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Where the sky of seven colors


Meets the waters of our lands

When the new one has walked on silver

Eyes of hue and golden hands

—Verse 1127 of The Anticipatory Writings


1


On my seventeenth birthday, I hiked into a forest and disappeared. It was Andrew’s idea. The forest, not the disappearance.

Pine trees flashed by my window as we drove along a dirt road. Cloud cover deepened the shade of the woods, promising a summer storm.

“Your dad’s okay with us coming up here?” I sat in the middle seat of Andrew’s pickup, my leg a breath from touching his.

His mouth tilted up at one side. “I always explore when I come for Christmas.”

That wasn’t an answer.

“By the way, you’re invited this year, if you want . . .” His invitation trailed off. He glanced over at me, then back at the road. “My mom would kill to have another girl around.”

Christmas with Andrew Knoll. That would be something. I watched him drive and felt myself smile.

We pulled onto a long driveway, stopping in front of a two-story house. Large window panes glistened beneath gables, reflecting the evergreen forest that surrounded us.

I eyed the structure. “You call this a cabin? I’m pretty sure it’s bigger than my house.”

When I had imagined the place, I always pictured logs and mud.

Andrew laughed. “It’s not as great as it looks. The hot water tank goes out half the time. Besides, we’re not here for the cabin. We’re here for the trees.”

The Knolls owned a hundred acres in the mountains above town. Private, gated property. Andrew’s mom liked to say the woods were haunted. Andrew said they were beautiful. I was just glad to be outside. To be with him.

I slid out of the truck onto the pavement. The air smelled like rain and pine sap, a welcome change from the dry valley below.

“Tree therapy.” Andrew closed the truck door and flashed a smile. “You ready?”

I nodded and followed him to a path on the other side of the driveway. Tree therapy was our thing, an excuse to spend time together over the summer when we weren’t in school. I had learned about it in biology class, how some doctors prescribed walks in the woods to help their patients. So now, that’s what we called our hikes.

But today’s hike was different. Special. It was the Saturday before my seventeenth birthday, and this was our way of celebrating.

Last year, my mom had thrown a party. Balloons and cake and half the town on the guest list. That was before she got really sick. This year, Andrew claimed birthday planning dibs. As if someone was going to fight him for it. I didn’t want a party. Too many questions about how I was doing. Questions I didn’t know how to answer, now that she was gone.

The trees were better than anything I could have asked for.

Ferns and branches brushed our shoes with dew as we made our way along the path.

“Who built this trail?” I asked.

“My great-grandpa cleared it. For good reason.” Andrew quickened his step. “You’ll see soon enough.”

For a while, we walked in silence. I didn’t mind the quiet. Liked it, even. We always acted like tree therapy was a joke, but I actually thought there was something to it.

A breeze blew my hair over my shoulder, snagging the thin strands on a branch. I stopped, caught. Things were always getting stuck in my hair. Jacket zippers. Door handles. But I refused to cut it. It was the same long chestnut as my mom’s, though hers had been thick and curly, not a curtain of limp snares.

Andrew laughed, reaching to help me detangle.

“Thanks.” I lowered my hands and let him work at the snag.

This close, I could feel his warmth. I was always aware of him. Especially aware of the distance between us. My heart beat faster and heat crept up my neck. Great. A blush would make my skin even patchier than normal. I hoped he wouldn’t notice.

Andrew wore a linen shirt, snug across his broad shoulders, complementing his olive skin and amber eyes. Those were the kind of eyes a girl could get lost in, if she looked too long. Which is why I never did.

At first, when we started hanging out in my freshman year, I hadn’t noticed him in that way. Since then, things had changed between us. Part of it was him—he had grown into himself. Part of it was me.

Andrew was the one who sat beside me at the funeral. And after the funeral. He was there when I finally let myself cry, his hand in mine. Sometimes, I thought there was more than friendship between us. But he never said anything, so neither did I. Things were good the way they were. I didn’t want to mess that up.

Except things weren’t going to stay the way they were, and I knew it.

In a few weeks, I would start my senior year of high school. Andrew would go to college.

I shook my head, pulling myself free from the branch, creating space between us. I lost some hair in the process.

Andrew removed my loose strands from the pine needles, holding them out to me. “You’re always leaving your mark.”

I smiled. “Call me Gretel. It’s my trail of breadcrumbs.”

“You won’t need it. We’re almost there.” He put a finger to his lips. “Listen.”

It was barely audible. Beneath the bird calls and the forest noises, a roar droned, the sound of river rapids.

“It’s just a little further.” Andrew quickened his steps as he led the way.

After two more bends in the trail, we came to the top of a ridge, overlooking a ravine.

I took in a breath at the sight. Across the ravine, a waterfall poured over the edge of a high cliff, crashing into a spray of mist below us. Bright green moss grew on the rocks behind the falls. With the dark sky and the vivid color, it looked like another world.

It was beautiful. A place untouched by sadness.

To my surprise, my throat tightened with emotion. This was better than tree therapy.

“What do you think?” Andrew asked over the sound of the falls.

I swallowed back the threat of tears, another thing that made my skin pink. “It looks like it should be in a national park. How does no one know this is here?”

Andrew stepped closer to me. “Knolls know. They just don’t care. My grandpa’s brother fell here as a kid. It was . . . bad. He died. After that, they closed the place to the public. It was way before my dad was even born, but still no one comes out here. My parents like jigsaw puzzles and they hate getting their shoes dirty. You’re the only one I’ve ever shown. Hopefully it’s not a lame surprise.”

