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Selah: (n) 1) An expression with uncertain meaning, perhaps a musical instruction for a voice to be raised, perhaps an interlude to pause and listen.





Selah



One…two…three…four. One…two…three…four. One….
Come and see. 
Clarissa’s heart raced as her legs pumped like pistons, thighs burning in the cold October air, body covered in a damp mix of sweat and morning fog, the endless count of her footfalls echoing through her skull, louder than the words of the music playing through her earbuds. One, two, three, four, one, two, three, four. She could not remember when she had started counting footfalls, or why she grouped them by fours. All Clarissa knew was that the rhythm had become as vital to her life as the beating of her heart. One, two, three, four. Slow when she walked down the halls of Camden High, faster as she moved through the halls of her family’s ostentatious mansion. Like a pounding downpour during track season. But out here, out on the empty morning roads, it fell into a steady, sharp, rolling beat. Fast, but the fast of running to something, not from it. 
Poor, sweet girl. 
She rounded the loop of road that led to the edge of the forest, to the hidden entrance to the path she had discovered two years prior on a morning when running from the burdens of her life was all she could do. Clarissa had no knowledge of the path’s history, that it had been a hiking trail a decade before her birth, abandoned when it became too expensive to maintain and given back to nature. All she knew was that it was long, winding, clear enough to traverse and, most importantly, isolated from the outside world. 
Clarissa paused on the road to wipe the sweat and mist from her brow, jogging in place amid the white-gray fog that hung so thick it shrouded the entrance to the hidden trail, rendering it all but invisible. But it couldn’t hide from her. It wouldn’t try. The trail was her friend, maybe even her only friend. She knew it, and it knew her. Taking one last moment to loosen and then rebind her wet, brown hair into a tight ponytail, she darted into the fog, between the pillars of the shrouded pines, and felt life’s yoke fall from her shoulders. 
Out on the trail, she wasn’t Clarissa Wilder, daughter of Deborah Wilder, the richest woman in Rook Lake, wasn’t Clarissa Wilder, scion of the late Frank Wilder, who owned the lumber mill prior to its closing. She wasn’t Clarissa Wilder, the ‘unattainably hot girl’ as she once heard a classmate refer to her in a muffled tone, wasn’t the soon-to-be valedictorian, wasn’t the star of the track team, the best soloist in the church choir, or the most likely to escape Rook Lake and set the world on fire. On the trail, no one asked her if she was looking forward to college next year, what she was planning on majoring in, if she had a boyfriend, if, if, if. If nothing. Out there, she was nothing. She was free. 
Ten minutes down the trail, she paused again to tap the stop button on her phone, killing the music in her ears. Silence wrapped around her and she stopped running in place, so even the rhythmic counting in her skull ceased. 
She was alone. 
Finally.
It was a little before seven in the morning, far too early for the sun to be creeping more than a few inches over the horizon in early October, not that it would have ever reached through the dense fog of the high pines. With a slow click, Clarissa switched off her clip-on jogging light. Embraced by the silence and the darkness, she inhaled, letting the wet air fill her lungs, letting every title, aspiration, label, and assumption she bore like iron chains slough off. The perpetually knotted muscles of her back, neck, and jaw relaxed and she felt a new moisture on her face as tears began running from her eyes. 
She didn’t want it, any of it. She didn’t want to be any of the things everyone else told her she was or could be. She wanted out. She wanted to leave Rook Lake behind. She wanted to move somewhere where no one would ever give her a second glance. Some major city. New York. London. LA. Tokyo. It didn’t matter. Just somewhere where she could disappear. She wanted away from the expectations, the bright smiles of strangers, the ever-present disappointed frowns of her mother. Until the day came when she could leave all of Rook Lake behind, the lost trail was the only place she could find that. It was dark, and safe, and quiet—
Very quiet, Clarissa suddenly realized. She’d been out on the trail enough times to know that ‘quiet’ was a relative term in the deep woods, and while the sounds of cars and people and text notifications were nowhere to be found, the forest was usually filled with scratches of burrowing animals, warbling whistles of birds, the buzzing of insects. 
But not that morning. That morning it was quiet. 
And dark. 
And that was all. 
A dark finger with a long nail crept up from Clarissa’s stomach and tapped the back of her brain as she realized how odd it was to hear nothing. Her heart, having barely slowed from her run, was pounding again, but with a different, frantic rhythm. The massive pines loomed into the fog, suddenly feeling oppressive as they towered over her, the once comforting isolation causing bile to roil in her stomach. Her coach, her mother, her father before he died, and her boyfriend before he died had all told her to trust her instincts, her gut. Don’t wave it away, don’t reason it into silence. If something felt wrong, it was probably wrong.
Something felt wrong. 
Something felt very wrong. 
Fumbling for a moment to click her light back on, Clarissa turned on her heels to tear off back toward the road, immediately stopped by a towering, humanoid shape in her path. 
“Fuck!” she gasped, adrenaline flooding every synapse in her body until her light caught the face of the figure in the fog. 
“Oh…oh holy shit, it’s you. Wow, you scared the shit out of me,” Clarissa said, relief settling over her despite that long nail still scratching at the back of her brain. “I—I didn’t think anyone else was going to be out here.” 
The figure just stared at her, its face motionless but full of pain. 
“Are…are you okay? What are you doing out here? I mean, it’s not like you can’t be out here or something, but…I just haven’t seen you out here before. Are you—?” 
It opened its mouth and two words came out in a voice that was both hauntingly familiar and shatteringly alien. 
I’m sorry.
The adrenaline raged back and without a second thought Clarissa shot like a bolt from a crossbow toward the figure, trying to push past it at a dead-sprint toward the road, only to find herself stopped by two hands with more strength than the arms connected to them should have possessed. 
Calm. 
Clarissa Wilder, star of the Camden High track team three years in a row, used the full force of her toned quadriceps to twist and launch her body free of the iron grip that had held her, catching her captor off guard and sending them both crashing to the ground. Clarissa recovered first, springing to her feet and immediately darting off. Her legs pumped, her feet pounding their rhythm, one two three four one two three four, a jackhammer beat that matched her heart. She was scared, yes, but more than that she was angry. Her sanctuary had been breached. She was once again owned by the world. Her rage channeled down through her arms, her lungs, her legs, carrying her forward faster than her body had moved at any track meet, out of her desecrated sanctuary, back toward the road, toward her problems, toward her home. 
She was halfway to the trailhead when she made the mistake so many do and looked back over her shoulder. 
Her assailant had recovered, but the form was no longer human. 
It looked like a deer at first glance, a black shadow against the fog, stark and awful on four legs. But slowly, two great, feathered wings raised from its back as the beast strode closer, two burning blue embers in dark, hollow sockets staring directly into Clarissa’s eyes as each step brought more details of the abomination into view. 
She barely noticed she’d stopped running. 
Be still. 
It was the same awful, near-but-far voice as before, but this time she obeyed. She didn’t know how not to. It loomed over her, its face a bare skull, something like a deer but not, twisted antlers coiling in unnatural spirals, radiant light from its entire body nearly blinding her, banishing the fog as it lowered itself into a sitting position in front of her. Her heart slowed for a second, for no other reason beyond the beast’s posture reminding her of her childhood dog Chauncey, begging for bacon at breakfast. The creature sat in silence before her, those glowing embers that may have been eyes staring into hers. 
