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For my nephew, Ian.

Keep telling strange stories.

Love you.

Content warning:

This novel contains depictions of gore and self-harm. Reader discretion is advised.








I’ll be waving my hand

Watching you drown

—Our Lady Peace, “Clumsy”



But this was more than Death. This summer night deep down under the stars was all the things you would ever feel or see or hear in your life, drowning you all at once.

—Ray Bradbury, Dandelion Wine








CHAPTER ONE

DAY -17

04:28 a.m.

I​’ve been falling as long as I can remember.

The way Mom tells it, the first time Tim held me, he dropped me. Fortunately for my soft baby head, the night nurse had seen her share of tired new fathers and knew to place pillows around the chair he was slouching in.

“You have heavy blood, little girl,” Tim had said as he lifted me off the floor and pulled me back to his chest.

That was Tim, lightning quick with love and hugs but also forever armed with excuses, never ready with responsibility. He said things like that a million times before he was gone. Only, I think that time was different. Those were the first words my father ever spoke to me, and that gave them power. They left a mark or a curse or something I can’t wipe clean. He could have said I’m sorry or I’ll never let you fall again, but he didn’t. He dropped me and made it my blood’s fault, and I think the universe heard him loud and clear. There are pictures of the two of us from that night. Me, tiny and pink. Him, smiling with so much love on his face and wearing the denim jacket with all the rock band pins and buttons. (He wore that thing until the day he died in it.) He was doing his best—he always did, even when his best wasn’t all that great or what I needed.

And then both my parents sealed my fate by naming me Harrow. They didn’t know what it meant, only that it sounded pretty. Yes, they were young and dumb, but to be fair, most people don’t know that a harrow is a farm tool with badass metal teeth meant to churn up land. Except the John Deere guys, of course. I can deal with the plow jokes they make. They don’t matter—not the guys or the jokes. It’s the other meaning that I can’t shake. If something is harrowing, it’s disturbing and maybe terrifying and, if you care about it, bound to tear you up and break your heart, so I guess mine is about right as names go.

Because, just maybe, I really am cursed.

For sixteen years, I’ve been falling. From slides and out of trees when I was little and not long ago from a second-story roof, and other high and not-so-high things that would make you assume I’m clumsy even though I’m not. Earth’s great magnet core just can’t resist all the iron in my veins. But I refuse to avoid edges and ledges and rims, even if the palms of my hands and soles of my feet grow damp as gravity tugs.

Of course, there are different ways to fall—in and out of love and friendships, off the pedestals—few and far between—I’ve been put on, and out of the grace of the people I needed it from the most. Falling hard off the edge of the hopes people have for me and harder still off those I had for myself. Every now and then I nearly manage to grab hold of a crevice or ledge and save myself, but in the end my fingers always slip. And every time I fall, it’s deeper into the guts of Seeker’s Rest and this pointless, nothing life that’s laid out for me.

Falling forever means that at some point, if you’re smart, you stop trying to fly because the ground is always, always waiting. You start jumping instead. Why not, if the crash is coming either way?

But here’s the thing. Sometimes, as hard as you try not to, you care about people and those same people care about you. A lot. Those are the ones you have to let go of and push as far away as you can. Because they will cling to you, maybe even try to save you. They’ll be so fierce and try so hard, but it’s all for nothing. They just end up falling right along with you because of that heavy blood of yours. There was a time Olive was one of those people for me, and me for her, maybe. At least, I wanted her to be. But we aren’t the same people now that we were then.

Loving and being loved comes with its own kind of weight. So does being afraid. And feeling guilty. And being abandoned, but hoping it isn’t forever. It all adds up and it’s heavy—heavier, maybe, than even your blood. If you’re already falling, you can’t afford to fill your pockets with rocks. The crash will be that much harder. So, in your head, you build rooms with thick walls and steel doors and iron bars in the windows to lock away all your feelings.

Maybe the place you build—the place to keep all those rooms—is a seedy roadside motel surrounded by desert and scrub brush and circling vultures and not a whole lot else. Love goes in one room, Hope in another. Guilt and Fear, too. And on and on until your biggest feelings are safely locked away. You get good at it. You wall them off until all you’re left with is the falling—it’s the one thing you can’t put behind a door. Well, that and your thoughts. Those are too slippery and quick to get your hands around, much less lock away.

For the last few weeks, those liquid thoughts have swirled around one idea until they created a gravity of their own and I couldn’t escape their pull. I didn’t tell my mom or even my cousin who I like most of the time. If there was ever a place to fall, it’s that island.

