I haven’t done anything.”
Sierra, not wanting to argue back, turns and stays silent. He yanks her hair again, and she smacks the air behind her head, hoping to get his hand. “Mark, stop!”
Fuming, she slows and turns to face Mark again, childishly crossing her arms as she narrows her eyes. “Leave me alone.”
“Sierra, I’m not doing anything!”
She stares into his brown eyes, trying to detect any trace of deceit. “Someone’s been tugging on my hair.”
Lowering the camcorder, Mark’s eyebrow shoots up. “Really?”
“Yes, really!”
“Wish I had it on camera. I didn’t see anything, Si.”
“Ugh.” She turns back with a huff, agitation and frustration making the back of her head pound, leading Mark back downstairs to the lobby, the two of them waiting in silence for Marcella.
The time on Sierra’s phone reads thirty after midnight, still without any sign of Marcella. Nerves gnaw at Sierra’s belly, sinking their teeth deep as bile pools in the bottom of her throat.
Anxiety is getting to Mark as well. Sierra can tell by the slight tapping his foot has been doing, how his fingers will drum every so often along the camcorder, the way he keeps glancing at his watch.
He catches her staring.
Clearing his throat, Mark says, “Marcella should be back by now.”
“Do you think she’s gotten caught up?”
“I’m not sure. You have the camera, after all.”
Sierra lets the strap fall off her arm. She had become so accustomed to the weight, she forgot it was there.
Mark pushes himself off the wall. “I’m going to go look for her.”
“Wait for me!” Sierra scrambles to her feet, following after him in the direction Marcella had gone almost two hours prior.
Deeper in the building, chunks of foundation were missing from the walls, the brightness of the lights dimming and getting worse.
Sierra and Mark liked hunting in the dark; Marcella didn’t.
Knocking on the bathroom door to the stalls before opening it a crack, Sierra calls out, “are you in here, Marcie?”
A minute passes without response. The door slams shut, the pace of Sierra’s heart beat increasing drastically as she flings herself back, scared nerves taking over. 
Placing a hand over her racing heart, Sierra forces a laugh. “I disturbed somebody.”
Part of her wanted to ask if Mark had gotten that on camera, but she knew he had stopped filming once they returned to the lobby.
Mark sticks his head through a partially opened doorway, returning a moment later and telling Sierra, “nothing but an empty office.”
Her only response is a dejected sigh.
“Has she made her way back, maybe?”
Mark thinks for a moment. “There’s no other way around, not through here.”
“Upstairs then, to look for us?”
“No,” Mark says. “Marcella wouldn’t have gone up there.”
But finally, in a far room packed to the brim with easels and a pile of worn-down, old mannequins in the corner, they find her laying curled on the floor, fingers outstretched and wrapped around nothing. Shreds and strips of the map surround her still body, a swollen knot sitting off to the side of her forehead.
The lights brighten, and continue doing so until Sierra and Mark are squinting, trying to protect their eyes until— pop!
Glass shatters, raining down upon them, soft shards and dust gathering in their hair and on their shoulders.
Sierra hurries to turn the flashlight on her phone on, rushing to Marcella’s side. Sierra stumbles over a thick, torn electrical cord, bringing her knees crashing into the linoleum floor and she crawls the last two feet to Marcella.
“Marcie?!” She’s nearly sobbing, anxiety making her heart thump, thump, thump against her chest, breathing rushed and unsteady.
Mark rejoins Sierra’s side not even a moment later, stopping Sierra from shaking Marcella’s shoulder and instead rolling Marcella onto her side. “Don’t shake her,” he gently tells her. “We don’t know what happened.”
“O- Ok… Ok…” She gives up trying to get okay out, pulling her hands away from Marcella, terrified of hurting her.
Sierra sniffles, swallowing and calming her crying so she can help Mark.
Mark checks the knot on Marcella’s head first, making mental notes out loud- unless he’s talking to Sierra, she doesn’t know. “It’s recent, and still tender. Something hit her.”
Something, Sierra notices, not someone. Digging her nails into the floor to stay calm, Sierra glances around the room but doesn’t see anything that could have been the weapon.
Although Mark doesn’t say it, she knows.
Someone did this. 
───●◎●───