“What…what are you?” she whispered, words catching in her throat, pulse pounding through her. “Are you—”
She felt the talons before she even realized it had moved, raised up on its haunches and sinking its raptorial front claws into her shoulders, piercing the muscles and dropping her arms limp to her sides as she flailed in its grip. 
“Please no! Please…please!” she begged, tears flowing again, her body shaking, pinned in place. “Please….” 
I’m sorry. Over soon. 
She tried to beg again, but all that came out were sobs. She just wanted to be back home, back in her bed, She wanted to wake up and go down to breakfast and see her family. 
She knew she never would again. 
The creature stretched its skeletal jaw toward her and she prepared for it to snap shut on her like a bear trap, but instead it just inhaled a long, raspy breath. 
The sensation was like exhaling, but with her whole body. Painful, like more than breath was leaving her, like something was being ripped from her in a burning, stabbing agony, like razors being pulled out from under her skin. She heard herself shrieking and felt the tears running down her face. In flashes she saw her first kiss, her first steps, the last fight her parents ever had, her father’s funeral, the best party she’d ever been to, the worst flu she’d ever had. One by one they slipped out of her, all full of barbs that stabbed and tore as they ripped from her consciousness. Her favorite color, her most played song, the best day of her life, the worst week…the memories, the thoughts, all of them were drawn out one by one, until, finally, it took her name. As the whole world faded out, the last thought of the being who had been Clarissa Wilder was that she must be imagining the tears she saw running down the creature’s face, too. 
And then, nothing. 
The woods, once again, fell silent, save for the soft whimper of a trembling young girl. 
That morning, one girl’s fear came to an end. 
That morning, for the first time, the other was truly afraid.




I. Elodie

Psalm of the Lost


“You okay?” 
I blinked hard, jarred up from the depths of my brain by Ezri’s question, emerging back into my body which was flopped ungracefully on one of the brown leather couches in her mother’s basement. 
“I’m okay!” I said, shocked at how loud the words emerged from my mouth. “I’m okay.” 
“Okay,” Ezri nodded, her purple-glossed lips giving me a tilted smirk. “You just looked all, like, far away.” 
“I think I’m always at least partially in the stratosphere,” I said, attempting to smile back. 
“Don’t blame you,” Ezri said with a half-laugh, leaning back on the other couch, knitting her fingers behind her head and staring up at the popcorn ceiling. “Just when I think this town can’t get any more fucked up. I think everyone’s a little…in the stratosphere…right now.”
“She was nice,” I nodded, leaning forward and looking down into my lap. “I liked her. She was usually kind to me even though she didn’t have to be.” 
“She is. We don’t know that she’s, like…’was’ yet,” Ezri said, the words stumbling out of her mouth and betraying the aloof tone she was trying to affect. 
“Right, no, I know,” I nodded, trying to sound like I believed myself. “I just…the way everyone is talking….”
“Yeah, I’ve heard it, too,” Ezri grunted, stretching up to sitting position, extending one hand into the air, running the other over her buzz-cut hair. “Don’t know which assholes are bigger, the ones who started imagining her grisly murder the second she went missing or the ones who started writing fan-fiction.” 
“Yes, I’ve heard some of those stories.” 
“Which ones?” Ezri asked, standing up and pacing around, her footsteps heavy as she tried to burn off her anxious energy. 
“Why?” 
“Just…there’s a lot of them out there.” She sighed. “Wondering if there are any new ones.” 
“Well,” I said, taking a deep breath, “Clarissa Wilder has been abducted by a drifter passing through town in a rusting silver van, carrying her off into the mountains of Washington. That’s what everyone has heard, except for the ones who have heard that Clarissa Wilder had had enough of her uptight, straight-laced family and has bolted in the night with a polycule of swingers she met on Craigslist, who are taking her to Vegas on a hedonistic road trip full of sex and drugs. That’s common knowledge, to everyone except for those who know that Clarissa Wilder had an undiagnosed blood clot and on one of her morning runs in the woods, she threw it into her lung and it dropped her dead as a doornail somewhere in the moss and underbrush. That’s the harsh truth, just like Clarissa Wilder’s pregnancy, which she has been rushed out of town to conceal, just like Clarissa Wilder’s suicide, which her family is paying to cover up, just like Clarissa Wilder being abducted by human traffickers and put on a plane in a cargo container bound for Saudi Arabia, just like Clarissa Wilder being seen on a red kayak out on the lake, at the Wal-Mart in Eugene, and in Hazel’s Diner at two in the morning.”
“Fucking hell,” Ezri groaned. “I hate this town. And you don’t even talk to that many people! Jesus!” 
“I’m sorry,” I said softly, standing and moving next to her. “I should have just said, like, one of those.” 
“It’s not your fault,” Ezri waved me off. “It’s just, like…Clarissa is out there living a thousand lives in the whispers of this godforsaken town, and in not a single one she gets to be her. Everybody just knew, like, one part of her, and they’ve expanded it into her whole being. Fuck, even we just knew a bit of her. She was nice-ish to us despite being one of the Junior Junipers. That’s it. We didn’t even really know her. Don’t. Don’t even really know her, she…fuck.” 
Ezri collapsed back down on one of the couches, crouched forward with her ring-covered left hand shielding her face. 
“I’m sorry,” I said again, sitting down next to her and resting my arm across her shoulders.
“It’s stupid,” Ezri shook her head, keeping her hand in place. “I didn’t even really know her.” 
“It’s okay; I didn’t either.”
“I mean, we were tight in grade school, but….”
“But you hadn’t really talked to her since then.” 
“Yeah.” Ezri nodded and then paused. “Well….”
“Well?” 
“So, like, I ran into her a few days before she went missing.” Ezri said, staring up at the ceiling. “She was just…it was weird.” 
“Weird how?” I asked. “Did she say something?” 
“I—no.” Ezri shook her head. “She just—”
Ezri paused and shook her head. 
“She just seemed off. I don’t know. It was weird that she was even talking to me. She just ranted about, like…family shit and stuff like that. Her mom’s a bitch.” 
“Oh,” I said, trying to study my friend without appearing to be trying to study her. I’d known Ezri long enough to know that she carried a quiet assumption that everything that had ever gone wrong in the world was somehow her fault, and that if she was really a good, strong, capable person, she’d be able to protect everyone she ever met from anything bad ever happening to them. 
Ezri’s mom was, well, kind of a bitch, too. 
Ezri nodded at my non-committal ‘oh’, and we sat in silence for several minutes before she spoke again. 
“Yeah, so, it was weird. But the weirdness isn’t what bothers me about it. It’s like, we were super tight in grade school. She was my best friend until fourth grade when she only wanted to hang out with the other rich kids. We knew each other so well, and then we just...didn’t. Like, when I saw her, I had no idea what to say. ‘Hey, how’s it going? Still into My Little Pony and playing Four-Square?’ And now—”
I let the silence hang. Finishing the sentence would be cruel. 
“If she turned to you, it was because she still knew you,” I said, releasing each word as gently as I would a baby bird into the air. “And, because I know you, too...what happened next—whatever happened next—wasn’t your fault.” 
“I mean, yeah, I know that, I just—” 
“Do you, though?” 
She sighed and grimaced. 
“Not all of me, I guess, no. Thanks, Elodie,” she said, lowering her hand but still staring down into the floor. “Thanks for letting me be weird for a second. Sorry I’m so messed up about this.” 
