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To Trystan, who believed in me when I didn’t.
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I don’t know where I am. Hell, I barely know who I am. 

I am only thoughts, floating in a deep ocean of shadows. Nothing is real, nothing has shape. I barely have time to wonder what’s happening, where she is—because she is comfort in the darkness I’ve willingly stepped into—when the pain starts. A soft warmth radiates through me; nerves and synapses fire signals to thought so automatic I don’t belong to them, leaving my consciousness still searching for something to grasp. Any small handhold would do.

A subtle stinging starts, a reminder that I have arms and legs; I am more than a swirling mist of thought. A gentle beating, a pulse near the center of my chest. My heartbeat. A reminder that I’m alive.

So, I guess I’m not dying after all.

I count my breaths. 

One. 

Two. 

On my third, the pain has grown from soft persistence, becoming lightless fire, igniting what should be the right half of my face. My blood boils and nerve endings scream with a voice I no longer have. I expect the agony to subside as quickly as it comes, the last vestiges of a dying body, but moments turn to seconds and it doesn’t end, only grows. I search for the voice I hope I still possess. My ribcage cracks and splinters as I breathe in, unable to withstand the gentle intake of air.

What happened? The unceasing agony wrestles memories of what’s transpired just out of reach; flickering images licked by invisible flame, dissolving to ash before I can make sense of them. How did I get here, floating in vast nothingness, unsure if I have a corporeal form to return to? Immersed in blinding darkness surrounded by shadows and teetering on the edge of insanity? Ever agnostic, I pray for any kind of end to take away my suffering, whether through death or damnation. I’ll trade anything for any small reprieve.

Forced into silent suffering, my voice inexplicably stolen, I concentrate on the world around me, assuming it still exists. Maybe I am dying, falling into a hell I know I’m headed for. Maybe the agony is the last eternal seconds of a dying nervous system, desperately clinging to the possibility of reviving a shell too weak to respond. I grasp for something tangible, somewhere to focus my thoughts: a sound, a touch, anything other than this...
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Darkness washed over Micah as they slipped out the window. The same window they’d let Candy sneak in through a hundred times before, sometimes tired and bloody, but always with an excuse, a smile she knew they couldn’t—and wouldn’t—refuse. How she’d been unafraid of the urban legends surrounding the mysterious curfew of Cedar Grove, they’d never known; every theory they cooked up fell deeper into conspiracy; with no evidence, what was left but conspiracy? After years of asking, of fighting, arguing, and insisting, she was finally going to tell them.

“I can’t explain like this. Meet me at Leoningworth after sunset,” was all she’d said on the phone, refused to answer questions until the two met face to face. Earlier, it had unnerved Micah; her serious tone made it worse, and part of them considered caving, admitting defeat, and remaining oblivious to the answers they’d once desperately sought.

It was a long-awaited explanation, though, and stubborn determination shoved aside their reservations as the sun dipped behind the trees.

Micah could have used the front door—Isaac left for another overnight shift at the ER hours ago—but something felt more mysterious, more right about the window. Adrenaline flowed through their veins, a gentle heat against the harsh autumn cold of the valley. 

If Cedar Grove was known for one thing, it was the cemetery. Micah spent two full years in middle school searching to find why Cedar Grover centered itself around Leoningworth Cemetery, but every possibility turned up another dead end. There had been more roadblocks when they’d researched the origins of the town-wide curfew; it was simply part of the town, accepted without question by its citizens. 

Not that curfew needed much explanation nowadays. Many of the residents had lived there for generations, including Micah’s own family. They couldn’t remember ever seeing a moving van coming into town. They’d seen a few leave, though. 

Curfew was one of the oddities of the town colloquially referred to as ‘Cemetery Falls’. College freshman from out of town often ignored curfew during their first weeks of classes each semester, and their ‘missing person’ fliers still lingered on the boards around campus. A few pulpy remnants could even be found stuck to stop signs or telephone poles throughout town. 

