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CHAPTER 1 – 1982
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Agnes burst from the woods like a dove shooting from its cage. Her child-sized body shivered beneath her thin jumper as the cold, open air pierced her pale skin. She continued past the fields of wheat, her joints tight and her breath clogged in her throat. Her clothes were wet and heavy with sweat, her sleeves and pants torn with blood and her body caked in mud. Despite having barely passed PE that year and having no food in her shrivelled stomach, Agnes still ran like a charging stallion. She knew she had to keep running.

Her mind was still a numbed haze, her thoughts disconnected as if she were still caught in the frantic nightmare she’d just escaped. She kept pushing, squeezing her eyes shut as the voices started once again. They were trying to call her back, like a siren song attempting to lure her into the dark sea. She could hear the deafening buzz of wings, snarls coming from a fang-filled mouth and a shrill voice calling out to her. 

“COME HOME, AGNES”

She clasped her shaking hands over her ears, trying to block them out. Despite everything, she still wasn’t sure what was and wasn’t real. Yet it all flashed through her head, over and over like a broken VHS tape on loop. 

She continued through the first row of fields, the town of Redwood in the near distance. The sun was beginning to climb over the buildings, the sky turning a pale orange above her. She felt the silence sink into her with the morning cold. She doubted anyone was awake yet, the loneliness making her trek feel longer. A sudden hesitation came over her as the temptation to return to the woods flashed through her head. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, maybe it would be easier. It could still forgive her and take her back into its arms. She just needed to turn around. 

A distant rumble snapped her from her thoughts, her eyes leaving the gravel in front of her to stare up the road. Ahead was a girl on a bike. Agnes stopped, watching as the girl drew closer, slowing down until she placed her feet on the ground. Her mouth eased open in a choking shock as her eyes raked down Agnes, spotting the blood on her hands, jumper, and jeans. Agnes’ red hair began to fall from her loose braid, some strains sticking to her tear-soaked face as she gawked back at the girl. 

“A-are you okay?” the girl asked. 

Her first instinct was to ask for someone to call, or pick her up, but none came to mind. All she knew was that she definitely did not want to go home. 

Her flaky lips parted, her voice trembling in her throat as she mustered a weak, “...help me.”
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CHAPTER 2 – 2003 
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Twenty-one years later

––––––––
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Agnes’ muscles ached from keeping an awkward posture for hours, bent forward with paintbrush in hand. The owner of the dance school wanted a full mural across the wall next to the reception desk, three pink ballerinas spinning on a twisting ribbon to match the company’s logo. It wasn’t her usual visual style, but bills had to be paid. She felt an easing relief that the dance classes had finished for the day, allowing her to paint in a warm peace and quiet, basking in the afternoon sun that cast through the large window next to her. She was able to focus purely on her painting, the world and its problems disappearing around her as she used her hands and talent to build something she could be proud of. For a moment, she was normal, something more than the bloodied girl fleeing the dark woods.

With a hollow sigh, Agnes climbed down the short ladder that helped her reach the highest before walking into the bathroom across the reception to scrub some of the paint from her hands. She kept her long red hair tied in a low ponytail, her face and shoulders peppered with freckles. She had grey eyes, her face angular with a sharp jaw that had emerged after she’d shed all her baby fat during her teens. She would’ve been able to easily blend into a crowd if it weren’t for the white-ish scar that travelled from the corner of her nose to the bottom of her jaw. A bleak reminder of the day she escaped.

A large news channel had done a twenty-year anniversary special on what had happened. She didn’t know how they’d gotten a recent picture of her, but they’d remarked on her shift in appearance and the poor healing of the scar. Despite her disgust and rage, she had never seen a side by side comparison before. The famous picture of her sitting in the back of an ambulance at twelve years old compared to her current appearance looked unnatural to her. How could they be the same person? It was like she was staring at a poor stranger’s child rather than her younger reflection. She couldn’t make the connection, like all those horrors must have happened to somebody else.  

Packing away her paints and supplies into the provided storage closet, Agnes slung her bag over her shoulder before walking towards the front door. She would finish the rest of the murals tomorrow. 

She paused she heard a scatter of footsteps behind her, twisting to find a young girl and an older man leaving one of the dance rooms. The little girl was dressed in the studio’s pink ballet outfit, her brown hair tied into a bun as she twirled through the reception, mimicking what she must have learned in class. Her father smiled at her in adoration. 

The girl, lost in her twirls, knocked over a small stand of brochures that sat on the receptionists’ desk. The little girl gasped as it fell to the floor, papers flying across the floor. Agnes felt her lips twitch into a frown, a slight huff blowing from her nose in annoyance. She couldn’t place it, but the little girl made her so angry. She was no older than eleven, and had made a perfectly normal mistake, yet Agnes couldn’t help but mentally scorn her.

The girl’s eyes widened as her gaze lifted towards her father. 

“Sorry,” she said. 

“That’s okay,” the father said, his voice gentle like a cloud, “we can clean it up.” 

Agnes couldn’t help but watch, almost stunned by the father’s reaction. A part of her had expected him to scream at the girl. Tell her she should’ve watched where she was going, that she needed to be smarter than that, that she caused so much trouble. Yet, she watched as he helped her gather up the brochure and the stand, placing it neatly back on the desk as if it’d had never left its surface. 

Agnes flushed with shame as she glanced to the little girl that she’d judged so quickly. For a moment, she saw a flash of her younger self replace the girl, her anger briefly returning before it faded with the memory. 

Agnes bowed her head awkwardly, stepping back to pull the door open for the girl and her father as they approached. She fought to keep a straight face as the father smiled politely at her as they passed. 

“Thanks,” he said. 

She couldn’t help but feel the slight pull in at her chest as she watched them disappear into the parking lot, like a heavy rock was wedged in the centre of her chest. The feeling clung to her as she made her way to her car, sitting uncomfortably in her gut as she drove home.  