“You don’t have to be sorry; you can be weird for as long as you want,” I said, patting her shoulder. “I do it all the time.” 
“Yeah, but you’re, like, fun weird. I’m being…sad weird.” 
“It’s not always a fun-weird world,” I shrugged. 
“Fucking amen,” Ezri said, with a short laugh. “God, I don’t know why they don’t just cancel school this week. At least this week. Everyone was just, like, drifting around today. Even the teachers. I bet even the rest of the Junior Junipers are fucked up right now. Or just staying home. I don’t think I saw anyone but Claire today. You?” 
“Um. Well...yes. Yes I did see them.” 
I don’t know why I even tried; no part of me thought that she wouldn’t pick at that.
“Wait, what happened?” Ezri asked, sitting up straight and narrowing her eyes at me. “Elodie?” 
“I ran into them today, yes,” I nodded. “They…seem to be having difficulty finding appropriate ways to channel their grief.” 
“What do you—oh, are you fucking kidding me?” Ezri blurted, jumping up from the couch. “Are those assholes seriously giving you shit now? Like…like there’s nothing else they could be fucking doing?” 
“They’re angry,” I muttered. “It’s easier than being sad. It’s okay, Ezri.” 
“No, it’s not! You didn’t fucking…disappear…Clarissa Wilder!” Ezri yelled, blushing at the word we both knew she almost used.
“I am convenient,” I sighed. “And I do tend to be somewhat conspicuous and, as I previously stated, weird. You may be the only one who likes my variety of weird.” 
“Fuck that,” Ezri shook her head. “Just because you’re tall and aren’t into, like, pop stars and expensive cars and shit, doesn’t mean it’s okay for them to use you as a punching bag.” 
“I’m also pale,” I said, helpfully. “Like the Pillsbury Dough Boy, a jar of mayonnaise, or the White Witch from The Chronicles of Narnia.” 
“Elodie—”
“They miss their friend,” I said, softly. “If it helps them—” 
“Oh. My God,” Ezri groaned, staring up toward the ceiling, perhaps toward her god. “Elodie, listen to yourself! You’re, like, the nicest human being I’ve ever known, but good Lord you need limits! It’s not okay that they are shitty to you. You didn’t do crap to Clarissa. You don’t know where she is. Those assholes didn’t even really like her that much, they all just happened to have rich asshole parents. What’d they do?” 
“It wasn’t anything serious.” 
“Elodie….” 
“It may have been an accident. The hall was crowded.” 
“…Elodie.” 
I looked into my friend’s eyes, and in their dark brown depths, past the anger, past the righteousness, I saw fear. Fear that I had been hurt. Fear that I was another person she’d failed to protect. I wanted to reach out and wrap my arms around her, assure her that I was okay, tell her that nothing they could do to me could really hurt me in any meaningful way. 
But that’s not what she wanted. She wanted the truth. 
“I…tripped. On the way up the stairs.” 
“You—they fucking tripped you on the fucking stairs?” 
I nodded, looking down. 
“Fuck them!” Ezri yelled, pacing again. A heavy, rhythmic stomping rattled from the ceiling, Ezri’s mother’s signal to keep it down. “Are you okay?” 
“I am.” 
It was only a half-lie. My shin was still sore, and the laughter still echoed in my ears. But I’d live.
“Which ones?” Ezri asked, trying to bring her voice down—for my sake, not her mother—but her anger and fear still breaking through. 
“Ezri, it doesn’t matter,” I said, trying to sound confident in my statement. “I’m okay. I would…I would prefer to let it go.” 
Ezri looked at me, confusion joining her other bright red emotions for a heartbeat before she sighed and her shoulders slumped. 
“Okay,” she whispered and sat down next to me on the couch. “Sorry. I’m sorry I got so…I don’t mean to, like, white-knight you. I just—”
“It’s okay,” I said, slumping so that my head could rest on her shoulder. “If the roles were reversed, I, too, would be most interested in vengeance. Though I’m sure you would have already hurled your assailants into the lake. But I would be cheering you on.” 
Ezri smiled and let her head rest on top of mine. 
“It’s still shit that they treat you like that.” 
“It certainly is. I have no argument.” 
“You going to the search party?” 
My stomach flooded with acid at the thought of being out and surrounded by all of Rook Lake, most of whom would be filled with the same need for catharsis that the boy who had tripped me on the stairs was. 
“Are you?” I asked. 
“Yeah,” Ezri nodded, her head still leaned on mine. “I just…it’s like you said; she was nice to us even when she didn’t have to be. And I…I don’t like that so many people have given up hope. It pisses me off even more than the ones who make up Dateline stories about her. So…yeah. I’m going to grab a flashlight and start yelling in the woods. Join me?” 
“Of course,” I said, swallowing a mass of feelings. 
“Thanks,” Ezri said, giving me a smile that was thin but warmed me from the inside out. Ezri saw the world from an angle that I didn’t. The ugliness that I often missed was fully in her eye-line. She’d been my best friend since we both shared a fourth grade class, but each passing year, that angle grew wider and wider. Sometimes I worried that I was the only good that she could still see.
It made my heart cry. 
I would let her down. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Okay, everyone, it’s almost time to go,” Mr. Fuller, our affable if not entirely capable teacher called out over the din of twenty-three excited fourth graders. I stood in the back left corner of the classroom, hovering next to my desk. I wanted to be excited like the other kids. I wanted to have my head filled with nothing but images of playing in the grass at Bellflower Park and enjoying a day without assignments. But I knew what the next thing out of Mr. Fuller’s mouth would be. 
“I need you all to pair off. Come on, find a buddy! Choose someone you can put up with for a long walk, okay? You’ll have to stick together, for safety.” 
My heart splashed into my stomach. Group assignments always ended with me being paired up with whomever’s best friend didn’t show up that day, and no one was going to miss field trip day. That meant I was going to be the odd girl out, which meant that I was going to be walking with Mr. Fuller. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Mr. Fuller. It was just that being five-two in fourth grade meant that everyone already kinda looked at me as a small adult, and walking next to the teacher the whole way to the park wasn’t going to help dissuade them of that notion. 
That’s why I was anxious. 
Yep. 
Darn it. 
No it wasn’t. 
That wasn’t true. Well, it was true, but it wasn’t the primary reason I was dreading walking next to Mr. Fuller. Walking next to Mr. Fuller meant one thing and one thing only: You had no friends. You had no friends, no one liked you, you were a weirdo, and the only person who would want to spend time with you was the one who was paid to do so, and even he would probably go home and tell his wife all about the gangly weird girl he had to spend the day babysitting. 
Okay, so maybe it meant four things. But none of them made me feel good. 
All around me, the other students shot toward each other like magnets. One time, after I was complaining about a similar situation when picking teams for a group project, my surrogate mother advised me to not wait for people to come to me, to be bold and ask someone myself. The disgusted glare I received from the boy I requested be my partner for a relay race the next day was forever seared onto my mind. 
Resigned, I started drifting up toward the front of the classroom where Mr. Fuller was waiting. It would be better to not have to be summoned. I already looked like a pale ghost-giant moving through the room (or at least that’s what several of my classmates informed me), I didn’t need everyone’s attention drawn to me by having to be called up. 
“Hi, Mr. Fuller,” I said, trying to sound enthusiastic. I didn’t want it to seem like walking with him was a punishment. I mean, he wasn’t stupid, he knew what was what, but there was no sense in both of us having our feelings hurt. 
