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“Whoever goes into the silence believes he is alone. That is the first mistake.”

— Inscription, found in the old reserve

She had come for the silence, and the silence was the first thing she lost.

Marla Behr had driven three hours over bad roads to reach this place, and she did not regret a minute of it. The forest track ended at a clearing that looked cut from an old painting: high grass, rotting stumps, the small earthen mounds of moles, and at its center a lake so smooth and motionless that it mirrored the sky like a second, deeper firmament. No signal. No engine. No other soul. Only the thick, sated hum of the insects, which in the heat felt almost solid, as if you could reach into it.

She slipped off her sandals. Tucked a sprig of pennyroyal behind her ear, because her grandmother had always done so, and waded ankle-deep into the warm water. For the first time in months her shoulders came down from around her ears. No one wanted anything from her. No one was calling, no one was texting, no one was waiting. She had earned this week, earned it hard, and the forest seemed to know it and to grant it to her.

Then she heard the sound.

It came from far off, or from deep below — she could not have said which direction. A low, grinding drone, like a string tuned too low to count as a note anymore. Not a bee. Not an engine. Something that seemed to have an intention, and the intention was not kind. Marla opened her eyes and looked at the sky. Nothing. Only blue, endless and empty.

She laughed at herself. That was the city in her, she thought, this constant waiting for the next misfortune. She closed her eyes again.

The water carried a cool thread of weed in it, and somewhere a woodpecker knocked, undeterred, like a small, patient clock. She let her hands drift on the surface of the lake and thought of nothing, and the nothing was the most precious thing she had owned in months.

She had forgotten how loud silence could be when you finally listened to it. In the city, silence was only the pause between two sounds. Here it was a creature of its own, dense and alive, and it closed around Marla like warm water.

And then, for the space of a blink, the quality of that silence changed. The woodpecker fell quiet. The hum of the insects broke off, all at once, as if a hand had thrown a switch. The forest held its breath. After a long moment the woodpecker started up again, and the insects returned, and Marla scolded herself for her racing heart, closed her eyes a second time, and let the sun do its work.

When she opened them next, the light was gone, as if someone had laid a hand over the sun.

◆

It was night, and the night wanted to kill her.

Marla ran. She no longer knew for how long. The trees lashed overhead like swords in the hands of warriors, and the sky tore open and poured over her, and her clothes hung in shreds, and of all this she could never afterward have given an account — had there been an afterward. She threw herself behind a broad cedar and pressed her bloodied hand over her own mouth to keep from screaming.

She listened.

Behind her, in the dark, twigs broke. Slowly. In a straight, unswerving line. Closer. And closer. It was not the haste of a hunt. It was the leisure of something that had long known she would not escape — that took its time, because time belonged to it.

A scream, right above her. Wrong. Nothing living screamed like that.

Then the weight hit her. It threw her flat to the ground, and something closed around her ankles and pulled, pulled her backward, back toward the clearing she had fled, while her fingers dug furrows into the earth. She screamed, and her screams rose and found no one. The night swallowed her whole.

At the edge of the clearing a black mouth opened in the rock, a cave, larger than a man. Something huge blotted out the last of the moonlight.

And then Marla Behr was gone, as if she had never existed — the sixth in nine years, though no one had counted them yet.


Part One
The Retreat
“Whoever goes alone into the woods never goes entirely alone.”



Chapter One
Eric
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The neurologist told me I was a healthy man, and I could have strangled him for it.

I sat on the examination table in his office, before a wall of framed diplomas that all seemed to claim the same thing — that this man knew what he was doing — and I hated every one of them. Dr. Edwin leafed through my file like a man reading a novel whose ending he disliked.

“By everything we’ve tested, you’re in perfect health,” he said. “Bloodwork clean. Scans clean. So tell me again. What’s wrong with you?”

I told him again. Migraines, as if someone were shaking my skull like a snow globe. The dizziness. And sleep — sleep had for weeks been no sleep at all, only a flat, gray waiting from which I woke battered, as if I had not rested at all.