And that island is the last place I belong. Or, maybe it’s the place where I most belong. I don’t know. But if I go—when I go—Mom can never know.

I take a moment to lock Guilt back in his room. I don’t have time for him.







CHAPTER TWO

DAY -3

7:42 p.m.

I​’m wandering the aisles of The Last Shop on Earth (not nearly as cool as it sounds), looking for something to eat that goes with the found-footage horror movies I’m planning to watch tonight. So far, I have spicy chips and dried mango, which isn’t enough to get me through a trilogy.

The store carries a little bit of everything, including an eclectic array of snacks, camping gear, and an entire section of locally made stuff and souvenirs yelling about my hometown being The Last Town on Earth!

Years ago, Seeker’s Rest started calling itself that as a way to attract people visiting the enormous Pacific Northwest wilderness that looms beyond its city line like a million-limbed beast. The general store renamed itself at the same time and became a one-stop shop for all your survival gear and tacky merch needs. Locals do plenty of shopping here, but the logo-covered shit is strictly for tourists. Ethan, the owners’ son, came to school once in a T-shirt with the town motto but that was worse than wearing the T-shirt of the band you’re seeing in concert, and as far as I know, he never made that mistake again.

I’m reaching for a chocolate bar that promises to be 37 percent hazelnuts when a familiar voice makes my hand stop midair and my heart speed up. Olive is talking to someone—Ethan, probably—at the front of the store. She isn’t loud, she just has one of those voices that carries, and I’d know it anywhere even if I’d be better off forgetting it.

I grab the overpriced chocolate, and before I can stop my traitorous feet, I’m walking to the checkout counter to get in line behind my former best friend. Olive has a bag of kettle corn and a six-pack of craft beer on the counter. Ethan is leaning back on his stool, messing with his dark hair and fidgeting with his glasses. It’s an open secret that if Ethan’s working solo, you still have to pay for your beer, but no one from our class or above is getting carded. And he certainly isn’t going to card his girlfriend. She’s so far out of his league that he isn’t likely to do anything to make her realize it.

Olive turns her blond head and looks down at me. “Hey,” she says, like everything is normal and we didn’t basically stop speaking a year ago.

I open my mouth to answer when a voice behind me says, “Hey, guys!” Shane is in line now with his hands full of jerky and various protein bars. He greets us like we’re all his best friends, and while we’ve all known one another since grade school, we aren’t exactly spending our free time together. He’s genuinely nice and greets everyone that way, which is probably why everyone likes him. That and the fact that he looks like he fell out of a Hot Outdoorsy Guy magazine.

“Hiking?” Olive asks, nodding to the provisions in Shane’s hands.

“Probably,” Shane says. “Or biking. The weather’s good, so I’ll do something. You still mountain bike, Ethan?”

Ethan sort of shrugs his narrow shoulders. “Sometimes. Not a lot, I guess.” He’s standing now, as tall and straight as he can, maybe so his girlfriend won’t notice that he’s basically Shane’s opposite.

“You should come!” Shane says to a terrified-looking Ethan. “We could hit some trails, and you can shake the dust off.”

Olive’s half smirk says the whole situation is amusing her. Shane might not be picking up on it, but Olive knows how awkward this whole thing is for Ethan. And for me.

“How about you, Harrow?” Shane asks, and if it were anyone else, I’d think he was making fun of the goth girl, but he’s sincere.

“I don’t even own a bike,” I tell him.

“Olive?” he tries.

“Not a chance,” she says, crossing her arms over her mom’s Edna-swap concert shirt. Olive inherited her mom’s taste in music and much of her old wardrobe.

“Can’t believe you guys. It’s summer and no one wants an adventure?”

“Oh, I’m going to have an adventure. I’m heading to the new island. See if the rumors are true.” The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. I’ve been thinking about it for the last month but hadn’t actually decided to go to the island until this very second. Maybe I wanted to impress Shane and surprise Olive. Ethan I couldn’t care less about.

“Wait. Are you serious?” Shane asks and leans over me to drop his stuff on the long counter. “You’re going to the new island? When? With who?”

“This weekend and with no one,” I say, which is absurd because I have absolutely no way to get there, but I’m on a roll now.

“I’m in,” says Shane, despite the fact I hadn’t invited him.

Shit. Now I’ve started something.

“I don’t know,” I say, but Shane and his excitement interrupt me.