“Well, hey, Elodie! You find your partner?” he asked, a broad smile on his narrow face. I slouched like a scolded vulture. 
“No, I think I’ll have to—” 
Just then there was a tug on the sleeve of my dress. 
“Hey,” Ezmeralda, who sat in the exact opposite corner of the room from me, said. She barely came up to my chest, but had an energy to her that made her seem ten feet tall. “Wanna be my partner?” 
“I…oh!” I stammered. “I thought…aren’t you usually partners with Clarissa?” 
“Clarissa’s being a butt today, and—”
“Excuse me!” Mr. Fuller interrupted, his thick brow furrowed. 
“Sorry, Mr. Fuller,” Ezmeralda muttered. “She’s being…a pain…and I wanted to talk to you, anyway.” 
“You wanted to…why?” 
“Because,” she shrugged. “You’re weird and that’s cool. I’m weird, too. Let’s be walking buddies.” 
“Well, there you go, girls!” Mr. Fuller exclaimed, clapping us both on the shoulder and heading toward the door. “Okay, everyone form up on me. Two lines, one buddy in each, side by side. Stick together; you should never be more than an arm’s length apart. If I yell ‘buddy check,’ I want you both to clasp hands and hold them in the air so I can see them. Everyone ready?” 
“Um, Mr. Fuller….” Clarissa Wilder, standing alone, whispered. 
“Oh! Oh, of course, Clarissa, you can walk with me. You get to be at the head of the line!” 
Blushing hard, Clarissa filed her way to the front of the two lines, enduring several snickers and rude gestures from our classmates as she did. 
“She looks so lonely,” I whispered to Ezmeralda, who was putting her long black hair up into a ponytail. “I feel bad for her, Ezmeralda.” 
“Don’t,” Ezmeralda said, finishing the last loop of her scrunchie and letting go. “She was being mean. And call me Ezri, everyone else does.” 
“They do?” 
“Well…they will,” she said as we started to walk, leaving the classroom and heading down the main hall. “Once I tell more people.”
“How many people have you told?”
“Just one.” 
“Oh,” I said, blushing in spite of myself. “Thank you…Ezri.”  
“So you like going by Elodie?” 
“It’s my name.” 
“And Ezmeralda is mine, but it sounds like I’m a spooky witch in the forest who eats children.”
“Is…does Elodie make me sound like…anything?” 
“Nah, I like it. It’s a pretty name. Do you like it?” 
“I…yes,” I said. I didn’t know how to tell her that I’d picked it out myself. That didn’t seem normal, even for weird people. 
“Good,” she nodded as we all filed out through the main door of the school, into the blazing May sun that had necessitated my surrogate parents slathering me in sunscreen. 
“I’m…I’m sorry that your friend was mean to you,” I stammered as we walked. 
“What? Oh, Clarissa? She wasn’t mean to me,” she said as we walked. “She was mean to you.” 
“What?” 
“She made fun of you for having to walk with Mr. Fuller. And she said your dress was ugly. Which is stupid, because your dress is awesome.” 
“Thanks?” I said, looking at my plain, shapeless, muslin dress. “Wait, so, you wouldn’t be her walking buddy because she was mean to me?” 
“Yeah,” she shrugged. “Why would I want to buddy with someone who is mean to people for no reason? Besides, I thought I’d have more fun walking with you.” 
“Oh,” I said, blushing harder than I’d ever blushed before, feeling the warmth from my face spread throughout my whole being. 
“Buddy-check, everyone!” Mr. Fuller yelled from the front of the line, holding Clarissa’s hand up while she looked like she wished the earth would open up under her. With lightning speed, Ezri snatched up my hand and thrust both into the air, our height difference requiring her to stand on her tip-toes. 
“Good job, Elodie and Ezmeralda!” Mr. Fuller called back to us. “First ones up!” 
“Yeah, we rock,” Ezri said, lowering my hand but still holding onto it. We walked the rest of the way to the park like that, never mentioning it, just keeping our hands linked, swinging back and forth between us as we talked. 
I never wanted to let go. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Hi, Cenn!” I declared as I burst into The Heartwood, the excitement of my day at the park still crackling all around me. My surrogate parents had listened patiently to my stories over dinner, even smiling a few times, but they weren’t who I really wanted to tell about the day. When it was time for me to head to my true home for the night, I bounded through the forest at full speed, dodging around rocks and trees, crossing the invisible barriers into The Heartwood at a dead-sprint, panting as I stood in my parent’s resting place. 
“Child, why do you insist upon calling me that?” they said from the darkness, their voice smooth but weary. 
“Because it’s short for Cennend, which is an old, old word for parent, but it sounds better than ‘parent,’ right?” I rambled. “Because, like, you’re not just my mother and not just my father, but just saying ‘parent’ sounds weird? So I went to the library, and—”
“You have told me,” Cennend said, with a deep sigh that shook the needles on the cage of pines that enclosed us. “It was a rhetorical question. Anyway, hello, child. It is good that you are home. You seem more excitable than usual.” 
“I had a great day!” I blurted, flopping myself down on the forest floor and crossing my legs. 
“Oh? And what happened to make it great?” they asked, a long, soft bow of pine lowering itself for me to rest against as I spoke into the void.
“I made a friend!” I exclaimed. “We were going to the park, and I thought I wouldn’t have anyone to walk with, because they make you walk with someone, right? And I thought I’d have to walk with the teacher, and the teacher is nice but it’s weird walking with the teacher, but then Ezri—that’s my friend—she came over and—”
“I see,” Cennend said. “This friend, have you told her anything about yourself?” 
“No, of course not,” I said, scrunching my face up. “I mean, I’ve told her my name and my favorite book and that I like to draw, but nothing about, like…this stuff.” 
I gestured at the trees. 
“I told her Janna and Pete are my parents. Which they kind of are, but—” 
“They are your caretakers; nothing more,” Cennend said, voice raised enough to chill my skin. 
“Right, yeah.” I nodded. “Anyway, Ezri, she—” 
“What do you know about her?” 
“What do I…? I know she likes the Percy Jackson books. I know she doesn’t get along with her mom. I know she likes braiding pine needles more than she likes playing tag,” I said, feeling my neck get warm. “I know she’s really nice and she likes me.” 
“And that’s enough for you? Do you trust her?” 
“I…I just made a friend!” I yelled, louder than I intended, immediately lowering my voice as I leaned away from the branch that had been extended. “I thought you’d be happy. I’m happy.” 
There was a long, sad sigh that rustled the pines and chilled the air. 
“I want to be happy for you, child.” 
“Elodie,” I said, an alien courage taking root in my chest. “My name is Elodie.” 
“That’s the name you gave yourself,” Cennend said, their voice a mournful echo. “You have no true name. Nor do I. I am happy that you are happy, truly I am. But you don’t know them like I do. I was hoping that by now you’d have discovered what they’re really like. It’s why I agreed to this grand experiment of yours.” 
“It’s not like that! They’re not like that!” I insisted. “I want you to see that!” 
Another sigh, this one sadder, shallower. 
“Oh, my beautiful child,” Cennend said. “Your heart is a miracle even I could not have foreseen. I wish I could make you see. I wish you could learn from my mistakes. I trusted them once, too. Thought they were my friends. And now I’m here. Eternally. I gave them everything, and they imprisoned me here. But that’s not even what makes me the angriest. Do you know what does?” 