After pulling into her driveway, Agnes felt a pinching hesitance as she reached for her mailbox. Her fears were confirmed as she looked over her mail to find yet another letter. Agnes sighed, shaking her head as she bit back a curse. She’d opened the first letter from the hospital when she was eighteen. They wanted what most people wanted after they found out what happened to Agnes. Information and other personal details about the events of 1982 and anything leading up to it. She had complained to the hospital board about the intrusion of privacy, reminding them that she only gave them her contact details in case of an emergency regarding their patient. They stopped for almost a decade until they oddly resumed, but instead of invasive requests, they were stuffed full of personal letters. Letters from the patient to Agnes. She’d complained once again to the board, reminding them that she wanted no contact with their patient. Yet, the hospital claimed they forwarded no letters to her. So, the letters kept coming to the point that Agnes never bothered opening them. 

Stuffing the letters into her bag, Agnes stepped inside, closing the door in time to greet Lola. Kneeling down, Agnes took Lola into her arms, scratching her golden fur whilst bracing herself against Lola’s almost crushing weight. 

“Hey darling, how are you?” she chirped. 

Agnes was given Lola as a present. An old girlfriend gave her the abandoned golden retriever pup in an attempt to mend their crumbling relationship, only to leave when she realised Agnes loved the dog more. 

Agnes planted a kiss on Lola’s head before heading to her bedroom, closing the door to keep Lola out as she changed. Stripping herself out of her paint-spattered jeans and t-shirt, she rummaged through her closet for some decent going-out clothes. She paused, placing the clothes on her bed before approaching her full-length mirror. A lump swelled in her throat as she examined her skin. It has gotten worse. More bruise-like bumps had emerged all over her back and torso, the normally faint, blue streaks now running across her body like tree roots. Like countless times before, Agnes considered going to the doctor. Yet, she had already embarrassed herself enough from the last few times she’d gone. Some doctors thought she was just understandably paranoid about skin cancer due to her pale skin and red freckles, others flat out called her insane for thinking there were strange, black markings growing across her skin. It had been validated enough that only she could see them, to the point that she stopped bothering to cover them. She ran her hand along her bare shoulder, noting that at least it was still smooth.  She thought maybe it was just a flare up, it would go back to normal soon, surely.

...

After having dinner with her friends, Agnes returned home once again and slumped into the couch, kicking off her shoes as Lola jumped to lay down next to her. The weight of her fatigue fell over Agnes like a heavy blanket, a long sigh easing from her lips as she turned on the television. She flipped through a few channels before landing on the late-night news station, her eyes fixating on the anchor as they began the next story. 

“Police continue to search for missing father and son, Jacob and Henry McKenzie. The pair have been missing for a total of two weeks now with no contact to friends or law enforcement.”

Agnes lifted the remote, her finger hovering over the ‘change channel’ button. 

“The family’s home in Redwood Forest-” 

Agnes paused, a sickening burst of energy pulsing through her as her eyes glued to the screen, watching as the news anchor faded to reveal an image of the forest’s edge. Agnes felt her body clench, her stomach twisting as she saw the tall, smothering trees that crowded the slim road that pierced into the woods like a black tunnel. 

“...appears abandoned with Mr McKenzie’s wallet and identification still inside the home, and his son’s bag still packed for school. Mr McKenzie’s colleagues have described him as a hardworking, gentle outdoorsman whose pride and joy was his son, Henry.” 

The forest disappeared before the screen presented a photograph of McKenzie standing at the edge of a mountain cliff with his arm around Henry, the snow behind them catching the bright rays of sun from above. McKenzie wore a wide smile along with his snow gear, a man who seemingly had nothing to hide. Henry stood beside him, rugged up like a caterpillar with his arms around his father’s waist and a beaming grin. Agnes felt a deep punch to the gut at the sight of their glee, yet it quickly deteriorated as she focused on the young boy. A cold ripple raked down her spine as the image of Henry’s soft, youthful face struck an odd sense of familiarity within her. 

“The newly appointed head of the team dedicated to finding the lost father and son, Detective Erica Parks, had this to say at a press conference held this morning...”

The image snapped from the anchor, the image of a woman replacing them. She was dressed in a navy-blue blazer and white button up shirt, her brown eyes aimed sharply at the camera as she clasped her hands on the desk in front of her, gazing over a crowd of journalists. 

“We are putting forth our best efforts to ensure that Mr McKenzie and his son are found. We call upon you, the public, our strongest asset for help. If you have any information that could be useful, we urge you to contact us,” she said, pausing as her stern tone cracked slightly, a hint of worry peeking through her exterior, “we want them both home safe as quickly as possible.” 

Agnes changed the channel, sinking further into the couch as Lola crawled over to lay on top of her. Agnes forced a smile, scratching Lola’s head as she tried to distract herself with the television. Eventually, her eyelids began to drag downwards, the warmth of the couch encasing her in a cocoon of sleep. 

...

Agnes tumbled from the couch as she awoke, her body rung tightly like a twisted rag as she gasped for air. The nightmare flashed through her head; the towering trees, the thin pathways, extending branches, the tumble from the front porch and the bloodied floor. The battering of tiny wings and sparkle of sharpened teeth. She flinched as she felt Lola’s fur against her skin, a smoother breath leaving her lungs as she circled her arms around the dog. Lola placed her muzzle against Agnes’ shoulder, her hot, meaty breath striking Agnes’ nose. 

“You’re gross,” Agnes whispered. 

Her slight amusement failed to distract her, a slight sob immerging from her throat. She squeezed her eyes shut, tightening her lips to bite back the tears.

“It’s okay, we’re okay,” Agnes said, hugging Lola tighter as she took in a deep breath, “we’re okay.”

She climbed from the floor, making her way to her kitchen. On the microwave, she saw the time. Just past five o’clock. Turning on the kettle, she leaned against the counter and gazed out of the window into her back yard. Her tired eyes raked up her back fence and into the sky, the same blood-stained morning sky. She could run from the countryside, run from the woods, but she’d always find the same sky hovering over her. 

After making her coffee, she slumped into a dining chair, allowing Lola to rest her face in her lap. Agnes gradually sipped at her coffee, buying some time before the sun fully rose and she could take Lola for a walk. She sat for some time, soaking in the silence like a warm bath before a piercing beep snapped her from her lull. The landline on the counter sprung to life, blaring like an alarm. Agnes sighed, putting down her coffee before crossing the room to get to the phone. 