He was watching me.

I grinned and took a deep breath, taking in the scent of green things. “It’s amazing.”

“It’s even better up close.” Andrew motioned for me to follow him further down the trail.

He was headed into the ravine. My shoulders tensed. Right now, the path was wide enough to stay away from the edge. But what if it became narrow or steep? I had never been good with heights. Even the Ferris wheel made me want to puke, and it had safety rails.

I didn’t move to follow Andrew.

“Don’t worry.” He came back up the trail. “The path is only tricky at one spot. This is the easiest way down.”

He took my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze, then let go. I closed my empty hand, wishing he had held on longer.

“It’s easy for you.” I edged along the path close behind him. “You’re not scared of anything.” Not heights, or people. Or real birthday parties.

“That’s not true.” Andrew didn’t elaborate.

He was probably trying to make me feel better. My list of phobias was too long: spiders, strangers, driving. It hadn’t always been that way. Last year, when everything went wrong, it was like my brain realized bad things can happen. I started worrying about the bad, focusing on it. But good could happen too. Like this hike. Like Andrew.

“Hey,” I said. “Thank you for bringing me here.”

“It’s better with you.” Andrew looked back at me. “Now, since this is technically your birthday party, I think it’s time for games.”

“And cake?”

“If you insist.” He pulled a crumpled paper bag out of his backpack and tossed it to me.

“What’s this?”

“Open it.”

The bag smelled sweet. Inside were two enormous oatmeal cookies. My favorite.

“I was joking about the cake. But this is better.” I took a bite of a cookie. Sugar and butter melted in my mouth.

Andrew took a cookie for himself. He packed the empty bag away. “I wasn’t joking about the games. You ready for truth or dare?”

I laughed. “You sure you can handle it?”

We had played before. Last time, it ended with Andrew having to eat a concoction of ranch dressing, sandwich cookies, and pickles.

“Well,” he said, “since you’re the birthday girl, you get to go first.”

“Fair enough.”

We kept walking, pausing to climb over a log that had fallen across the trail.

“Truth,” I said.

“Perfect.” Andrew brushed dirt off his jeans. “Do you have any regrets?” He didn’t look at me when he asked the question.

Regrets. I tried to think of an answer that wouldn’t ruin the hike. There were things I wished had never happened. Cancer. Death. Things I couldn’t control.

“I regret not eating both cookies,” I said.

“Come on. You picked truth. You owe me a real answer.”

“You’re supposed to ask me something easy. Like, what’s the worst birthday present you ever got.”

“Your mom gave you a pair of red shoes with glitter last year,” Andrew said. “You hated them. But you pretended like you didn’t.”

He was right.

“Okay,” I said. “Real answer. When I was in fourth grade, I took this field trip to the zoo. I waited for everyone else to ride the carousel before me. I was nervous, I guess. But I wanted to ride the horse. By the time I got in line, it was time to leave. I know it’s dumb . . . but it’s a regret.”

“Acceptable answer.” Andrew guided me to the inside of the path, away from a raised tree root. His hand was warm on my back.

“I used to ride that carousel all the time when I was a kid,” he said. “I’m sorry you never got to.”

“You were probably first in line,” I said.

“I was.”

“You probably cut in line.”

“I did.” Andrew grinned.

That smile made something flutter inside of me. I looked down, concentrating on my steps. “Truth or dare?”

“Dare.”

I rolled my eyes. Andrew always picked dare.

“Before you decide the intensity of the challenge,” he said, “keep in mind that I did bring my first aid kit. So we’re good to go.”

I didn’t have a dare for him. I wanted to keep talking. “What do you regret? I dare you to tell me the truth.”

I expected Andrew to fight me on this. He liked his dares. But he was silent for a moment. He turned to me and held my gaze, his eyes serious.

“The truth.” He paused. “Actually . . . I did want to talk to you about something.”

I could hear in his voice that the game was over. My stomach tightened. “About what?”

He put his hands into his pockets. “Meg, I’m going to be leaving soon—”

I interrupted, panic washing over me. “But you’re not leaving today.”

This was the one subject I didn’t want to talk about. No matter what he was about to say, he was leaving eventually, and nothing could change that. We would be apart for a whole year, except for Christmas. He would probably meet some college girl from the city with silky blond hair and a rock-climbing gym pass. Today, I would avoid heights, parties, and this conversation.

I took off down the path, past Andrew, hugging the safe side.

“Meg—” The sound of his footsteps followed behind me.

I laughed, passing it off as a chase. When I came to a patch of pinecones on the ground, I had to slow down or risk stumbling. Andrew passed me and stopped, blocking the trail. We stood facing each other.

“I need to tell you something,” he said. “Will you listen for a second?”

I nodded, my smile fading. Whatever this was, he wasn’t going to let it go. He took a step closer. My head tilted up to see him.

“I know I’m leaving . . .” he went on. “And I don’t know where that leaves us.”

Us? I tried to stop him with my eyes, to beg him not to tell me that things were going to change between us. End between us. Whatever we were.

Andrew searched my face like he was looking for something.

“What are you trying to say?” I asked.

He ran his hand through his hair, a gesture he only made when he was frustrated. I held my breath.

“What I’m trying to say is—It’s just . . .” He dropped his hand to his side. “It’s just that, after everything this year, I didn’t want to move too fast. And then we never moved at all. And everything’s been the same for years, but it’s not the same for me anymore. I can’t leave without saying something.”