“What?” I asked, voice shaking. 
“That when you realize I’m right, I won’t even be able to hold you as you cry,” they said, barely above a whispering echo. 
There was a long silence, and I felt tears beginning to fill my eyes.
“I apologize, child. Elodie,” Cennend said. “Go on; tell me about your day, and about your new friend.” 
Long, soft branches extended from both sides this time, forming a makeshift hammock that I could lay in. Trying to recapture my joy, I began telling the story of Ezri choosing me over Clarissa because she didn’t like how Clarissa treated me, continuing on to recap the entire day until I fell gently asleep, hoping that, somehow, my Cennend had heard me. 
[image: image-placeholder]“Everybody form up on me!” Sheriff Wexton barked through his megaphone, which seemed redundant since most of the town was already gathered around him and could have easily been addressed by slightly raising his voice. But megaphones do look fun, so I guess I can’t blame him. 
“Okay,” the sheriff said, megaphone-assisted voice still blaring. “Thank you all for volunteering for the evening shift of the search and rescue effort for Clarissa Wilder. If you haven’t received a photo and fact sheet, please see Deputy Moser, he has extra. Teams have been searching the town and the surrounding wilderness for the last two days and have come up with nothing so far. Though Clarissa has been missing for at least three days now, we remain hopeful and are still considering this a search and rescue situation. If you find Clarissa, there’s a good chance she will be injured and malnourished. Do not attempt to move her. Instead, turn on your signal beacon. If you have not received a signal beacon, Deputy Moser has those, too.” 
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” I said to Ezri, examining the palm-sized powder pink plastic box with a single button as I turned it over in my hand, “but aren’t these the same devices we were given the day that the deputy came to the school to tell us how not to get raped?” 
“Yeah, exact same,” Ezri rolled her eyes. “I guess we have two of them now. Oh well. Same principle: Push button, loud noises and flashing lights summon big strong men to save the day.” 
“Now, what we don’t want is a second search and rescue operation on our hands,” the sheriff continued. “So everyone needs to travel in pairs. I don’t need to tell you, but cell reception is crap out here, so don’t think you can rely on your phones. I’m looking at our younger volunteers.”
His eyes passed over us and to the much larger group of Camden High students, many of whom pantomimed being put out.
“Each pair has been given a map and compass. If you were not given a map and compass—”
Without prompting, Deputy Moser, who looked perpetually put-upon, held up a box full of both items and then placed it back on the folding table in front of him. 
“Right,” the sheriff nodded. “I’m going to level with you folks, tonight’s search isn’t ideal. Daylight is already waning, and we’ve exhausted the areas of the forest on the immediate outskirts of town. We’re going into the deep woods.”
My heart stopped, and I felt my eyelids peel back.
“Oh no,” I whispered. 
“We’ll do a more thorough sweep of them tomorrow in the daytime, but this many days out, we can’t afford to waste hours. It’s dark in there, and there are plenty of things to trip and break your ass on. Hopefully, everyone listened to our instructions to bring your own flashlights….”
“What is it?” Ezri whispered back to me as the rest of the crowd responded by switching on the blinding beams of several dozen flashlights. 
“It’s…nothing. Nothing. It’s just…the deep woods….”
“It’ll be okay,” Ezri said, voice suddenly full of confidence, jostling my shoulder. “We’re all going to be making so much noise that any animals will probably be halfway to Washington before we get anywhere near them. Besides, I brought good lights….”
She held up the two black, metal flashlights she had packed for us. 
“…and, in a pinch, we have those,” she smirked, gesturing at the powder-pink device in my hand. “You know. If we get assaulted.” 
“When,” I corrected, trying to push down the roiling fear in my stomach with a smile. “The deputy kept saying ‘when.’” 
“God, that’s right. Well, we’re prepared.” 
“We’re going to be out for two hours,” the sheriff continued his instruction. “So hopefully one member of your team has a watch. Deputy Moser does not have those.” 
He paused for laughter that never came. 
“Before we go,” he said, a perturbed tone infiltrating his voice, “Clarissa’s mother would like to say something.” 
Sheriff Wexton stepped back, letting a beam of the fading sunlight land on him in a way that illuminated a sheen of perspiration across his bald head despite it being a cool evening. I wondered if it was stress or his health. Probably both. He gestured for a middle-aged woman with fading blonde hair and red, swollen eyes to step forward.
“He-hello,” the woman said, her voice rough and sharp. The crowd leaned in to hear her, Sheriff Wexton still clutching his megaphone like a precious treasure. “I want to thank you all for coming. I know you all have lives of your own, and it’s…humbling…that you all have taken the time to search for my Clarissa. If you see her—if you’re the one who finds her—please…please tell her that her mother misses her and loves her very much, and can’t wait for her to come home. Thank you.” 
Tears were pouring down her face, illuminated by the same sunbeam that had caught Sheriff Wexton, and my heart sunk down into my stomach. I knew what kind of person Deborah Wilder was. I knew how she treated her daughter. Knew better than most. But still, the pain in her eyes was real, and made me feel small.
“Bitch,” Ezri whispered. 
“What?” I hissed back. 
“Nothing,” Ezri waved me off. “She just—nothing.” 
Rejoining the crowd, Deborah was embraced by a tall, thin woman in expensive khaki hiking gear. Though she wasn’t in one of her usual crisp, gray pantsuits, I would have recognized Mayor Prine’s sharp face and painfully tight bun of graying black hair anywhere. She held Deborah Wilder as the woman cried, her head bent at such an angle that she probably couldn’t see the coldness in the mayor’s eyes. 
“Okay, everyone: Let’s get out there and find Clarissa! Hit your beacon if you find her, report back here in two hours!” 
With that, the group dispersed like a fan into the forest, multiple voices calling out Clarissa’s name even though the woodland edge had already been thoroughly searched. Flashlight beams turned on one at a time as teams began hitting the deeper part of the woods, where the pine trees towered over the world and enveloped everything in a thick, claustrophobic darkness. 
My heart raced, impervious to my attempts to calm it. There were measures in place to keep them out. They wouldn’t reach the heart of the forest. I knew that. I knew they would be turned back by the barriers. It would be okay. 
The hairs on the back of my neck, however, were not so convinced. 
“You ready?” Ezri asked, as we approached the edge of the denser trees, her flashlight already casting a piercing beam of white light into the darkness. 
“Y-yeah,” I stammered, irritated at my voice’s decision to break at that moment. 
“It’ll be okay, El,” she said, her voice gentle and her hand outstretched. “Come on. Don’t forget your light.” 
I felt myself blush as I took her hand, and was glad that the darkness hid the burning pink flare that warmed my face. Her hand was small and warm in mine, and even though she had no knowledge of—much less control over—Cennend, it soothed my heart down to its normal rhythm. My friend said it would be okay, so it was okay. 
“Clarissa!” Ezri yelled as we breached the heavy pines, the echoes of similar cries ringing in the distance, muffled by the trees and their unforgiving needles. “Clarissa!” 
“Clarissa!” I shouted, as loud as my voice could muster, a deep sadness stabbing into me as the word left my mouth. I knew in my heart that Clarissa Wilder’s ears would never hear our cries. I think they all did, too, the entire search party, the sheriff. Definitely her mother. I could see it in her eyes as she had stood before us. But hope is a beloved, stubborn thing, and humans will hold onto it even as it lays dead in their arms. And so we walked deeper and deeper into the woods, our calls creating a pleading, mournful chorus throughout the forest as all the groups got further and further from the road.