“Hello?” 

“Hello, is this Agnes Hellaire?” 

Agnes frowned at the voice. It was a woman’s, slightly gruff yet hesitant in tone. Agnes didn’t recognise it, her eyebrows knitting together as she leaned against the counter. 

“Yeah,” she sighed, twisting her neck to check the time on the microwave again, “do you need to know the time or something?” 

There was a slight pause before Agnes heard rustling through the phone, as if the caller was checking their watch. She heard a muffled ‘oh shit’ before the caller spoke directly into the phone again.

“Yeah, sorry I didn’t realise how early it was...” the woman said, a fatigue lacing her voice before she let out a short sigh, “my name is Detective Parks, I’m hoping to ask you a few questions.” 

Agnes’ face dropped, her jaw slacking in a slight shock. Her mind was still groggy and clouded from the lingering nightmare yet panic managed to seep through like a virus. 

“Oh,” she said, trying to mask her anxiety, “Is everything okay?” 

“Um no, I’m calling from Redwood Police Station,” she replied. 

Her word struck Agnes like a gush of cold winter’s wind, her body locking in place as the fatigue and confusion evaporated to reveal a racing panic.

“Are you already familiar with the missing persons case? The McKenzie case?” Erica asked.

“Um, er, yeah, I think I know what you’re talking about,” Agnes replied, clearing her throat to straighten her trembling tone.

“Good,” Erica replied, “look I’m sorry for calling like this but we’ve had some... developments and I’d really like to talk to you.”

Agnes paused, trying to fathom what Erica was suggesting until her initial confusion turned to anger, her free hand curling into a fist as she took in a sour breath. 

“I thought my case was closed,” Agnes replied, her tone tinted with a slight venom. 

“Well, never officially, it was just speculated... and there hasn’t been any more confirmed victims since so it’s more of a cold case.” 

Silence came between them, leaving only the faint buzzing of the phone signal. Agnes was almost tempted to hang up before Erica spoke again. 

“Would you be willing to talk about it?” Erica asked, “completely confidentially of course.”

“Everything you need to know should be in the case file,” Agnes replied, her finger hovering over the ‘end call’ button. 

“Yeah, I’ve seen it. It’s actually what made me want to call,” Erica replied.

“Why?” Agnes asked, halting her finger.

“The tapes of your police interview were... well, I listened to them just a moment ago and I was rather... disgusted by the way they treated you.”

Agnes’ mind drew a blank, her jaw unlocking as tears began to well behind her eyes. No one, police, media or otherwise had ever touched on how law enforcement handled her case. No acknowledgement or apologies, just another case that’d grown cold and she was out with the garbage. She had enough problems in foster care to ever make a proper complaint, other than being only a child with no legal counsel. 

“Look, I really don’t know what I could provide that I haven’t already,” she replied. 

“You don’t have to do anything right now, but please think about it,” Erica replied, “it’s already been two weeks since Jacob and Henry have been seen. That’s bad enough for a missing adult, let alone a missing kid.” 

A memory forced its way to the front of Agnes’ mind once again, the darkness of the woods, the sharp twigs and branches slashing at her youthful baby skin as she sprinted through the undergrowth as the shadow of a large, four-legged creature with long claws and a wide, toothy grin sped after her.

“Yeah, I know.” Agnes replied. 

The silence fell upon them both like a weighted blanket before Erica cleared her throat, her foot still wedged metaphorically in her mouth. Agnes took in a slow breath, running her hand down her face. She felt Lola poke her nose against her leg, letting out a slight whine at Agnes’ distress. Agnes thought about the boy, Henry, possibly lost among the thick undergrowth, the dark sky and the large trees trapping him in an isolating darkness. She’d wished someone would’ve come and saved her, that she didn’t have to fight through it alone. 

“I’ll think about it,” she said. 

“Thank you, Miss Hellaire,” Erica said, an obvious relief filling her voice, “have a good night, er morning, I guess.”

Agnes couldn’t press the ‘end call’ button fast enough, dropping the phone onto the counter before running her fingers through her hair. Lola whined and pressed her head against Agnes’ leg. Agnes only caved further into her herself, the kitchen disappearing around her as she closed her eyes.
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CHAPTER 3 – 1981
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Eleven-year-old Agnes had always loved playing checkers with her mother. It was a fun little thing they’d do together. It was a sense of calm even when they moved from the city to the tiny, isolated house in the forest. With all that had changed, at least one thing stayed the same. 

Agnes and her mother sat at the dinner table, the third seat empty as her father had not yet returned. The television connection didn’t work that far into the forest, leaving nothing to disturb the silence between them.

Agnes glanced up at Lana as she stared down at their game, her hand hovering over her pieces. Agnes liked to think that she’d look like her mother once she grew up. Lana Hellaire had already given her red hair, pale skin, and pink lips to her daughter. Agnes hoped she’d also get Lana’s slim face and high cheekbones. She’d gotten her grey eyes from Matt, her father, leaving her in envy of the sky-blue colour Lana had. 

Agnes had tried not to notice, but fatigue had begun to wear on Lana’s face. It wasn’t just age but the many long days working at the local grocery store to keep the family financially afloat. She had swelling bags beneath her bloodshot eyes, which only made the blue more oddly bright. They could barely afford the rundown house in the middle of the woods and the rusty car Matt drove, but it was the best they could do. 

“Mum, where’s Dad?” Agnes asked. 

Lana took in a long breath, the release sounding like an icy winter’s wind. 

“Working late,” she replied. 

Agnes felt heavy guilt sitting in the pit of her stomach. Checkers normally cheered Lana up. Spending time with her daughter used to make her smile, yet she was too exhausted to even pretend. Agnes pushed forward until the end of the round, purposefully sabotaging each move until Lana won. She felt the sting of disappointment once again as Lana remained sullen despite the win, reaching to rub her eyes instead. 

“Thanks for playing with me, Mum,” Agnes said. 