My heart leapt to my throat.

He took a deep breath and spoke in a steady voice. “I’m in love with you, Meg.”

I froze, my eyes locked with his.

He kept going. “I’ve been trying to show you for the past year, maybe longer. I’m sorry if that’s weird for you to hear, but it’s true and I need to say it out loud.”

My breath grew shallow. Raindrops flecked my cheeks.

Neither of us had ever said I love you—not in that way—but I had felt it a hundred times and tried to hide it. I had spent all that time keeping silent. I had trained myself to push aside my feelings. Now, I stood there, trying to wrap my brain around what he had just said.

I waited too long to reply. I felt it in the awful moment when he looked away.

Andrew scuffed a rock with the toe of his shoe, his hair curling in the rain. “So . . . I guess I wanted you to know that. If you didn’t already.” He turned and kept walking, deeper into the gully, speaking over his shoulder. “We’re about halfway to the bottom of the falls.”

In a minute, when the rush of feelings slowed, when I caught my breath, I would figure out what to say. The right way to say it. I walked behind him, chewing the inside of my lip.

Within a few paces, the ground transitioned from packed earth to slick gravel. A thin stream of water trickled under our feet. I turned up my collar, steadying myself.

Andrew tried to smooth over my silence. “Maybe you’ll want to do a sketch?”

I always had my sketchbook. Leather bound and weather worn, it sat in the bottom of my backpack, which was slung over my shoulder. I made an entry in those pages on every hike we took. Andrew made a big deal out of each drawing. It was another reason I loved him, another reason to tell him so.

I opened my mouth, ready to speak, hoping that the right words would come out.

And that was when Andrew fell.
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The rock under his feet slid down the damp edge of the ravine, taking him with it, destroying several feet of the trail. Andrew tumbled, too long, too far. His body landed against a boulder with a sickening crack and he rolled through slick underbrush.

“Andrew!” I went cold, sick from the adrenaline flooding my veins.

He didn’t answer. He lay motionless, thirty feet below the path.

I didn’t think about the height, or how I would climb back up, or what would happen if I fell too. My body just moved. I lowered myself onto a landslide of mud and grass. My legs shook and gravel dug into my hands as I scrambled my way to Andrew.

When I reached him, I knelt at his side, slow, afraid of what I would find. His eyes were closed. A deep gash ran along his temple, seeping blood into the dirt and rocks. To my relief, his chest rose and fell, a sure rhythm. He was breathing.

Thank God he was breathing.

“Andrew?” My voice quaked and I swallowed hard. I squeezed his hand, trying to wake him up. “Andrew?”

He didn’t respond.

I knew better than to try to move him. He could have injured his spine, and there was no way I would be able to carry him back to the truck. I smoothed his damp hair out of his eyes, leaving a smudge of mud on his brow.

Tears blurred my vision as I leaned my face close to his and whispered, “Andrew, I’m sorry.” I didn’t know exactly what I was apologizing for, but I felt regret in every rattled bone.

Could he hear me? Blood trickled down his face.

I needed to get help. Now.

I fished Andrew’s keys out of his pocket and pressed my sweatshirt against his wound, trying to stop the flow of blood. His face was already turning purple, a bruise spreading. He didn’t move.

“I’m coming right back. You’re going to be okay.”

I dug my foot into the side of the ravine. There was nothing to hold onto but flimsy plants and loose rocks. As I climbed, my foot slid through the mud, almost back to where I started.

After minutes of desperate crawling and slipping, I had only made it partway to the path. I never liked to take my bag off on our hikes, never set my sketchbook down. What if it got dirty? It was part of me, part of us, full of too many precious memories. But it was slowing my climb. I couldn’t afford to be slow. I threw my backpack into a bush and held onto its branches, trying to catch my breath and hold my position.

My chest tightened and words welled up inside of me. A prayer. Not that my prayers had ever been answered before, but I couldn’t stop myself.

“I’ll do anything,” I said. “Just let him be okay.”

A strange noise came from the trees above, like paper being torn, or a harsh whisper. The air rippled. I blinked. Pines bent beneath a gust of cold wind and damp leaves blew over the edge of the ravine. The storm was getting worse.

Whatever the noise had been, I didn’t have time to think about it. I kept climbing.

By the time I made it back to the path, my arms and legs were weak. I managed to jog down the trail, but the distance back to the truck seemed twice as long as it had on the way to the waterfall.

Unlocking the truck door, I grabbed my phone off the seat. One bar of service blinked yellow on the screen. I steadied my shaking fingers and dialed the three-digit number no one ever wants to have to dial.

[image: * * *]

Three days later, Andrew wasn’t okay. Not in the way I had hoped. He was in the hospital, attached to tubes and monitors, eyes still closed. The fall injured his head, not his spine.

The doctor said he suffered from severe neurologic deficits, leading to a minimally conscious state.

A coma.

The longer he took to wake up, the less likely his recovery would be. They didn’t know if he would ever be okay again.

I had spent three days and nights in the plastic-coated hospital chair at the end of Andrew’s bed, watching him sleep, looking for signs of awareness. It was something I knew how to do, something I had practiced in the weeks before I lost my mom. The beeping of monitors, the smell of sanitizer, the hushed jargon of the medical staff. I hated that these things were familiar, that I was learning them all over again for someone else.