“Clarissa!” Ezri yelled again as we clomped through the underbrush, twigs and dead plants crunching beneath our feet. 
My turn. “Clarissa!”
“Clarissa! Holy fuck it’s dark in here. Like, I can look up and see that the sun is still technically out, but…wow!” 
“There’s no sun here,” I muttered, mainly to myself. 
“Yeah, it’s like fully nighttime. These trees are next level. Clarissa!” 
“Clarissa!” I yelled, louder than before. “Claris—”
Suddenly my blood froze and I felt the breath in my lungs sucked out of me. 
Child of The Forest, they play with their own lives. The voice echoed in my head as Ezri kept yelling for Clarissa. 
“They’re…they’re harmless,” I whispered into the darkness, timed to one of Ezri’s shouts. They would hear even my most hushed tones. They always did. 
Child, you know better.
“I don’t know why they bothered with this stupid map,” Ezri grumbled. “The compass is all we really need. Wish I could see a damn thing through all these trees. Clarissa!” 
“Clarissa!” I yelled, voice trembling.
Why are you putting on such a show for them? You degrade yourself. 
“I’m…helping them!” I hissed. 
Child, do you think that if the girl was here, I would not have been aware of her the very second she stepped foot in my woods? They waste their time; you should have instructed them to search elsewhere.
“Why would they listen to me?” I snapped, a bit too loud. 
“What?” Ezri asked, her head whipping around, face bathed in the white-blue glow of the flashlight. “Did you say something?” 
“Just talking to myself!” I replied, with too much enthusiasm. “Clarissa!” 
“God, I hope she’s not out here,” Ezri muttered, stepping over a fallen branch. “It would be fucking terrifying to be alone in here. Thanks for…thanks for coming out with me.”
“Thank you for coming out with me,” I said. “I…don’t feel the most courageous right now.” 
“That’s why I’m glad you’re here; I’d hate to have been paired with, like, some old dude who thinks he’s Davy Crockett. It’s good to be…un-courageous with you. Let’s, um…let’s head right; I think there’s a group over to the left, and there’s no sense doubling up coverage.” 
Before I could say anything, Ezri turned her light to the forest floor and started trampling a path deeper into the woods. 
“God, can you believe her mother?” she asked, sweeping her light back and forth as we pushed on. 
“What do you mean?” 
“The act,” Ezri groaned. “The community theater tears.” 
“I…I think she’s worried about her daughter.” 
“Bullshit,” Ezri snapped. “Deborah Wilder doesn’t worry about anything but Deborah Wilder. Used to scream bloody murder at Clarissa every time she stepped a toe out of line when we were kids. And the other day when….”
Ezri stopped both her feet and her tongue.
“…When…?” 
She looked off into the shadows, away from the cone of light projected in front of her. In the distance, another flashlight beam danced back and forth. 
“Nothing,” she said, then shook her head. “No, not nothing. Just some stuff Clarissa was telling me about her when we talked the other day. But…but I’ll tell you later, okay? It’s probably nothing.” 
“Oh. Okay,” I nodded, feeling my chest tighten as Ezri took off again. “Ezri, did—?” 
Child, Cennend’s voice hissed in my ears, do you value her less than you once did? You have let her stray far too close. 
“I know!” I hissed back. “Ezri, I…I think I heard something over here!” 
“What? Really?” Ezri asked, stopping in her tracks and looking back toward where I was pointing the beam of my flashlight, in the opposite direction she was headed.  
“Yeah, I heard…a noise.” 
“It’s probably just that other group. The woods are doing weird things to sound. Clarissa!” 
Before I could respond, she plowed ahead through the trees, her short legs moving nimbly through the underbrush. I rushed after her, forgetting to keep my eyes on the path as she and the glow of her light grew further away. 
“Ezri, wa—!” I yelled, at the exact moment my sneaker caught the edge of a breeching root and flung me to the ground. 
You had your chance. 
“Elodie!” Ezri called. “Are you—?”
She gasped and my chest seized. 
“Oh God,” Ezri whispered, her voice cracking. “Elodie—oh God what’s happening? Elodie, what—oh God!” 
Scrambling to my feet, I rushed to Ezri’s side, finding my friend staring dead into the woods, rivers of tears streaming down her face, her whole body trembling. 
“What is happening, Elodie?” she stammered, frozen in place as her flashlight slipped from her fingers and crashed to the forest floor. “What…what is going on? Why is it so cold?” 
“Ezri, it’s okay, it’s—”
“I…can’t…breathe!” she gasped, her chest suddenly heaving as she stumbled, falling into my arms. “I…I can’t…I—” 
“Stop it,” I growled into the darkness. 
“I can’t!” Ezri gasped between sharp, shallow inhales. “I can’t stop it! I can’t—I’m…so…cold!” 
Her whole weight fell against my body as I held her up, my heart pounding as she started convulsing. 
“STOP IT!” I screamed into the forest. Ezri looked up at me with wild, panicked eyes. 
“I…I—!” 
You were warned. 
“I’m sorry!” I yelled.
It’s no loss, my child; I’m doing you a mercy. You knew better than to let her get this close. If you really cared, you could have kept her back. You know that I am right.
“It was an accident!” I screamed as Ezri stammered syllables and continued to shake violently in my arms, her eyes glazing over. “Stop it!” 
They are small things, Child. Your sentimentality is unbecoming. There are so many more. 
“Why are you doing this?” I shouted. 
I need no reason. 
There was fire burning in my chest as I looked down at Ezri, down at the terror that was frozen on her face. With one free hand, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the pink beacon. 
“I’ll push it,” I said, steadying my voice as much as I could. “Everyone will come.” 
My barriers will hold them back.
Will they? I thought back at them. When were they last tested? And on how many? The whole town is out here. Are you strong enough to keep them all back?
So, you are threatening me? 
Yes, I snapped back, hovering my thumb over the button. There was silence, and then a dull, rattling sound that elevated into a harsh cackle in my ears. 
In my arms, Ezri’s entire body seized as oxygen rushed back into her lungs and the visible, soul-shattering terror that had held her lifted away. 
“Oh my God!” she gasped, heart again pounding as I pulled her close. 
Finally you remember who you are, Cennend said in my ears, voice full of dull amusement. It will only be endearing once. Keep your pet, but keep her away from me.
I glared into the deep woods, toward the Heartwood, then turned my attention back to Ezri, clinging to me. 
“What…what the hell happened?” she asked, voice still panicked but steadying as she took deeper and deeper breaths. “I’ve…that’s never happened to me before. I…I think I had a seizure or something.” 
“How are you feeling now?” I asked, keeping my voice as calm as possible, glancing back toward the Heartwood. 
“I thought I was dying,” she said, ignoring the question, voice trembling. “I thought...fuck. That’s never happened before. Thanks…thanks for being here. And for…you know.” 
She nodded toward my arms, still around her. 
“Oh!” I gasped, releasing her so she could steady herself on her feet, feeling the blood rush to my face. 
“God, that was…that was fucked up,” Ezri shook her head. “I know we haven’t been out here long, but….”
“Let’s head back,” I nodded, relieved that she didn’t want to press on. 