Lana smiled.

“Anytime, my darling girl,” she said before a faint sadness burdened her tone, “I’m sorry your Dad and I have been so busy. It’ll just be for a while though, until we can both find better jobs, okay?”

Agnes nodded, trying to convince Lana that she believed her. They’d both been looking for better jobs for nearly two years now, stuck working double shifts back-to-back to keep the lights on. 

“It’s okay,” Agnes said. “Can we play checkers tomorrow?” 

“I promise,” Lana said, reaching to brush Agnes’ fiery red hair away from her face.

It was a tender, soft touch that filled Agnes’ chest with comforting warmth. 

“I’ll put it away.” 

“No, sweetie, it’s okay,” Lana said, “just get to bed, you’ve got school tomorrow.” 

Agnes nodded, slipping from the dining table before disappearing down the hallway. After brushing her teeth and slipping into her pyjamas, she made her way to her parents’ bedroom. She peeked through the doorway to find Lana lying on the bed, shoes still on, nuzzling into the pillow. Agnes crossed the room, picking up the decorative blanket at the end of the bed before drawing it over Lana. 

“Goodnight,” Agnes whispered. 

Agnes waited for Lana to reply, an emptiness sitting in her chest when Lana only released a low snore. She then made her way to her bedroom. Her walls were covered with all her many pencil drawings and art class projects, climbing up as high as she could stretch herself to hang them. She slipped into her purple and green bedsheets before grabbing her drawing pad and pencils from the moving box she used as a bedside table. 

They’d been moved in for over a year, yet the house still felt like a stranger to little Agnes. The walls felt so thin as if the silent woods outside could see through, watching her as she slept. Although she was eleven, she’d brought out her rabbit-shaped nightlight, since she was terrified something would lunge from the dark to snatch her. She started drawing her old house, where the floorboards didn’t creak, and the roof didn’t leak. There was also never a sourness clinging to the air, like a thousand unsaid words and emotions were fumigating around them.

Her eyes left the drawing pad as she heard a distant rumbling, a white light emerging from beneath her curtains. She heard rolling car tires approaching the house, the purring engine of Matt’s car silencing as the headlights faded. Agnes put away her drawing and pencils, shifting against the mattress as she waited. She listened as Matt opened the front door, her ears following his footsteps into the living room and then the bathroom. She waited, her ears counting each footstep. She perked up as she heard him in the hallway again, a small smile forming across her chin. 

Finally, she thought. 

Her hope diminished once she heard her parents’ bedroom door shut, the footsteps disappearing. She felt the silence consume her, her spine slumping as the disappointment weight down on her. Did she do something wrong this morning? Did she miss a chore she was supposed to do? Is that why no one said ‘goodnight’ to her?

As she searched through her confusion, her eyes lifted toward her bedroom window once again. A light breeze seeped through the poorly built window, prompting her curtains to sway. Her eyebrows sunk downwards, her heart pulsing in her chest as a shadow began to form behind the glass. Clutching the edge of her sheets, Agnes watched as the shadow began to twist and shape, smoothing until it revealed a large black cat. 

Normally, Agnes would be overjoyed at the sight of an animal, yet her body remained clenched. A shiver ran up her spine as she pulled the covers higher up to her chin. The cat appeared twice the size of every other cat Agnes had seen with spiky black fur that stuck outwards and a pair of cloudy white eyes, each with a pin-sized black dot for a pupil. She glanced away from it, squeezing her eyes closed before lifting her head to glance back at the window. It was still there, still staring. 

Agnes felt the urge to run and tell Lana and Matt. Yet, she didn’t want to bother them. Despite its frazzled appearance, it was just a cat after all. 

The cat lowered itself onto its stomach, adjusting itself against the windowpane. Agnes waited for the wind to die down, the curtains now covering the cat as it sat behind the glass. Agnes then settled into bed, drawing the covers over her head. Yet, she could still sense it there with its white eyes piercing into her, watching her like a predator that had found easy prey. 

...

Agnes tied her red hair into her signature low braid before slipping into her light blue school uniform. As she ate her breakfast, she couldn’t help but feel tense, her muscles tight and her heart straining in her chest. She couldn’t help but think of the cat, a strong chill filling her body whenever she reminded herself of it. 

Matt emerged from the bedroom, prompting Agnes to flinch. Matt then entered the kitchen, rubbing his eyes as he approached the fridge to grab the milk carton.

“You okay, Agnes?” Matt asked, his voice still crackling from fatigue as he noticed that he’d accidentally frightened her. 

Agnes bowed her head. 

“I don’t know,” Agnes said. 

“Did you have another nightmare?” 

She used to have nightmares all the time. The most recurring one was one where she was lost, wandering around a busy street while looking for Lana and Matt, but they weren’t there. She’d wake up sweating and crying, running to her parents’ room before climbing into their bed. She’d calm down rather quickly then, because she was suddenly in the safest place in the world. Lana would gently comb her fingers through her hair and tell her it would be okay. Matt would hold them both close, like his arms were a cradle rocking her back to sleep. 

She still had those nightmares from time, but she didn’t go to her parents’ bed anymore. Not only because she was older, but because it wouldn’t have felt the same. 

“No, just tired,” Agnes said. 

“Maybe don’t stay up too long drawing,” Matt said, “you need your sleep.” 

Agnes nodded. 

“I already boiled the kettle for you,” Agnes said. 

A spark burst within Agnes’ chest as Matt smiled through his sleepiness. 

“Thanks, kiddo,” he said, reaching for the top shelf to collect a mug. 

Agnes watched him make coffee as she cleaned up her plate and glass. Matt was a tall man with tanned skin from working on his father’s farm throughout his entire childhood. He had grey eyes and brown hair that he kept short to hide its wild curliness. Agnes rarely saw him out of a pair of slacks and a neat dress shirt; the only difference between that and his old work attire was a white coat and tie. He tried so hard to hide his agriculture roots, even overdressing for his job bartending at the local pub. Agnes didn’t know why, but according to Lana, Matt was lucky enough that he was allowed to serve anyone any type of drug, even alcohol. Agnes still wanted to ask why Matt had made the career change from medicine to hospitality, but her gut had convinced her mouth to remain shut. 