I only took breaks from my chair to use the bathroom, or to buy a snack from a vending machine in the hall. Every time I left, I brought back another bag of crinkle-cut chips for Andrew. They were the only kind he liked. If he woke up, would he be hungry?

Andrew’s mom stayed beside his hospital bed, her eyes fixed on something unseen. She kept my chip bags in a neat stack on the bedside table, a useless collection.

I didn’t know what to say to her after the accident. If it hadn’t been for me, Andrew wouldn’t have been distracted when the path crumbled. He wouldn’t have gone out there at all in the summer mud.

“I shouldn’t have gone with him.” This wasn’t my first apology to Ilene. “I should have stopped him.”

She gave me a gentle smile. “All those shoulds will drive you crazy, Meg. We never liked him running around in the woods, even when the ground was frozen solid. But that’s Andrew. The best of him and the worst. You were there to call for help. That’s what matters.”

“He’s always been there for me.” I tried to hold back tears. Ilene didn’t need to deal with someone else’s feelings right now.

“That’s also Andrew. His dad’s not good at emotional stuff. Andrew’s the opposite. He would have helped me through this, if he weren’t the one . . .”

Andrew’s dad, Dave, paced the halls outside the little hospital room. He frequently left to “get coffee” for Ilene.

I swallowed, wishing I could help, not knowing what to say. How could I reassure her when I didn’t know what would happen? I moved from my chair and rested my hand on her shoulder.

Tears spilled down her cheek and she patted my hand. “He’d be glad you’re here. You know he’s already homesick and he hasn’t even left for school yet. You’re a big part of that.”

“Then he’ll have to come visit next semester.”

Ilene smiled through her tears.

I hoped with everything in me that there would be a next semester.

When Ilene left the room to get lunch, I stole her chair beside the bed and slipped my hand into Andrew’s. His was square, fingers calloused at the ends from playing guitar strings.

“I’m so sorry.” I ran my thumb over Andrew’s knuckles. His hand stayed limp in mine. “If you can hear me, things are going to be different when you wake up. Different between us.”

How active was his mind? There were so many things I wanted to tell him.

“Are you dreaming in there?” I asked. “I’ve been having dreams. It’s—”

Andrew’s mom returned with a paper cup of coffee, Dave in tow. I jumped out of her chair.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Stay.”

I did stay, late into the night. Eventually, I fell into a shallow sleep. The dream came again, the same one that came every time I had dozed off since Andrew fell. Wind whispering through the trees. A voice. What was it saying?

Ilene woke me up. The clock on the wall read 12:04 AM.

“You’ve been sleeping in that chair for three nights,” she said. “You need to go home and get some rest.”

“I can’t.” My voice sounded bleary. “What if—”

Ilene stopped me. “If anything changes, we’ll call you.” She hesitated, then met my eyes. “Dave and I need some time alone with him. Just mom and dad and son. I know you understand. We would love it if you came back tomorrow afternoon.”

Of course. There would be things they needed to say to him too. Alone. I hadn’t been thinking of that. My cheeks heated as I nodded and grabbed my hoodie.

Ilene settled into the chair, a fuzzy blanket over her lap. Dave took a seat in his own chair, rarely used. They didn’t know it was my actual birthday. No one did.

“Call me,” I said.

Ilene gave me a tight-lipped smile. “He’ll be okay.”

Would he?

I headed home to my uncle Peter’s place, a six-block trek from the hospital. I had moved in with him after the funeral, though I wasn’t convinced he had noticed. It was better than my dad’s place. I didn’t have to switch schools, and there was always food in the fridge. If Peter didn’t notice me, at least he didn’t mind me being there.

When I got back to the house, my uncle’s beagle, Pete, greeted me, his tail wagging ferociously. Who names a dog after themselves? Pete’s food and water bowls were empty, as usual when I wasn’t around. The human Peter was probably at his girlfriend’s place for the night.

“I’m sorry, buddy.” I poured a bowl of kibble.

Pete scarfed it up.

In my room, I sat on my bed and stared at a note Andrew had given to me days earlier. He had folded it into a paper plane.

Dear Meg,

Be ready to leave at 10 a.m.

Wear good shoes.

Yours always,

The Surprise Birthday Planner

I imagined Andrew’s fingers around a pen, forming letters into words. He had tried to make his messy handwriting fancy, curling the lines at the ends.

Pete laid his head on my lap with a soft whine.

“Do you know you’re drooling on my jeans?” I scratched him behind his ears.

He stuck out his tongue, increasing the flow of drool into his fur. No wonder he had smelled so bad before I moved in and started giving him regular baths.

“It’s a good thing you have me.”

But who did I have?

For a moment, there had been a glimpse of something in my future. Andrew wasn’t leaving our friendship behind when he left for college. Not after the way he had looked at me, the things he had said. What might have changed between us if I had spoken up? What would we have become if he never fell?

But he did fall.

Out of all my petty fears, loneliness was the worst, and the most real.

I settled into my bed, Pete curled up beside me. It was the middle of the night, and I was restless. But in order to dream, you have to sleep. And I wanted to dream.

The dreams in the hospital chair had given me a sick feeling, triggering memories of blood-soaked dirt. At the same time, a part of me hoped for them. I wanted to see the forest again, to go back before it all happened.

That night, as I slept beside Pete, the same dream returned.

The forest trail was muddy and mist hung in the air. A voice spoke to me in the breeze, a whisper. Was it Andrew? I left the path and walked into the trees. Would Andrew be there? His amber eyes open, a smile on his face? It was all I wanted. I trudged further into the pines, my ears straining to hear the voice.