“You shouldn’t go by yourself. Besides, I can’t pass up a chance to explore it! Saturday? Are you going Saturday?”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s the plan.”

It is now, anyway.

“How are you getting there?” asks Olive, who doesn’t believe a word I’m saying. She knows better than anyone that I’m an indoor cat.

“Mike is taking me.” And I’m grateful there isn’t a hint of hesitation. If anyone’s taking me, my almost-uncle Mike is the most likely candidate.

“Hmm.” Olive is nodding like she believes me and might even approve of the idea. “I mean, that place is weird even for Seeker’s Rest. And who knows if it’s even safe to be out there? But Mike has never said no to you, has he?”

Olive isn’t wrong—about any of it—and I start to respond when Ethan interrupts me.

“I’m in, too,” he says, and it comes out in a rush, like he had to force the words. Like he doesn’t really want to go out to the mystery island. “I’m in. An adventure sounds good.”

It could not be more painfully obvious that he wants Olive to be impressed.

“Really?” Olive doesn’t bother hiding her surprise. “This is probably a terrible idea. Well, shit, I’m in, too.”

Fuck me, I guess I’m in, too.

“Great,” I say. “Olive, I’ll text you the details.” She can take care of filling Ethan in.

“And me,” Shane says. I hand him my phone so he can put his number in.

Olive steps aside so I can buy my snacks even though I don’t think I’ll be able to eat without puking, much less focus on my movies.

I have a boat ride to secure.

I head out the door with a half wave to my three new travel buddies.

That was less than brilliant.

Shut up. I know.







CHAPTER THREE

DAY -2

9:57 a.m.

“What’s up, kid? Sorry I didn’t pick up before. I was shouldering about a thousand pounds of lumber.”

“That’s okay, Uncle Mike,” I tell him.

“Oh, shit. This is an Uncle Mike call. You in trouble?” If there is anyone in my life who will bail me out of just about anything, it’s my pseudo-uncle Mike. I’m counting on him to do exactly that now.

“I need a favor. A ride, actually.”

“Sure, Hare-Bear. Where to?” I cringe at my childhood nickname but don’t correct him.

“To the new island—”

“No.” Mike cuts me off, and Olive wasn’t wrong. It might be the first time he’s ever said that word to me and meant it.

I choose to ignore him. “—on Saturday. Me and three friends, actually, so I won’t even be alone. And just for the day. You can drop us off and pick us up later.”

“Harrow, no. I’m not taking you out there. You have no business on that lake, much less the new island. Hell, no.”

Shit. He’s serious.

Time to pull out the grieving-daughter card.

“Mike.” I make my voice softer, smaller. “I… I just want to go out there. Because my dad… you know. I guess I want to see it. And… I don’t know. But it’s only this once, I promise. I thought you would understand.”

“I can’t believe you’re asking me to do this,” he says. “And your mom would kill me with her bare hands if she found out.”

He’s softening.

“Please?” I ask.

“Kid, if anything happened to you, if I lost you like… you know, I’d never be able to live with it.”

We both know he’s talking about Tim. About my dead dad.

“I’ll be fine. One of the guys going is like an outdoor genius or something. And Ethan’s smart, and Olive—”

“Olive’s going? You two patch things up?” His voice is hopeful. He was nearly Olive’s pseudo uncle, too, since she and I were basically inseparable from the time we were little.

“Yeah. No. I mean yes, she’s going, but no, we haven’t really worked things out. I’m thinking this trip might help.” I hadn’t admitted it until now, but I’m clinging to the possibility that Olive and I could start to mend our broken parts if we have a few hours together.

Mike sighs a deep, long, vanquished sigh. “Shit, Harrow, I don’t like it. This one time. You four meet me at my place Saturday morning. Seven sharp. No bitching about it being too early. And I pick you up at five. No later. That’s the deal.”

“I’ll take it,” I say. “Thank you.”

“Tell your mom and I’m a dead man walking.”

“Never. Thanks, Mike.”

“Yeah, yeah. Love you, kid.”

“Love you, too.”







CHAPTER FOUR

DAY 1

7:42 a.m.

My town, if you can even call it that, is right on the edge of the biggest wilderness area in the Pacific Northwest. The backyard of Seeker’s Rest, Washington, is about a million acres of trees and rocks and not much else. Maybe it’s because the town is an outpost of civilization—a last opportunity to turn back before you wander too far—or maybe it’s something in the land itself, but Seeker’s Rest is a magnet for the weird.