I heard myself and hated how it sounded. Like a man inventing an illness to make himself interesting. But there is an exhaustion beyond tiredness, one that does not sit in the muscles but behind the eyes, in the marrow, in places for which there is no rest. I had reached it. For weeks I had felt as though I inhabited my own body from a meter away, a driver behind a fogged windshield, watching his own hands hold the wheel.

In the waiting room I had watched a woman reading a picture book to her child, in that hushed, singing voice adults save for children. And I had felt so sudden, so unreasonable a longing for it that my eyes stung. Not for the child. For being read to. For someone to set the world in order for a while, sentence by sentence, until you are safe enough to fall asleep.

“Alcohol?” he asked. “Narcotics?”

“A whiskey with friends. A beer at the game. I’m an editor, not a poet. I keep myself in hand.”

He looked at me over the file, with that practiced, angling gaze. “Withdrawal can cause all of it. Headaches, dizziness. When a person is trying to give something up.”

I felt the heat climb the back of my neck. “I’m not giving anything up, because I’m not dependent on anything. Two years ago I changed my diet, because it turned out I was allergic to half of everything I once loved. That is the only thing I have given up.”

He wrote something. I watched the pen crawl across the paper and wanted to tear it from his hand so he would stop writing things about me I was not allowed to see.

“You said you wake up sore,” he said, without lifting his eyes. “Exhausted. As if you hadn’t rested at all.”

“As if I’d run a marathon in my sleep. Yes.”

Something crossed his face that he did not share with me. He noted it and left it there. “I don’t like to guess. The results come tomorrow. In the meantime—” He scribbled a prescription. “—something for sleep. Only if you need it.”

I took the slip and read it like a verdict. “And if I always need it?”

He did not answer. The pen went on moving, and I watched and thought that a healthy man does not sit so desperately in an examination room wishing they would finally find something — some shadow on an image, some number that ran too high. Anything that could be treated. They found nothing. That was the worst of it.


Chapter Two
The Clearing, Three Days Later


Detective Raynes did not believe in monsters, and that, as she would later come to see, was a mistake she had tended with great care for nine years.

The car stood at the trailhead, driver’s door open, for four days. Keys in the ignition. Phone on the seat. Handbag in the footwell. Beside it, tipped into the dirt, a wicker basket of wilted wildflowers. Raynes crouched and studied it without touching it, while her partner, Deputy Okafor, still young enough to be afraid, read from his notepad.

“Reported missing four days ago. Came up here alone, over the weekend. Never came back. Car’s been sitting here the whole time.”

“And the woods?” Raynes asked, looking into the dark seam of the trail.

“Search team’s six kilometers in. Nothing. No body, no blood, no sign. Like she walked into the treeline and the treeline closed behind her.”

Raynes stood, her knees cracking. She took the reserve in — a wall of green that went black only a few meters past the tape.

“How many is that now?” she asked. “For this reserve.”

Okafor did not want to say it. “…Her? Six. In nine years. That we know of.”

“Six people don’t vanish from the same patch of earth over nine years and leave nothing. Animals leave something. People leave something. This leaves nothing.”

“The rangers say it’s a bear. Or the terrain — the sinkholes, the old quarry, the caves. People fall, the water takes them.”

“Six times,” Raynes said, flat. “Always someone who came up here to be alone.”

She righted the tipped basket with the toe of her boot. A small, human gesture in a place that refused to be human. She did not believe in monsters. She would spend a great deal of strength not believing in one.

“Flag the file,” she said. “And get me everything on the other five.”


Chapter Three
How We Found Each Other
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We met on a night when neither of us could sleep, which, when I think about it, was the only condition under which we could ever have met.

It was a diner on an arterial road, one of the kind that never closes, because there are people for whom there is no better hour than three in the morning and no better place than a booth of cracked vinyl under a fluorescent tube that hums like an insect. I was there because the bed had not wanted me that night, and I had learned even then that it was better to give the insomnia a stage than to lie at its mercy in the dark.

She sat three booths down, alone, a thick book open before her, and she was reading. Not silently. She moved her lips, and now and then, when a sentence particularly pleased her, she said it half aloud, tasting it the way other people smell a glass of wine. I could not have said why I listened. Her voice had a frequency at which something in me, awake for years, finally lay still.