Like always, I awoke too soon, before I could hear what the whisper was saying. Pete snored beside me. Early morning light pierced through my window.

That was when I decided to return to the forest.

It was unreasonable. Pointless. So why couldn’t I shake the idea? The waterfall had been a special place to Andrew. It was where he told me he loved me. Maybe I wanted to relive that moment?

No. That wasn’t a good enough reason to risk another rock slide. I needed more excuses to return.

I had forgotten my backpack and sketchbook in a bush on the side of the trail. Those pages were full of memories that only Andrew and I shared. Days spent in the trees together. If I left it there for too long, the drawings would be ruined by weather.

That excuse seemed almost good enough.

But underneath all my justification, I knew the truth. It was the dreams. It was the way they made me feel, like going back would mean something. Like it was important.

But I knew that was senseless. It wasn’t important. Yet I couldn’t just sit around all morning, waiting to go back to the hospital. I needed to move.

I poured Pete a generous bowl of kibble, then double-checked the stove before heading out the front door. Lately, that had been a new fear, digging at the back of my mind. What if I left the oven on and burned down the house? I hadn’t even cooked anything. But what if?

The screen door swung shut behind me, the keys to my uncle’s spare sedan clinking in my hand. Peter liked it better if I asked before borrowing the car, but he probably wouldn’t notice I was gone. I would be back in time to go to the hospital in the afternoon.

It had been a while since I had driven. It wasn’t that I couldn’t. I had my license. It was just another “what if.” When I turned the ignition, my heart drummed in my ears. I sat there for a moment before shifting into gear.

The drive to the Knoll cabin took an hour. An hour alone with my thoughts. At least I was out of the house.

I ignored the No Trespassing signs on the road to the property.

The cabin driveway was empty. I parked and let my legs carry me to the trail. Dew dripped off leaves and pine needles crunched beneath my boots. I ran my fingers along the trees, feeling their spiny branches. It should have been a terrible place for me, after what had happened. But there were good memories here too. I pictured Andrew again, untangling my hair, helping me over a log, the way he looked at me when he told me how he felt.

I repeated my whispered prayer.

“I’ll do anything.”

I had meant it. I still meant it. I would climb the ravine barefoot or drive the car off a cliff if it would help. But it wouldn’t. I had tried it all when my mom was sick. Praying, begging, researching alternative cures. I was powerless.

Once I reached the gravel section of the path, I hugged the inner rim, away from the edge, more cautious than Andrew would ever be. My heart raced, warning me to turn back. I ignored it. I had come this far. Why not get my bag?

I neared the mud where the path had fallen away. Over the edge, near the top, my grimy backpack hung on the branches of a bush, where I had tossed it during my climb.

I stood there, frozen, working up the courage to near the edge. I hadn’t given it a second thought last time. Now, it made me queasy. I sat in a crouch, anchoring myself against a tree root in the path. With the tips of my outstretched fingers, I reached down and fished the bag off the branches, pulling it up to safety.

Grief washed over me again, fresh, like upturned dirt. Andrew wasn’t gone yet. He still had a chance. But that was what they had said about my mom. It was happening again, the same as before. Both hospital stays mingled together in my mind until I felt numb.

What if I had fallen instead? Andrew would have had his family to help him through it. I wouldn’t want him to watch me bleed, like I had watched him. But his mom needed him. No one needed me.

A breeze flurried my hair, and a sound came from the trees. It was the same noise as before, when I was climbing up, like paper being torn. Like a whisper, loud enough to be heard over the falls. I took a few steps along the path, deeper into the ravine, toward the noise. Wind wasn’t supposed to sound like that.

A voice spoke. This time, I could distinguish the words.

“Do you see her?”

I jumped, my eyes searching the trees. There was nothing but shadows and branches.

“Hello?” I wasn’t sure where to direct my voice. “Who’s there?” Another hiker, trespassing?

A second voice whispered, sharper and clearer than the first. “I do not see her. I feel her.”

Ilene’s old ghost stories about the Knoll property crept into my mind. I pushed them away as quick as they came. I wasn’t the kind of person who believed in ghosts. Or haunted dreams. Not in real life. So why was I here?

“Are you sure it is a girl?” the whisper asked. “We need a girl.”

“It is her,” the second voice said. “It is time.”

Time for what? Clammy sweat formed on my palms. I needed to get out of here. I turned my body, but I never took the first step.

Something like an icy finger pressed against my spine. I tried to twist my neck so I could see my attacker, but I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even scream. I was paralyzed.

Cold spread over me, expanding to cover my skin. The chill sank deeper and grew so cold that it burned. Pain overtook thought, and lightning flashed behind my eyes. I collapsed onto the trail. My vision went dark.

[image: * * *]

I awoke on lumpy grass and pine needles, my head throbbing. My eyes strained against hazy light that filtered through the trees. The sun was going down.

That wasn’t right. It was supposed to be morning.

Memory returned. The icy attack. The voices in the wind. I went rigid and tried to sit up, but my stomach lurched. I swallowed hard against a bitter taste in my throat. With my hand, I searched the forest floor next to me. My bag had fallen off my shoulder when I passed out. I tangled my fingers in the straps and clutched it to me.

The sound of heavy footsteps approached from behind. I closed my eyes, pretending to sleep.

“Do you really think it is her?”

“Why else would she be here?”

The voices were close. Right above me.