After pulling on her school jumper, Agnes started shoveling her books and sketchbook into her backpack. 

“Can I have coffee too?” she asked. 

“You’re too young for coffee,” Matt replied.

“I’m almost twelve,” Agnes replied. 

“Oh god, don’t say that,” Matt chuckled, placing his palm on his chest, “you’re making me feel old.” 

Agnes giggled, slinging her backpack over her shoulders before gazing towards the hallway. 

“Where’s Mum?” 

Matt’s face dropped, his smile melting away as he took a sip of coffee.

“Still asleep,” Matt sighed, “you can give her a kiss goodbye if you like, but we’d better let her get some rest before work.” 

“No, it’s okay,” Agnes replied, dropping her eyes to the floorboards. 

“Could you help take the trash out for me then?”

Agnes nodded, gathering the trash before making her way towards the front door. She was careful not to tear the bag like she did last time. Matt was in as good of a mood that morning. What did you do that for, Agnes? Now I have to clean that up! His harsh tone echoed through Agnes’ head for days, yet he barely seemed to remember it when he came home from work that night. 

She dragged the trash bag down the steps before slinging it into the garbage bin resting against the porch, watching as Matt did the same with the recycling bin. She stopped mid-step as she saw something bright poking out from beneath Matt’s car, still parked where he had left it last night. Beneath the front wheel lay the remains of several crushed mushrooms with the remaining few lying in a now broken circle across the grass. 

Something within her stirred, like a sudden rush of anxiety bursting through her. She became instinctively aware of her surroundings, as if a thousand eyes suddenly landed on her from the trees, watching like she were a slab of juicy meat. For most of her life, she’d bothered her parents with her superstitions. They once tried to force her to walk beneath an open ladder, to show that nothing would happen. Yet, she tearfully refused, retreating to hide in her room for the rest of the day. She could never describe it, but within, her stomach always felt twisted, her muscles somewhat tensed and ready to react. Her body was always certain that trouble was around the corner. It was a heavy, dreading feeling that only increased since moving into the woods.

“Dad, you broke the circle,” she said. 

Agnes recalled the stories her old classmates at her old school would tell stories to try and scare each other. How you shouldn’t flicker the lights while staring into the mirror, or else you’ll summon Bloody Mary. How you shouldn’t let your foot hang off the foot of your bed otherwise a monster will eat your toes. How you should never break a mushroom circle because the fae would come and take you away. 

Matt stepped down from the porch, standing over Agnes to look down at the shattered circle. 

“They’re just mushrooms, Agnes,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee. 

Agnes knew there was no point trying to explain. He wouldn’t understand anyway. She tried to push aside her concern, gripping the straps of her backpack. 

“Bye.” 

“Wait!” Agnes stopped, glancing back to Matt. His voice was strained with that worried, almost tender tone. It was the same tone he had on her first day of kindergarten when he asked if she’d be okay, giving her a tight squeeze before handing her to the teacher. He was normally all for Agnes knowing how to take care of herself, but it didn’t mean he didn’t worry. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you?” he asked, his face softening and his eyebrows arching. 

Agnes glanced down to the dirt road beneath her. He’d ask her that almost every day, but Agnes knew barely had the money for petrol, and she could see how tired Matt was despite his good mood. She also knew that it cost them to feed and clothe her; she didn’t want to be any more of a bother. She’d also walked through the forest every morning and afternoon for school, despite its unwelcoming presence. Nothing bad had ever happened. 

“I’m okay,” she said, “Fiona and Perri are waiting for me.”

“Okay,” Matt replied, “but use the front desk phone to call us when you get to school.”

“I promise,” Agnes said. 

As Agnes made her way down the driveway, she glanced over her shoulder to watch Matt retreat into the house, closing the rickety old door behind him. 

Redwood Forest held few residents, the undergrowth so thick and stubborn that very few landowners bothered to try and clear it. Their two-bedroom, cottage-sized house was made of wood with a light, timber roof. Yet, the vines, roots and trees surrounding it were caving in, like the forest was trying to consume the house and drag it into the earth. 

As Agnes continued through the forest, she listened to the dried leaves crunching beneath her shoes. She became overly aware of every sound and scuffle of the undergrowth, listening for anything other than her own footsteps. The trees were tall and thick enough to smother the morning sun above, leaving only slivers of light to slip through. She kept her tight alertness until she reached a wider, connecting road, seeing two figures waiting for her at the end of the trail. 

The first was Fiona. She was fifteen with dark brown eyes and long blonde hair that reached her elbows. Like Agnes, she had freckles that spread across her nose and a bright smile that instantly filled Agnes with a warm, welcoming glow in her chest. Next to her was Perri who was easily five inches shorter than Agnes despite being the same age. She had short curly brown hair with big hazel eyes hidden behind a pair of circular glasses, accompanied by a red scarf that she never took off, sometimes wearing it as a belt in the burning summer. 

“Hi Agnes!” Perri called with a big wave of her hand.

“Sorry, am I late?” Agnes asked. 

“No, Papa asked me to take some leftovers to Mr Peterson’s house,” Fiona replied, “he wasn’t home though, so we just left it on his porch.” 

“Mr Peterson’s a little weird,” Perri said.

“I think he just doesn’t like company,” Fiona replied. 

“Didn’t he have a wife? Mum said he used to have one,” Perri replied. 

Fiona tilted her head, chewing her lips in thought. 

“Um, yeah...” Fiona replied.

“My mum said she left or something,” Perri replied. 

“I don’t know,” Fiona said, trying her best to halt the topic there. 

Perri leaned in towards Agnes, pressing the side of her hand into her cheek as she whispered, “My mom wanted me to tell you to tell your mum that my mum can get her another job at the café if she wants, but she told me not to tell anyone else, so your mum won’t be embarrassed.” 

“Thanks, Perri,” Agnes replied. 