Marcella

Marcella groans, a constant, sharp ache lingering on the front of her head. She sits up with another groan, bringing her hand to her head before someone stops her.
Looking up- which causes a new, warm rush of pain in her head- Marcella sees Sierra looking back. She’s worried, she notes, evident by the frowns and wrinkles that Sierra wears.
“What happened?” She asks, the sinking weight in her stomach screaming something is wrong!
“It’s one-thirty now.” Mark says as he looks up from his watch, his eyes immediately going toward Marcella’s head— right where it hurts. “Guys?”
Soft spoken, as she always is. Which has never been a problem for her. Marcella saw it as evidence of her gentle-nature, and always embraced that part of herself. Even better, Sierra and Mark accepted that part of her as well.
Relief washes over in Sierra’s eyes, Marcella watches them soften and fill with tears and regret.
She’s about to call out again when Mark’s voice registers with her ears, making her mouth slam shut before she interrupts him.
“...missing. We found you here, and the map has been ripped, do you know what happened? About anything?”
Marcella stays quiet as she tries to remember. Two columns of easles line either side of the room, with blank canvas’ in three of the fourteen of them. The painting closest to her, easel angled her way ever so slightly, features a girl digging her nails into the skin below her eyes. Gashes reveal the muscle and nerves lying below the skin. Blood covers the girl as well, pouring from her scalp and covering most of her—
“Marcella?!”
Sierra snaps her thumb and forefinger in Marcella’s face, making her jump back from the surprise and blink to clear her vision.
The painting on the canvas is gone.
What?
Her chest tightens, constricting her breathing. Did she imagine it? How? Why?
“Marcella!” Sierra’s snapping again.
“Sorry, sorry.” Marcella pushes herself to her feet slowly, taking her time and taking in every part of the room.
There had been a time where this room was beautiful. Not anymore. The lacey mix of sheer and white curtains were now ripped and tattered, hidden beneath years of neglect and care. “I was… in the hallway, I remember.”
Marcella keeps her head down, finger pointing loosely at the door. She tunes Sierra and Mark out, digging at the deepest recesses of her memory. “I was drawn in here.”
They didn’t press for more information, and Marcella was grateful. Dust tickles her nose. It was more than being drawn to something, but a calling. Like a melody in her ears sung by a Siren, desperate and pleading.
Marcella even walked by the room. Twice. She was meant to be here and yet, never meant to see.
“I walked in and…”
Marcella groans, putting a hand to her head as the ache sharpens, expanding. It wraps around her skull, squeezing tight. “I don’t know. I can’t remember.”
She sighs, dejectedly. Hopeless. Useless. Worthless.
That’s what I am, she thinks. “I’m worthless. I never help, never remember, never-” Ugh. Why won’t the thoughts get out of her head? It’s easy sometimes, to shove them aside and forget them, even if it’s temporary.
“That’s alright, Marcie.” Mark pats her shoulder softly, she had no idea he was approaching.
Yeah, right.
Still, she says, “yeah. Thanks, Mark.”
“We should get back to the lobby, make a plan from there. Give Marcella some time to recover.” He looks at Sierra now, whose eyes drift to Marcella once more, studying the spot that hurts.
“Yeah, that’s fine.” Sierra is tearful, shoulders drooping as she turns toward the door.
It’s going to be a long night.
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CHAPTER THREE


Sierra

The lights in the art gallery blew, but not the ones in the hallway. Harsh, dirtied yellow light awaits the trio as they leave— leaving the room and everything in it forgotten behind. 
Sierra squints her eyes as the light hits them. Her stomach growls, and impatience builds. In the lobby, their cooler of snacks and drinks await. It was never shown on camera- maybe sometimes in a snippet of footage between scenes- but always with them.
Somehow, Marcella destroyed the map, forcing the group to rely on their memories the rest of the night.
Nine hours left, she tells herself. That’s it.
Limbs heavy with uncertainty, no one speaks as they trudge through the halls. Sierra notices she’s unusually silent herself— a battle of emotions and thoughts swirling in her head. 
Whatever they thought they could get out of this place, Black Pines and the spirits within are certainly making them work for it. The lights above flicker on and off— Sierra’s shoulders tighten and pinch together as she waits for them to blow.
Her flashlight is still going strong, something she thanks silently for. Her belly twists, like something dark and hungry awaits them in the dark.
Something hurt Marcella, afterall.
As she mulls over how the group has angered a spirit, Sierra stares at the molded paneling on the walls as they pass.
In the lobby, Sierra flicks the light switches on and isn’t surprised to find the lights aren’t working. Instead, she uses her flashlight to dig through a bag of their equipment— grasping around blindly until she feels the journal and pen beneath her fingertips.
“Mark, would you mind placing this in the gallery room, for me? Drop it off.”
“Sure, no problem. Be back in a bit.”
He leaves the room without another word.
Minutes of silence pass. Sierra was hoping with Mark gone, Marcella would be inspired to speak up and be honest about what happened in the gallery. Instead, she stays silent and keeps her head down as she picks at her nails, dark hair falling around her face and covering her like a shroud.
The growl of Sierra’s stomach ripples through the silence.
Forget it. She heads over to the cooler. “I’m starving, do you want anything?”
Marcella’s response is immediate. “No, thank you.”
As she opens the lid, Sierra gags, wrinkling her nose as she recoils from the onslaught of stale vomit and rotted eggs. Bile rises in her throat. “What the fuck?”
“I’m sorry?”
Fuzzy, speckled green patches cover the sandwiches, clear through the transparent zip-bags. “The food is molded.”
“We packed it last night!” Shuffling alerts Sierra that Marcella is rising to her feet, the echo of her boot-steps on the concrete growing louder, closer. “There’s no way in hell it’s been spoiled already!”
Sierra has never heard her so defeated, Marcella’s head downcast and face pinched in pain.
The temperature in the room drops, goosebumps





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE BLACK
PINES
TRILOGY

ROSALIE
JOHNSTON





OEBPS/images/496bbff9-dd8d-4d21-a8b8-99ee672e6df8.png