They had a foreign accent that I couldn’t place. Deep, gravel tones, like rocks grinding together. I struggled to keep my breath steady.

“But does she have color in her eyes?” asked the first voice.

“They all do. Eyes and hair. And she is old enough. He will be happy about that.”

They were talking about me. My hair. My eyes. Who else could it be? We were alone in the woods. My heart leapt into my throat. What if they attacked again? I couldn’t just lie there like I was asleep forever. I probably wasn’t fooling them, anyway.

Who were these people? Ignoring the tug in my stomach, I rolled over and opened my eyes.

As it turned out, they weren’t people at all.

Two figures towered over me. Tall wasn’t the right word to describe them. They were long, much longer than a person should have been. Their slender limbs stretched too far. Enormous eyes, lined with white lashes, peered at me over high-bridged noses.

Everything about them, from their teeth and skin to their clothes and hair, ranged in shades of white and gray. Even their lips were ashen. They wore loose trousers and rough-spun sweaters that fell to their knees. Worse yet, they had no shoes. Their dirty toes curled free in the grass.

I stared at them, too afraid to look away, unsure of what I was seeing.

They stared back at me.

The smaller of the giants whispered to the larger one, “Her eyes. Perfect.”

At the sound of the creature’s voice, I scrambled to my feet, muddled thoughts colliding in my mind. They couldn’t be human. They couldn’t be real. But here they were, right in front of me. Real enough. Was I going crazy? I didn’t care. I was too afraid to doubt myself.

Run. I knew I should run. Instead, words tumbled out of my mouth in a strained squeak.

“What are you?”

The taller giant bent its neck forward in an almost bow. “I am Proce, and this is my companion, Von.”

The other turned to Proce. “The human did not ask for your name.”

“I heard her. She asked, ‘Who are you?’”

“What,” Von said.

“Excuse me?” Proce raised its bushy brows.

“She asked, ‘What are you?’”

“Oh.”

They both looked at me again.

My head throbbed and my vision blurred. I searched the trees for a path. Which way to the car? We were in the thick of the forest, no trail in sight. The ground spun, and I lost my balance, sitting heavy on the forest floor. My bag weighed me down.

“She is not recovered yet,” Von said. “She needs rest.”

The big one, Proce, bent low and did the worst thing I could have imagined. It touched me, its long fingers wrapping around my middle. Then, it lifted me into its arms.

A scream tore from my throat. I kicked my legs, struggling against the giant, but it slung me over its shoulder. I tried to claw at its pale skin with my fingernails. It cradled me closer until I had no range of motion.

We were moving. It was taking me somewhere.

Von followed behind, directly in my line of sight.

“We will not harm you.” The smaller giant offered a toothy smile. “Do not be afraid.”

“Let me go!” I thrashed until I was out of breath. When that didn’t work, I went limp in Proce’s arms, trying to make myself heavy. Despite its size, the giant felt like a normal person. Solid bones and warm skin.

“Good,” Proce said. “Stop fighting. You need to recover. I am sorry to have to carry you, but it really is best. Now, you asked what we are. So you have noticed that I am not a human?”

A blind person wouldn’t have mistaken them for humans. Not for long. I pushed my arms against its shoulder, fighting for an inch of distance between us.

“I do not think she is ready to listen,” Von said. “The journey here was hard on her. But her sickness will fade in a little while.”

“We can at least explain some things,” Proce argued. “We have waited such a long time.”

Von’s mouth went tight. “Go on, then. But not too much.”

Proce did go on, presumably speaking to me. “We share the same earth with humans, but once removed. That is the best way I can say it. Normally, we would never be able to see or hear one another, but Von and I have called you to cross over. Have you heard of thin places? Groves of trees and corners of cities where the separation between one earth and another grows thin. You are in such a place now. We are between earths.”

I fell against Proce again, unable to push away anymore. “Cross over?” My voice croaked. “Are you . . . you’re ghosts?”

“I am not a ghost.” Proce let out something like a laugh, chest rising and falling beneath me. “Though Von might be one.”

“Do not tease,” Von snapped, directing the next comment to me. “I am sorry. Proce can be oblivious. You have never met anyone like us. How are you supposed to know if we are or are not ghosts?”

It was difficult to focus on anything but Proce’s wiry arms encasing me. I studied the trees as we passed, looking for somewhere to hide when I escaped. I wouldn’t be able to outrun them, but maybe I could disappear. Maybe I could fall asleep and wake up and all of this would be over.

After a while, Proce carried me out of the trees into a narrow meadow. Across the meadow, the falls crashed into a river, surrounded by marshy streams. We were at the bottom of the ravine.

Ahead of us, a cobblestone path wound through wet grass, ending in a stone structure with a thatched roof. A thin line of smoke floated from a chimney. Flowers had been planted along the front step. The whole building was impractically tall, like the giants. Was it theirs?

I scanned the meadow. Something was wrong with this place. It was the sound. The streams splashed over rocks. The giants’ feet thudded against the cobblestone. But the waterfall, which should have been deafening at this distance, was completely silent. I could see it, but I heard nothing.

Even the sky was wrong. The sun should have gone down already. I woke up in the forest at sunset. Since then, the sky hadn’t darkened one shade.

What was this place? Between earths. That didn’t mean anything to me.

The giants made their way to the stone house. I stiffened in Proce’s arms, ready to fight before I allowed myself to be carried inside.