Most people told Agnes not to tell Perri anything given her lack of filter or volume. Yet, to Agnes, nothing about Perri felt fake or forced. Everyone in town seemed to know about the Hellaires’ financial struggles. Agnes could feel the pity leaking out of them like a bad smell; it made her skin crawl. At least if Perri had anything to say about it, she’d say it straight up without flowery words or sickly-sweet tones. She’d listen, and she’d try to help if she could. She was just Perri. 

“How did your soccer game go, Fiona?” Agnes asked. 

“Yeah, good,” Fiona replied, “it was a close game, but I’d rather be close because it’s not fun when there’s no challenge, you know? Plus, the other team was...” 

Fiona’s sentence trailed off, her gentle smile fading as she gazed ahead. Agnes frowned before her eyes left Fiona, staring down the road to see a small obstruction at the edge of the forest. The forest path was the only way out of the thick undergrowth, the opening just big enough for a small car to fit through. It was like a light at the end of a dark tunnel, making way to a wide green field and spanning farmland. Hence, the obstruction stuck out like a cloud in an otherwise clear sky. At first, Agnes thought it was a heaped pile of clothes, then she noticed there was a person still wearing them. 

“Are they asleep?” Perri asked, a frightened tremor in her voice. 

Agnes reached around Fiona to hold Perri’s hand, giving it a squeeze. Fiona stepped forward, hunching as she approached with Perri and Agnes following behind her. Fiona paused, bracing a hand behind her to tell the girls to halt. Agnes leaned sideways to get a proper look; by the grey hair and wrinkled neck, it looked like an old man, his blue jumper and black sweatpants covered in dirt. His feet were bare yet caked in mud with thorns sticking out from his bloodied heels. 

“Mr Peterson?” Fiona said, reaching hand out towards him.

“Fiona, don’t,” Agnes whispered, tugging on the hem of Fiona’s school dress.

“He needs help,” Fiona replied.

Fiona tore herself from Agnes’ grasp, running towards Mr Peterson. Agnes froze, a gasp caught in her throat as Perri wrapped her arms around her, her body trembling as Fiona reached the collapsed old man. She got down on her knees, grunting as she tried to flip him over onto his back. Agnes’ ears burst as Perri released a sharp squeal. It was followed by a strangled scream from Fiona as she fell backwards, kicking at the ground as she distanced herself from Mr Peterson. Agnes remained frozen in place, her chest contracting around her racing heart as she got a good look at Mr Peterson.

His eyes were filled with an inky black colour, leaving only white irises and dark, shrunken pupils. His pale lips were parted, revealing his ashy blue tongue. Agnes didn’t get a closer look before she was yanked backwards by the collar of her jumper. 

“Go!” Fiona screamed, pulling both Agnes and Perri into a sprint. 

Agnes felt her brain rotting in her skull as Mr Peterson’s decaying face flashed across her eyes over and over again. Her feet slapped against the ground as her whole body swelled with strong numbness. Her arm socket began to ache as Fiona continued to tug her and Perri down the road, the wind lashing at their faces until they turned down the thin road towards Agnes’ house. 

“Mrs Hellaire!” Fiona screamed, dropping the girls’ arms as she raced up the porch. “Mr Hellaire!”

Perri and Agnes leaned against the porch steps, their chests heaving as their little lungs tried to take in as much air as they could hold. Agnes looked up to Perri who clutched her red scarf with her shivering fingers. They gazed at each other with empty eyes until tears finally fell, the confusion and shock swarming them like a hive of parasites. Neither of them had any idea that this was just the beginning. 
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CHAPTER 4  - 2003
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By the end of the week, Agnes had moved on to painting the main studio mural. Keeping to the colour scheme of copious amounts of pink and purple, this time with a mix of ballet, jazz, and tap dancers. With a palm-sized paintbrush in hand, she climbed the ladder once again to resume painting. She was able to get easily lost in her work, the consuming concentration blocking out any other stressors until she was floating in an almost dreamy nonchalance. 

“How beautiful.”

Flinching from the interruption, Agnes removed her brush from the wall, twisting her spine to see the owner of the voice. She was dressed in a navy-blue blazer, matching skirt, and black heels with a brown satchel over her shoulder. Her brown hair was styled into a neat bob, and she was looking at Agnes with wide, glassy eyes. Agnes thought the woman was trying to stare through her clothes with such an unrelenting gaze, her skin crawling at the discomfort. 

“Thank you,” Agnes replied. 

There was silence as Agnes climbed down her ladder, adjusting her art smock before she started to clean her brushes. The woman watched her while trapped in a sense of wonder, as if Agnes was a monkey preforming mathematics. 

“Did you do the one in reception too?” she finally asked. 

“Yes, I did,” Agnes replied. 

“What else do you do?” the woman asked, leaning forward with eagerness. 

Agnes felt strong hesitance, the woman’s appearance familiar to her. Yet, she couldn’t turn away the possibility of future work. 

“I teach art classes and workshops,” Agnes replied, “there are brochures in reception, I’m friends with the owner.” 

“Wonderful, it’s so... inspiring,” the woman said. 

Agnes couldn’t help but frown at her tone; the woman’s word choice was loaded with more than just a surface meaning. It was like she was saying, ‘it’s so inspiring... for someone like you.’ Agnes put down her art tools, adjusting her painting smock before placing her hands on her hips.

“Can I help you with something?” Agnes asked. 

The woman beamed, holding out her hand for Agnes to shake. 

“My name is Rosie Perkins,” she said. 

Agnes’ face dropped, swelling panic swarming her chest as her sharpened gaze dropped to Rosie’s hand. She crossed her arms, turning down the handshake before lifting her glare back towards Rosie’s plastic smile. 

“Oh yeah,” Agnes said, “you’ve reached out to me before.” 

“Oh, so you did get my email about the twentieth anniversary?” Rosie said, dropping her hand but keeping her forced smile.

“I did,” Agnes replied. “And the answer is still no.” 