“Thanks. For understanding,” Ezri sighed, picking her flashlight off the ground. “I feel like an asshole, giving up so fast.” 
“You shouldn’t.” 
“Too bad.” 
I reached out my hand this time and took the lead, guiding her sharply in the opposite direction of the path she had been pursuing. I knew we had been close, but I thought we were well outside of Cennend’s influence. In fact, I’d been sure of it.  
My precious child, their voice whispered in my ear. What do we say?
I stopped dead, feeling cold fire flare in my chest. 
“Thank you,” I muttered.
“Thank you for what? Having a weird episode and making you drag my ass through the woods?” Ezri said with a sigh. 
I had no answer, but she didn’t press it. We wove the rest of the way out of the forest without another word passing between us, calls of Clarissa’s name echoing all around. 
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Come and see. 
In the woods not far from where Elodie almost lost her best friend, Mayor Edith Prine walked among her sycophants, periodically calling out Clarissa Wilder’s name. Her mind, however, was wandering far from the woods, away from that moment in time, back to the meeting she’d had earlier than morning. 
Mayor Prine had never spent more than one day in a row at City Hall, a cramped, musty old building wedged between the post office and an abandoned pizzeria. She preferred instead to work from her spacious office on the fourth floor of the Raven’s Nest Lodge, her family’s legacy. The morning before the search, she stood at the bay window behind her desk, looking out over the fog-shrouded black water, cursing Deborah Wilder and her daughter. 
Everything was coming together, everything was finally perfect. Generations—goddamn generations, as she had yelled to her mirror before bed the night prior—had attempted what she had finally managed to assemble, and on the brink of finally, finally accomplishing the Juniper Society’s most audacious goal, Deborah Wilder let her idiot daughter go out on a run in the woods alone. Still staring at the window but no longer through it, Edith caught a glimpse of her own reflection, her face hard and severe. The shadows in her wrinkles wound deep and long. Deborah Wilder. She wanted to grab that careless bitch by the shoulders and shake her, just shake her and shake her and scream for her to tell the world what the hell she was thinking letting Clarissa do something so dangerous two damn weeks before everything was going to come together. She wanted to just keep shaking and shaking until she heard Deborah’s giraffe neck snap and her last breath gurgle in her throat and—
“Mrs. Mayor?” her assistant Ashlynn called from the door. “Your ten o’clock is here.” 
Edith Prine took a long, rough breath. It wasn’t over. It couldn’t be. They couldn’t come this close and then give up. Somehow…somehow they would make it work. She had to have faith.  
“Send him in,” she said, gathering herself and taking one last look out at the lake—and at her reflection—before returning to her high-backed brown leather chair. 
“Edie!” Russell Hausman’s voice boomed, hitting Edith’s ear like a hypodermic needle. “Good to finally see you again. You are a hard lady to pin down.” 
“It’s Edith,” she corrected, not making a move to shake the hand he extended as he approached the far side of her desk, leaving it hanging feebly in the air. “Or better yet, Mayor Prine. Have a seat, and state your business.” 
“To the point,” Hausman laughed, pulling up one of the chairs facing the mayor’s desk and flopping down in it like he was preparing to watch a sporting event on TV. “Though I guess I can understand that. Have they found that girl yet?” 
“Not yet, but our Sheriff is hopeful,” she lied, forcing her practiced pleasant-but-concerned look onto her face. 
“I see,” Hausman nodded. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll keep praying for her. And all of you.” 
“Thank you,” Edith responded. She had been mayor for too long to let an actual emotion slip through. She knew the steps to this dance. “Now, your business?”
“Of course,” Hausman nodded, straightening himself up in his seat. He wore a charcoal gray suit that probably cost as much as a month of Ashlynn’s salary, but it hung off of him like he was a twelve-year-old experimenting in his father’s closet. Edith could picture shaking him, too. His skinny little bird-neck would make a cute little pop as she did, and she’d probably mess up his perfectly styled chestnut hair, too. The thought brought the day’s first legitimate smile to her face. 
“Now, as you know, we’re on track to finish construction on Highview Lodge this coming August,” Hausman said, pausing to make sure it landed. 
“Yes, I’m aware,” Edith responded, betraying none of the visceral hatred that lived just behind her eyes. “Out on the far side of Rook Lake.”
“Well, ‘far side’ for now,” Hausman nodded. “Once the new highway is completed in December, the more direct route to the lake will cut right by our resort. Which I guess makes that the near-side, right?” 
He let out a wheezing, guffawing laugh that scorched Edith’s stomach with bile. 
“Yes, you sure have a way with the transportation office, Russell,” Edith said, the smile on her face a stark contrast to the coldness of the words coming from her lips. 
“I believe in forming healthy relationships, Edith,” he said, with a good-ol-boy head-shake. “Which brings me to my first point. Yesterday, I submitted a petition to the state board of parks and recreation.” 
“What kind of petition?” Edith asked, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up. 
“A petition to rename Rook Lake.” 
There was a letter opener on the top of her desk, pewter with a handle carved like a raven’s head. It had been her father’s, and his father’s before him. Her hand itched for it, ached to snatch it up and embed it through one of his beady blue eyes. And in the drawer was her father’s revolver, an antique but loaded and capable of putting down a grizzly bear. Then, of course, there were also her hands…. 
“What are you talking about, Russell?” she asked, the first drops of venom creeping into her voice. 
“Well, Edith, you have to admit the name does have some…connotations,” he said, feigning discomfort. “What with the—” 
“The last of the Rook Lake murders happened thirty years ago!” Edith snapped, shocked at herself. 
“But the TV specials are just coming out now,” Russell shook his head. “And that podcast was chilling, really. Did you listen to it? Anyway, you and I both know that there has been a…hesitancy…on the part of tourists to visit a lake known for, well, unsolved tourist-murder.” 
Edith felt her jaw tighten like a vise, threatening to shatter her backmost molars. 
“My family named this lake. They named this town.” 
“And it was a fine name, for its time,” Hausman nodded. “You should be proud of everything your family accomplished. And don’t you worry, I checked the official books; the town is actually just called Rook, officially. We all call it Rook Lake, but that’s just, you know, colloquial. So you can keep the town name, we’ll just rename the lake and, at the same time, sever all ties with that unfortunate connotation, too. Everybody wins.” 
“You’ll never get that to pass,” Edith spat, trying to convince herself more than Russell Hausman. 
“Oh, I think you’d be surprised, Edith.” He smiled like a crocodile. “Again, I value relationships. You’d be amazed at how helpful having the right friends can be. Why, I’ve already gotten permits approved to build in the area around Highview.” 
“Build what?” 
“Oh, you know, a grocery store, a gas station. Some housing for my staff….” 
“Are you…are you seriously trying to….”
“I’m trying to build a new future for Prism Lake,” Russell said, casually walking around the desk and standing at Edith’s window. “That’s what it’ll be called about a year from now, give or take. Which brings me to my next point of business.” 
The term is seeing red, but all Edith Prine could see as she stood to face him was black and white. The whole world desaturated, running in her eyes like an antique filmstrip. The windows were thick, tempered glass, but they were not indestructible. She looked at her chair, a bulky monster of leather and metal. With enough momentum, and the right point of impact…. She pictured his body, twisted and splayed, life-blood bursting forth in thick, crimson blobs onto the rocks below Raven’s Nest. She pictured the birds and the insects feeding on him, pecking out his eyes and devouring his pallid flesh, time and nature reducing his body to rot and bone….