To my surprise, Proce set me down outside the entrance. Von was right, my headache and nausea were almost completely gone now, faded during the journey through the forest. My eyes darted toward the trees, toward my escape. It was the first time I had been able to look up since Proce carried me. I had planned to run as soon as my feet touched the ground. Instead, I stood there, disbelieving what I saw.

Beyond the tree line, where the top of the ravine should have been, there was nothing. Just trees, and then empty sky above. The rest of the forest, where we had just come from, was gone. My uncle’s sedan, the Knoll cabin, the trail. They had completely disappeared.

I backed away from Proce and Von. “Where am I? Where’s the cabin?”

“Do not worry about your house,” Von said. “We will share ours with you. You should let us know what kinds of pillows humans like for sleeping.”

“You know what I’m asking,” I said. “Where did the forest go?”

“We will explain when we go inside.” Proce bent toward me again, as if to pick me up.

I jumped out of reach and bolted toward the trees.
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I didn’t look back. At any moment, unnaturally long fingers might have snatched me from behind. I willed my feet to move fast, flying past the tree line, dodging branches and jumping over rocks.

When I couldn’t run anymore, I slowed to a brisk walk and heaved deep breaths, looking over my shoulder. I pulled my phone out of my bag, now that I was away from the giants. No service. Two percent battery life. I was on my own. Would I be able to find my way back up the invisible hill with the invisible cabin and car? After a long incline through the woods, the trees opened up in the distance.

The road.

I hurried my steps toward the clearing, then stopped.

The open space was not the road, or the cabin driveway. Somehow, I had turned around and gone straight back to the meadow. I peered out from the shadows of the trees. The two giants stood on the cobblestone path, facing one another in conversation. Were they planning to come after me?

I backed away slowly, sinking into the shadows of the trees, hoping they hadn’t seen me. When I was far enough from the clearing to feel invisible, I ran again, searching for anything familiar: a trail, a footprint, the mudslide where Andrew fell.

But there was nothing.

Only undisturbed forest. No matter which direction I went, I eventually ended up back at the same tree line, looking out across the meadow to the falls.

Proce and Von stayed in the meadow. Sometimes I found them standing outside their cottage, sometimes they rested on a boulder beside the stream. Most of the time, they watched me as I approached the clearing, as if they knew when I was coming. But they never moved to chase me.

How long before anyone would show up looking for me? Would they think to check the Knoll cabin? Probably not. There was no reason for me to come here. They would find Peter’s sedan at Christmas. In six months.

The sun never moved, so I had no idea how much time passed while I wandered the forest. Hours? A day? Maybe more. I was used to walking everywhere in town, since I had become nervous behind the wheel. Peter had even sold my mom’s car. This was different from a walk. It was a restless battle with underbrush and dew, a panicked trudge toward nothing.

Once, while I hid at the edge of the meadow, I watched Von go to the stream to take a drink. My legs ached and my mouth felt like cotton. I needed water.

I leaned against a tree, out of sight. My chest shook with a sob and sweat dripped from my forehead. How could I be so stupid? Andrew had almost died in these woods, and I had decided to come right back because of a dream. A feeling.

Von finished slurping water and retreated to stand beside Proce. The giant straightened its tunic and folded its arms, scanning the tree line. I ducked further into the forest, as if I could hide. They knew where I was. Where else could I go?

Reality sank in. The giants didn’t chase me because I couldn’t get away. Every direction pointed back to them. It was impossible, but it was happening. I had tested it dozens of times now.

Why had they brought me here? When I was a kid, my mom read stories about giants that ate the bones of humans for dinner. I shivered. This wasn’t a story. It was real. Inescapably so. And I didn’t want any part of it.

When Andrew fell, I had been there to call for help. Now, I would have to be my own help—to calm myself and make a plan. No one was coming to rescue me.

I took a deep breath. What next? If I was ever going to get out of the forest, I needed to survive. In order to do that, I needed water. It had been a while. Too long. I probably needed food and sleep too, but I would start with hydration.

Like a cautious rabbit, I left the tree line, my eyes fixed on Proce and Von. They watched me, but they didn’t move.

I scurried to the far end of the stream. If it was safe for a giant to drink, would it be safe for a human? The water flowed transparent over multicolored pebbles.

“Drink,” Von shouted from across the meadow. “You need to refresh yourself.”

I flinched at the sound, ready to retreat, but the giants stayed put at a safe distance. Von’s invitation made me nervous. But if the water was clean enough for a giant, it was probably okay for me to drink. And they hadn’t chased me yet.

In a hurry, I cupped my hands beneath the surface of the stream and brought water to my lips. Cold liquid hit my empty stomach. I took in a quick breath and realized how hungry I was.

I had to make a choice. The meadow was a cage, an outdoor prison without walls. The giants were my jailers, but they were also my only source of information. I could wander the woods until I collapsed, or I could talk to Proce and Von.

From far away, their figures looked almost human. But they were too large to be familiar, too thin. When they moved, they possessed a slow grace I only knew from the animal kingdom, like a giraffe or an elephant. Their white hair should have made them look old, but it didn’t. It made them look otherworldly.

Proce and Von. I said their names in my head again. Somehow, having names made them less terrifying. It made what I was about to do seem less crazy.

I rose to my feet and walked toward the giants, my shoulders back, my steps deliberate. I focused my gaze on the distant meadow, past their faces, so I wouldn’t have to look into their huge eyes. Could they see my fear?

When I was close enough to talk without shouting, I stopped, every nerve on edge.

The giants remained motionless, unblinking.