Micah hunched their shoulders against the howling wind, their eyes refusing to adjust to the darkness. In the thin sliver of moonlight, the falling night turned the town into a haunted version of itself, shadows bending houses and stretching branches into claws grabbing at their feet. The opposite of the quaint, quiet town it was in daylight.

How had Micah never noticed the distinct absence of streetlights? No porch lights that might invite a visitor or lost soul? Nothing but the pale waxing crescent to light their way. They thought of media they consumed, how important scenes always happened under the glow of a well-placed streetlamp or a welcoming patio light, even on the darkest nights. No closer to the truth of things, their sense of unease grew as they brushed golden hair behind an ear.

It wasn’t a hard walk that demanded a well-lit path, thankfully. The sidewalk led them most of the way, but in the screaming quiet of the night, every noise startled Micah. Their eyes darted around, searching for the source of each snapping twig or rustle of grass.

Near the three-way stop sign that led to the old but well-maintained wrought iron cemetery gates, Micah stopped, flinching at a particularly loud thump. Their lungs forgot how to work, trapping a breath in their throat as their heart beat against their ribcage in a desperate attempt at escape. They stopped and looked, internally trying to quiet their racing pulse; still nothing out of the ordinary. No unfamiliar shadows lingered or stretched. Nothing alerted Micah to any actual danger. The town was as picturesque as always; there was simply a different color palette than the one Micah was used to. Leaves rustled in the stiff breeze and well-manicured lawns swayed; a well-kept, clean street stretched before them at the curb. Nothing dangerous in sight.

But there had to have been something. Unease crept up their sternum like acid reflux, settling into the base of their throat. Micah swallowed, unsure whether to go forward or turn back, anticipation of potentially approaching danger holding their body hostage. 

Never run from a predator. Play dead. Turn around and go about your business. They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.

Hundreds of useless pieces of advice swam through their head but none of them meant anything — 

Do something do something do something!

—as they stood motionless, the warmth from the adrenaline cooling as their muscles tensed until they thought every one of them would tear.

“The way you freeze up? That’s why I didn’t want you out here, Micah,” a familiar voice chastised with a touch of mocking amusement. All at once, their muscles released, relaxing in an aching instant that nearly buckled their knees.

From the shadow of a mangled elm tree, she emerged. How she’d gotten there and evaded Micah’s eyes, which had done a decent job adjusting to the nearly non-existent light, they didn’t know. They made a mental note to add it to their mental list of questions, along with why the hell she’d insisted they meet in the cemetery, of all places. 

“Where the fuck did you come from?” They hadn’t meant to snap, but panic and relief hardened their voice to knives.

Her face came into shape as she came closer, her pace leisurely and confident. Not the staggering, slow gait Micah employed, unsure of every step and unused to seeing the world bathed in moonlight. She tried to hold back a smile, the corners of her mouth turning up despite her best efforts.

“I’ve been sitting in the tree waiting for you. I jumped down when I saw you coming. If you need an explanation for how I got up the tree, well...I know you’ve climbed a tree, Mic. You taught me.” She laughed, and Micah’s head swam as the lingering adrenaline burned away, leaving them lightheaded. Her emotions were Micah’s tether; if she wasn’t bothered, they didn’t have reason to be.

Micah looked around the darkness, mind once again focusing on the present. There were no patrols, no police. No one enforcing this curfew everyone in town took so seriously. “If no one’s here to enforce curfew, why do we stay inside? Why have a curfew at all?” 

They turned to her just in time to see her smile drop. “Candy, what the fuck is happening in Cemetery Falls?” They shook their head. “The amount of time you’ve spent telling me not to ask questions has me believing you know as much as I do. Jack shit.” The statement contradicted every question asked the past few days, but often, it came to visit as they drifted to sleep, unconscious doubt keeping Micah steeped in denial. All the time she’d spent dodging questions, what made them believe she had answers?

The humor was gone from her face now, bleak determination taking its place. Micah hadn’t meant for the words to come out so harsh. They opened their mouth to apologize; she cut them off before a word could leave their mouth.
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