“I want to offer you a position at Highview Lodge,” he said, turning from the window to face her. 
“Excuse me?” she asked, her voice barely audible, her hatred screaming. 
“Look, Edith, I’m sorry. I know it’s not a pleasant subject. But everybody knows which way the wind is blowing. With or without me, Raven’s Nest was not long for this world. I’ve run the numbers; I’m sure you’ve run them, too. But the fact that you’ve kept this place operating for so long in the face of almost insurmountable odds is impressive. I know I’m probably not your favorite person on God’s Great Blue Marble, but I hope you can look past that to see the olive branch I’m trying to extend. I want you to be my general manager. You’d be working under me, of course, but—” 
“Get out,” Edith growled through her teeth.
“Now, Edith….”
A memory flashed in her mind, of the first time she saw her father yell—really yell—at her mother. The subject of the fight was a distant, faded memory, but she remembered the wild fury in his voice, the rage, the hatred. She remembered her mother cowering, begging, simpering. 
She remembered how much power her father wielded, and, holding onto the memory, tapped into that dark strength. 
“GET OUT!” she shrieked, setting her face just as hard and steady as her father had, straightening her shoulders and lifting her chin. “Get out of my office. Get out of my goddamn resort. Get your ugly suit and your prissy haircut out of my sight, you malnourished vulture! Get out of here or I will show you how many ‘good relationships’ I have in this town. I’ll have half the sheriff’s department spraying whatever passes for your brains all over my carpet, and I’ll send your praying mantis wife the bill for the deep clean!” 
“Well, I can’t say I’m surprised,” Russell Hausman shook his head, a perfect picture of amused calm in the face of the storm. “I’m sorry we couldn’t work together on this, Edie. I’ll show myself out.” 
“Ashlynn!” Edith barked, mashing her hand on the intercom button. 
“Y-yes?” 
“Call security to escort Mr. Hausman off the premises, and inform them to call the authorities if they ever see him return.” 
“Yes ma’am,” Ashlynn’s voice squawked through the intercom as Russell Hausman reached the door of Edith’s office. 
“This is a nice room,” he said, lingering on the threshold. “Good view. Bet your daddy and his daddy and all your grand-daddies used to sit right there and look out at the lake. Hmm. When I send in my demolition crew, I’ll tell them to start here.” 
Mayor Edith Prine’s fingers finally found the pewter letter opener and sent it flying, spiraling through the air moments after Russell Hausman closed the door, striking the wood with an echoing, impotent thunk. 
Alone, Edith collapsed back into her chair, heart pounding and chest heaving. This couldn’t happen like this. Clarissa Wilder or no Clarissa Wilder, failure was not an option, for anyone. If that thing in the woods wanted its freedom, it could help come up with an alternate solution. It had to. This was its last hope, too. 
Mouth flooding with bitter taste, Edith took out her cell phone and dialed the last number she ever wanted to call. It rang five times before he picked up.
“Hello, Mrs. Mayor,” the voice on the other end said, drawing out each word like a piano-wire being fed into her eardrum. 
“We need to meet,” she said, tasting bile in the back of her throat. “Soon as possible.” 
“Just you, or the whole gang?” 
“All of us.” 
“And why the sudden need, your honor?” 
“Because,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Something has happened. They need to know.” 
The response was a long, cackling, broken, horrible laugh that shook Mayor Prine to her core. 
“Oh, Mrs. Mayor, do you think they don’t know?” the man asked. “But yes, they would like to meet with you, too. Oh my stars and bars, they want to meet with you.” 
He broke into another fit of chilling laughter, and the last shred of hope in Mayor Edith Prine died a slow, terrible death. 




II. Ezri

Psalm of Sinners


I am such a fucking asshole, I thought, stumbling out of the woods with one arm flopped over Elodie’s stooped shoulder for support. Jesus, I was supposed to be the strong, badass one, but all I seemed to be able to do was fuck things up. Clarissa was missing, and I couldn’t spend more than twenty minutes in the woods without having some kind of weird seizure that made me scurry back to base-camp like a puppy with its tail tucked. 
I hoped she never found out. I hoped she was already miles away from our festering asshole of a town. 
“Is she okay?” Deputy Moser, perpetual sad-sack of the Rook Lake Sheriff Department, called out from his little folding table full of gear as Elodie and I stumbled toward the chairs set up for the initial gathering. 
“She just needs some air,” Elodie answered for me, guiding me into one of the seats, which I slumped down on like a masterless puppet. “And some water. Do you have any water, Deputy Moser?” 
“I…don’t,” he muttered, looking down pitifully at the boxes of supplies in front of him. “Sheriff didn’t tell me to bring water.” 
“It’s okay!” Elodie assured him as he sheepishly raised his eyes. I knew he was obviously older than us, but goddamn if he didn’t look like a middle schooler, with his slightly too big uniform and by-the-numbers straight-dude crew-cut. He looked like he’d crap his pants if he ever had to actually face down a criminal. 
“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said, continuing to take deep, slow breaths. I was not okay. I mean, at the moment I seemed to be getting better, but my brain was still trying to comprehend what had happened out there. Was it a panic attack? I remember being afraid. Like, not just regular afraid, fucking paralyzed by fear. I remember feeling it physically, a coldness beyond cold, the feeling of all the hope I’d ever held being emptied from me and replaced by absolute and sheer horror. What had I seen? I didn’t remember much from right before the—seizure? Dissociative episode? Waking nightmare? Didn’t remember much from during it, either. I remember the ground under me, the prickling spikes of dry pine needles and fallen twigs. I remember looking up and seeing the pines, looming over me, stretching taller and taller, feeling like they were consuming me, like I was being assumed into nature, eaten. I remember Elodie’s face, so pale that, in some trick of the flashlights we carried, she looked luminescent. She said something. What did she say? 
“If you want, I can run back into town and get you some water,” Elodie said, folding her long legs and crouching next to me, her colorless hair falling over her face like a cowl as she leaned towards me. “Or food! Do you want food? You should have food.” 
“Elodie, I’m okay,” I said, smiling in spite of myself. She’d have done it, too: run all the way back into town and returned with a full meal, a selection of beverages, and dessert in hand. “Really. I just need to get my breathing back to normal. Do…do you know what happened to me?” 
“No idea,” Elodie shook her head. “I’m just glad I got you out.” 
“Yeah, me, too. I hope other teams are having better luck.” 
“Ezmeralda?” an unfortunately familiar voice called out, flipping my whole body back into high alert and widening Elodie’s eyes. Without turning around, I held up a hand and waved behind me. 
“Ezmeralda, seriously, you’re giving up already?” my mom scoffed, emerging from the woods with a large older dude I recognized from the hardware store following after her. Her white ‘Live Laugh Love’ shirt and khaki shorts were pocked with dirt, and her legs were covered in scratches from the underbrush. 
“So are you,” I shot back, getting an eyebrow-flare in return as the old dude wisely veered off to go talk to Deputy Moser.
“I had to use the bathroom and didn’t feel like squatting out in the woods where any minute another team might shine a flashlight on me and start sounding their beacon, young lady,” she sneered, gesturing to the Porta-Potties. “What’s your excuse?” 
“Ms. Quinn,” Elodie started before I could speak. “I can explain. Ezri was—”
“Elodie, dearest, you’re a lovely girl and I’m
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