Rosie Perkins was a well-known reporter and ‘victim’s advocate’. She’d reached out to Agnes on multiple occasions, each email filled with flowery language on how her story would ‘inspire’ others and ‘spread awareness’ on the struggles of a survivor. Yet, she could not fathom the word ‘no’. Agnes recalled watching one of her ‘tell all’ interviews with a trafficking victim where she ‘empowered’ the poor victim to talk about her captors, the horrors of what was her everyday life for two years. Each of Rosie’s questions were like a surgeon’s scalpel, cutting the poor woman open for everyone to see. You could see the fear in her eyes as they cut to commercial, as if she was back in the attic she had been kept in. Agnes couldn’t watch anymore, turning off the television for the night.

“If payment is an issue, I can certainly compensate you for your time,” Rosie said with a grin that was meant to be comforting, “little jobs like these and teaching finger painting for adults is cute, but I’m sure you only get by.”

Agnes bit her tongue, taking in a deep breath. She felt her rage bubbling beneath her skin, her fingers desperate to flex.

“I said no,” she stated. “For a reporter that’s apparently all about victims’ rights, you don’t have a great grasp of boundaries.”

Rosie’s plastic face soured like she’d bitten into a lemon.

“I don’t want any part of your freak show,” Agnes continued, her acidic words sizzling on her tongue, “so I suggest you leave people like me alone.” 

Rosie’s eyes filled with venom, her thin eyebrow rising.

“It’s a real shame. It’d be amazing for the victims who were murdered to have their voices heard, to remind people about what happened so they won’t be forgotten,” Rosie replied with a soft yet sharply condescending smirk. “How selfish that you won’t help them, Agnes. As the only survivor, surely you owe them that much.” 

Agnes grinded her teeth, a hot flush running through her veins. 

“If you’re so concerned about the victims, then speak to their families, unless they’ve told you to fuck off as well,” Agnes replied, her jaw tensing as she struggled to keep a firm grip on her self-control. “You’re a leech, Perkins. I’d rather stand naked in the middle of rush hour than in front of you with a camera on me.” 

Rosie’s look of indifference only heated Agnes further. Rosie shrugged before stepping towards Agnes to tuck her business card into the pocket of Agnes’ smock. 

“You know how to contact me if you change your mind,” Rosie replied, pausing as she gazed up and down Agnes’ figure. “You know, you look a lot like your mother, but there’s a lot of your father in you. No doubt about it.”

Agnes stood in silence, listening to the click of Rosie’s heels against the polished dance floor. Agnes trembled, her joints locked as she bit back the emotions that flooded through her. The moment she heard the tap of the door closing, she stormed towards the nearest bathroom, sealing herself inside. She dived towards the sink, splashing ice-cold water onto her face, taking in a gulping breath.

“Keep it together. Keep it together. Keep it together,” she growled.

Biting down on her lip, she clutched onto the basin, forcing down the emotions that churned within her as if she were trying to stop herself from vomiting. Her shoulders hunched as she kept back any sobs that tickled her throat. She then slapped herself with another splash of cold water, taking out a long sigh as she focused on the polarising cold. 

She watched the beads of water roll down her neck and towards her collarbones. Another deeper chill ran down her spine as she saw what was rising up from beneath her skin. Drawing down the collar of her shirt, she saw that faint clouds of blue had begun to spread beneath her skin, like a giant, soft bruise across her shoulders and chest. Her pulse quickened as she leaned closer to the mirror, dragging down the skin of her cheek with her finger to check her eyes. An ounce of stress lifted from her shoulders as she found her eyes no different than normal, yet she couldn’t excuse her skin. 

...

Agnes snapped the front door shut, her heart skipping in her chest as she reached down to unhook Lola from her leash. As Lola trotted over to her water bowl, Agnes took a long breath out. For the entire walk, she couldn’t help but glance over her shoulder, her heart pounding in her chest every time she turned a corner. 

The press was so frightening to her as a child. Crowds of towering adults with flashing cameras, screaming questions at her as her guardians did their best to shield her. They reminded her of the creatures she’d faced in the woods, trying to eat her alive. 

She’d gotten a call from Grace before dinner. Grace owned the dance studio Agnes was doing the murals for. They’d met during university when Grace complimented Agnes’ Joan Jett t-shirt in the dorms. She was the first real friend Agnes had made since she was in foster care, the first person she ever told some details about what happened in 1982. Ever since, Grace always worried about her, no matter how much Agnes tried to console her. 

Grace had seen the news coverage of Redwood Forest. Due to the forest’s bloody history, Agnes had been brought up in multiple news reports. Grace prodded, asking if she was okay. Agnes insisted she was fine, lying through her teeth until Grace suggested that Mr McKenzie and his son had just gone on vacation and forgotten to tell anyone. Agnes smiled, thanking Grace before hanging up. 

Making her way into the kitchen, Agnes tossed her jacket onto the table, tapping her foot on the tile as she wrestled with another plaguing thought. 

“Fuck it,” she sighed, thinking if she did it, it would at least put one of her worries to rest. 

Rummaging through her cupboards, she found an unopened packet of salt. Then she got to work. She lined the windowsills with a thick layer of salt, making sure each line was right next to the glass. Then, she did the front door, dumping half the packet between the door and the welcome mat. She let out a short huff before retreating inside to do the garden door as well, just in case. 

She’d read multiple books on how to keep certain creatures out of her home, although it was hard to decipher what was ‘true’ and what was just fairy tales. She had a bookcase full of different tombs and hardbacks full of legends, folklore, spirits and how to protect herself from them. She had so many of them that her friends thought it was a quirky interest of hers and bought her even more books and trinkets. She’d read that certain creatures could not physically leave their home forests on their own. Many other writings repeated the same reassurance. Yet, other books spoke of magical passages, hidden doors and ways they could cheat into leaving the forest, physically or not. She didn’t want to take any chances. 

After she was finished, she paced back and forth in the living room, twirling the TV remote control in hand. Lola watched with a wide grin, thinking Agnes was going to make up for the short walk with a game of fetch. Finally, she slumped on the couch, turning on the television. Lola cuddled up next to her as they watched the local news, a car crash, a string of robberies, an upcoming local arts festival that Agnes was set to be featured in. With every story, Agnes felt an extra ounce of stress lift from her shoulders. 