What was I doing?

“Proce and Von.” My voice shook and I cleared my throat. “Can . . . can you tell me how to get out of here?” It was direct, but it was all I could think of.

I braced myself, ready for Proce to lunge at me again. Instead, both giants sat in the grass, stretched out their legs, and leaned back, like spindly picnickers.

“It is easier to talk when we are at your height,” Von said. “Now we can hear you better.”

They were taller than any human, around ten feet. When they sat, their faces were close to my level. I took three steps back.

“You cannot go home,” Proce said.

Of course. It couldn’t be that easy.

Von gave the other giant a sharp look. “You are going to scare her even more.”

Proce shrugged. “What was your plan? She is going to find out eventually.”

“Yes. But we can tell her gently.”

“That is fair. We will discuss it all with the human and then decide what to do.”

My lip trembled. I didn’t want to lose it in front of the giants, but I was hungry, and exhausted, and confused.

“You have to put me back,” I said. “You said you don’t want to hurt me, but you attacked me.” I stopped myself from saying more. I wasn’t in any position to be making accusations.

“We did not attack you,” Proce said. “I carried you. For your own good. Von thinks it was not safe for you to walk after the call to cross over. She is sometimes right about these things.”

She. Proce called Von she. I examined Von more closely. There was something almost delicate about her, compared to Proce. She was smaller than the other giant, though still enormous by human standards. Her brows were less wooly, and her cheeks curved, soft. Both creatures had silky white hair that trailed down their backs, but Von’s was decorated with silver beads and tiny braids. Proce had wider shoulders and a sharp jaw. He was a he-giant, and Von was a she.

Von pursed her gray lips. “You ran around the forest all day and night. I am glad you have decided to be reasonable now.”

A full day and night. A sun that never moved. By now, Dave and Ilene would wonder where I was. They had enough to worry about without a missing girl in the mix. Heaviness settled over me, making me want to sit. I fought it, staying as straight as I could.

“Can you tell us your name?” asked Proce.

Maybe they wanted to eat me, but why waste time with conversation if I was a meal? Not that I was going to completely rule out that theory. Either way, I needed them to keep talking. If there was a way out of this creepy forest, they knew it.

“I’m Meg.”

Von tilted her head at me. “You need to eat something. We have prepared grain in the house. Will you come?”

My stomach churned with hunger. I searched Von’s face. Was she a killer? There were a few soft lines around her eyes, crow’s feet, but I couldn’t tell her age. I couldn’t tell much. Except that she wanted me to trust her, which made me trust her less.

“If I go inside your house, will I be free to leave again?”

Proce answered, “We will not keep you, though you cannot go far. We are all limited to the boundaries of this place, in between.”

“Yes. I noticed.”

I glanced back at the half-missing forest. More than anything, I wanted to run to the car and drive away. Driving wasn’t as bad as I had made it in my mind, and it was definitely less nerve-racking than anything I had experienced in the last day and a half. I wanted to go back to the hospital, to find Andrew awake and well. But that wasn’t possible right now. If it was ever going to happen, I needed to stay alive. Stay strong. I needed food.

“I’ll go inside for just a minute,” I said.

Von showed all of her teeth. “Good.”

Both giants rose to their feet, towering over me. I backed away and stumbled on a patch of grass, my legs exhausted from running up and down the forest. They watched me as I caught myself.

“I can walk to the house by myself,” I warned.

“Yes, you can.” Proce gave one nod, then headed down the cobblestone toward the cottage.

At first, the giants walked faster than I could manage, their long legs swishing over the ground. When I fell behind, they noticed and slowed their pace.

“We will wait for you,” Von said.

I trotted behind them, keeping distance between us.

When she reached the cabin, Von swung open the front door. A sweet smell wafted to us, like baking bread. Proce ambled inside.

Von stood clear of the entrance and motioned for me to enter. “You are welcome in our home, Meg.”

I edged across the threshold, barely breathing.

The interior walls of the one-room cottage were constructed from forest materials. Crooked tree limbs and river pebbles framed smooth walls of earthen clay. A hefty fireplace stood in the corner of the room, topped by flat stones that held a kettle and a skillet. Next to the fireplace sat two absurdly tall chairs and an enormous, rough-hewn table. Knitted cushions of various sizes crowded the corners of the scrubbed wooden floor, and a glow from the fireplace added to the twilight from the window.

The room looked lived-in, almost pleasant. I took comfort in the visible lack of bones or blood stains.

Then I noticed the writing. On each wall, from corner to corner, were lines of neat script, written in black. I couldn’t read the words in the twilight.

Von entered behind me and Proce closed the door. I pressed my back to the nearest wall, eyeing their movements. The door latch might be too high for me to reach if they locked it, and Von stood between me and the exit. Even if I managed to run out that door, I would still be trapped in the forest. My situation hadn’t changed. So why was my heart drumming in my chest?

“I will prepare a place for you.” Von moved across the room, slow, as if I were a wild animal she had cornered. She combined together a cushion and a giant-sized stool.

“This is where you will eat.” Von gave the cushion a brusque pat. “Come.”

The stool would be a table for a human, the cushion a seat. From a high shelf, she took dishes of food and placed them on top of the stool.

I waited until she backed away, then eased my stiff body onto the cushion. It was almost high enough to be a chair. The stuffing was lumpy. I slid my bag off and set it on the floor. Relief eased my tense shoulders, tired from hours of walking.

Proce and Von settled into their places at the giant table.
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