“You’re staring,” she said, without looking up.

“I’m listening. That’s different.”

“It’s the same thing, only with the ears.” Now she looked up, and she smiled, and the fluorescent light, which made every other person look like a corpse, did nothing to her. “Poe. ‘The Oval Portrait.’ If you’re going to listen, at least listen to the right thing.”

“I’m an editor,” I said. “I listen to the wrong thing for a living. It’s a relief to finally meet the right one.”

She invited me into her booth with a tilt of her head, and I went, and that was, in a way, the last decision I ever made entirely alone and entirely well.

She read to me, that first night, because at some point I confessed to her that I could not sleep, and because she was the kind of person who could not bear a problem without doing something about it at once. She read in that deep, even voice, and the coffee went cold, and the tube hummed, and at some point, in the middle of a sentence about a painting and the woman who had died for it, I fell asleep.

In a booth. Sitting up. Beside a stranger. For the first time in weeks.

When I woke it was light, and she was still there, and she had laid her jacket over me and was waiting, with a second cup of coffee and an expression I would come to love in the years that followed — half mockery, half something far more serious.

“I’ve discovered a gift,” she said. “I read men to sleep. Maybe I’ll start a company.”

“Take only one client,” I said. “For quality’s sake.”

I have often thought that she gave me, that night, the one thing no one else had ever been able to give me: a silence that was not a threat. For a few hours, in a booth under a humming light, the night was no longer the place where something waited for me. It was only the place where Claire read to me.

I would have married her for that alone, to the ends of the earth. In the end it only reached as far as a forest. But neither of us knew that then, and that is perhaps the only mercy in this whole story — that we were happy without knowing how short the term was.


Chapter Four
Nine Months
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Claire was cooking in my kitchen when I got home, and for a moment the world was in order again, so completely that I could have wept.

Steam rose from a pot of sauce. She tasted from a wooden spoon, frowned, added salt. I dropped my coat by the door, and with it the weight of the day.

My apartment had, ever since Claire came and went in it, stopped being an apartment and started becoming a home — a difference I could never have named until she made it. It was in small things. Her coat over my chair. Two toothbrushes in the glass. The way the light fell differently when a second person you loved stood in the room.

I watched her cook, conducting with the spoon and quietly scolding herself, and I thought that happiness is nothing grand. That it has no summits and no fanfares. That it looks exactly like this: a woman in a warm kitchen, steam on the windows, a bad joke about to land, and the whole ordinary, irretrievable weight of an evening shared.

“How was it?” she asked.

“Terrible.” I kissed her cheek.

“Your fridge, by the way, is a crime scene. You really should go shopping sometime. Like a grown man with object permanence.”

“I had a plan to have staff for that. The plan collapsed when a beautiful woman moved into my kitchen and started grading my refrigerator.”

She flicked sauce at me. I drew a small paper-wrapped box from my coat. Her eyes narrowed — we both knew this game, and we both played to win.

“It’s not even our anniversary until Friday.”

“Anniversary WEEK. Best gift takes the crown. Open it.”

She unwrapped a locket, our initials engraved, room for two photographs inside. She went quiet, in that particular way that meant she was moved and would rather I didn’t see it.

“You. A romantic. Who would have thought.”

“And? Where’s mine?”

She nodded to the corner. A new dining table, handmade, mahogany, heavy, our initials carved into the edge. A twin to the locket. I ran my palm across the grain, and something in me gave way.

“We destroyed the last one,” I said. “Having fun, if I remember right.”

“That’s why I had this one built, so it would outlive us. Nine months to the wedding. It ought to last longer than nine months.”

I pulled her against me. “I can hardly wait to marry you.”

“You will wait. And you will behave. My mother would lose her mind if she knew I was spending the whole week here.”

“Then we won’t tell her.”

She produced a worn paperback, thick, its spine broken. POE, in nearly rubbed-off gold letters.

“You can’t sleep. So I’ll read to you. The eerie ones. Poe is why I fell in love with reading as a child. He’ll do the same for you.”

“Your cure for my dread is to read me MURDER
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