“We would like to advise viewers that the following story contains graphic descriptions that may be sensitive to some viewers.” 

Agnes’ stomach dropped as the anchor took in a short breath.

“We have just been informed that the remains of Jacob McKenzie have been found near the outskirts of Redwood Forest. Volunteers from the search team that gathered to help look for the missing father and son have described his body as ‘black and blue’ with ‘funny looking black eyes’.” 

“Fuck,” Agnes hissed, prompting Lola to jerk upwards in a sudden alertness. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” 

“Leader of the investigation Detective Erica Park has denied comment on whether this is the re-emergence of the famous Redwood Killer, a case that was never officially solved outside the court of public opinion. The Hellaire family-”

Agnes grappled for the remote, slamming her thumb down onto the off button before the screen encased in black. She sat in the silence, the words of the news anchor playing through her head like a scratchy record. Her body trembled as she recalled the mangled body of Mr Peterson. A man she barely knew, yet the sight of him threatened to bring everything she’d pushed down back to the surface. Lola settled against her, resting her head on Agnes’ shoulder to comfort her. Agnes drew her legs to her chest, her hand stroking Lola’s head whilst the other clasped over her own mouth, trying to push it all back down again. 
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CHAPTER 5 – 1981
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It was weeks before Agnes and Perri were allowed to leave the house by themselves. Perri’s mother hovered over them every step to and from school until she was satisfied that it was completely safe. Fiona’s parents started driving her until they were able to get her a little keychain that would set off a siren-like noise if she needed it to. Agnes’ parents had to work. It felt nice to have them fuss over her when they were normally too busy to. When she got to school, she had to call both their workplaces to let them know she got there safely. They never missed kissing her goodnight and they both managed to spend some one-on-one time with her. It was almost like how it used to be before they moved. Although Agnes felt slightly guilty that it took one of their neighbours dying to have her parents pay attention to her for a few weeks.

As they walked, Agnes let Perri ramble on as normal, talking about teachers, friends and what her mother was making them for afternoon tea. Whatever kept their minds from what’d happened. As they neared the rim of the forest, Perri struggled to find new topics. Her voice straining as if she was choking on the leftover stench of death. Agnes’ eyes landed on the now empty space where they found Mr Peterson, the ripped remains of police tape now lying abandoned around the trees on either side of the path. A rainstorm had passed through since the discovery, yet the earth still seemed disturbed, permanently molded to hold his corpse. 

Agnes reached for Perri’s cold fingers, giving her hand a squeeze before they stepped to the side of the road to avoid the spot, walking a few paces before they were comfortable returning to the centre. They held hands as they passed the road to Agnes’ house before finally reaching Perri’s home. Perri and her parents had moved in not long before Agnes, their mutual anxiety in moving to a new place ensuring their friendship. 

“My dad broke a fairy circle the other day,” Agnes said, trying to get Perri rambling again. 

“Oh, if it was an accident, I’m sure nothing will happen. Accidents happen after all.” 

Agnes frowned as Perri’s voice trailed off, her eyes dropping down to the path as they slowly continued forward. 

“Do you think he hurt?” Perri asked.

“Huh?” Agnes replied. 

“Mr Peterson,” she replied. “When Jake died, Mum said he didn’t hurt, that angels carried him to Heaven.” 

Agnes had only heard of Jake once in the few years she’d known Perri, to the point that she at first thought it was an old imaginary friend instead of her little brother. Lana reaffirmed that he was dead, but gave no other details. Probably because she didn’t know anymore either. 

Perri’s eyes began to swell, widening to accommodate the horrors that swam behind her irises. Her jaw trembled as she tightened her grip on Agnes’ hand. 

“Mr Peterson looked like he hurt,” she whispered, “and...he was just there. The angels didn’t carry him away. Do you think that Jake...?”

Agnes felt her eyebrows arch in concern, her mind racing to find something to say. 

“Um... maybe the angels were just busy, so they were late. And you know, a lot of people make funny faces when they sleep.”

“Thanks, Agnes,” she said, releasing a sad huff of amusement before she perked up like a spring flower. “So, we have art class tomorrow and we’re supposed to paint a portrait. I think we should draw each other because it’ll be easier, since I know what you look like, since we’re best friends and we spend all day together. Also, I really like your red hair, then I can use all the red paint I want and-”

Agnes let Perri carry on, almost tuning her out as she glanced around the encasing woods. She felt a sharp chill race though her body as she spotted the lurking shadows and branches that reached out toward her. Almost like they were grappling for her, ready to pull her into the thick undergrowth. She brushed off the chill as they turned down the road towards Perri’s house. 

Similar to Agnes’ house, Perri’s was made of wood, except it had three bedrooms instead of two. Agnes had never been inside the third bedroom, the door always shut. Yet she’d seen Perri’s mother, Judith, go in and out with a fresh pair of blue bed sheets a few times. 

Judith was in the middle of cleaning the kitchen when Agnes and Perri walked in, the house practically spotless as always. She greeted them with a wide smile, gathering Perri into a smothering hug before giving Agnes a quick squeeze. Agnes held onto every minute, letting the comforting feeling engulf her before Judith pulled away and started fussing over Perri. 

Judith stood at just over five feet tall with curly brown hair tied into a bun. She loved red lipstick and always seemed to be wearing an apron due to her baking job at the town’s local café. Her house always smelled like cinnamon and bread, followed by the warmth of an oven that was always filled with treats. Agnes never turned down the opportunity to go to Perri’s house. Although, she always felt a sting of guilt in preferring Judith’s gentle oasis over her own cold, isolated cabin. 

Agnes and Perri sat at the table, unloading their homework around a plate of sugar cookies before getting to work. Agnes knew she wouldn’t get much done between Perri’s rambling. 

“Oh wait!” Perri gasped, dropping her pencils. “I have to show you something!” 

Perri bounced from her seat, racing from the kitchen and towards the hallway, her footsteps echoing like thunder. 

“Perri, careful, you might slip!” Judith called, her eyes flashing with























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CLAIRE | SMITH






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