So, when the valley showed up nearly a century ago, no one noticed at first. At least, no one talked about it. The way I understand it, the whole thing was mostly treated like a novelty. Just another bizarre-but-ordinary occurrence for our town—a valley, small but deep, showing up like that.

It should have been a major scientific discovery, right? A perfect circle of low and pointed mountains where there hadn’t been any the day before. But it wasn’t. No one away from here even seemed to notice, and everyone from here just got used to it.

Maybe it was the strangeness of the valley or maybe people are overwhelmed by the impossibility of such a thing. But I don’t think so. I think the valley wanted to be left alone so that’s what happened.

Seventeen years ago, when my parents were a little older than me, the lake showed up.

Yeah, there’s a lake, too.

Twice as deep as Crater Lake down in Oregon (which makes our little mystery lake the deepest lake in America—it isn’t even close) and half again as wide. It filled the valley with water so clear and still that people claimed you could see all the way to the bottom on a sunny day. No rivers fed it, and there wasn’t enough runoff from the mountains to fill it. Just like the valley, no one could explain how it came to be, and again, everyone just got used to it.

For a while, there were locals curious or brave or whatever enough to go investigate the lake. They took out boats and equipment and measured it and looked for life (there wasn’t any). Only once did divers go out. Three of them. One came back blind, one came back unwilling to talk about it, and the third didn’t come back at all. After that, only a few boats went out and no more divers.

Except Tim, I guess.

Tim could never let go of the fact that he and my mom were the ones who discovered the lake on one of their first dates—he told the story to anyone who would listen, and that story had earned him free drinks from tourists in more than one bar on more than one occasion. Knowing I was born about nine months later tells me more than I want to know about how that particular date went.

Last summer, Tim and his buddies took a boat full of beer and bad decisions out on the lake. His buddies came back with conflicting stories but without Tim. What they did agree on was that Tim went in and didn’t come out. No splashing or swimming or signs of drowning. My dad went into that lake and sank like a stone and that was it.

I don’t know what really happened to Tim. No one does. Not even, if you believe them, the guys on the boat. His friends were sober enough or smart enough or scared enough to stay on the boat, but they claim they have no idea what happened to him once he was in the water. There aren’t many possibilities. They killed him—accidentally or on purpose—or the lake did or he jumped in or even just lost his footing and killed his drunk dumbass self. Just drowned the way most people say. Probably it’s a combination, but mostly I think it was the lake.

Sometime in the last couple of months, the island showed up. No one is sure exactly when. Par for the course in Seeker’s Rest. It was some of the John Deere boys who discovered it—they wanted to fish the lake to see what they might catch and came back with empty creels and full of breathless stories about an island.

Now people are saying it’s a cinder-cone island maybe a mile and a half from one side to the other, complete with a volcanic crater. The way I understand it, the cone and crater mean a volcano made the island and the lake around it thousands of years ago, at least. But also, it has only been around a few weeks. Somehow, both those things are true. People are getting used to it, even if there are very old trees on that island that have no business being there. And even if some nights you can spot fires burning along its shore that no one set. And even if the few people who claim to have set foot on the rocky beach of the island refuse to return to it.

That’s where I’m headed now, on this little boat with these four idiots. Well, three, because the oldest idiot is just dropping us off and heading home.

Mike tried to talk me out of it one last time this morning. “You won’t find him. Or answers. I was there and I don’t know what happened. Just… gone.” His eyes were wet, and his next words were creaky. “You couldn’t fix him before and you can’t bring him back now. Stay home and safe, for your mom, if no one else.”

I felt like an asshole watching Mike cry, making Mike cry. But it wasn’t entirely a lie. I do want to see the place my dad died. I don’t really expect to find answers; it takes smarter people than me to solve these kinds of mysteries, if they can be solved at all. Mostly, I’m going because the island has been pulling me into its orbit since it showed up, a magnet calling to my iron-filled blood. I swear on the quietest nights I can hear it, a cry and a song and a sound that isn’t sound. It’s batshit, but it’s true—maybe all this time it’s the island I’ve been falling toward. I’m tired of falling, and an island that shouldn’t be there with fires that shouldn’t be burning seems like a place to crash. Either I’ll get up and brush myself off or I won’t.

Maybe this will be the last time I fall.







CHAPTER FIVE

DAY 1

7:51 a.m.

Now we’re here. The only sound is the janky motor on Mike’s janky boat and the sloshing of water as we move through the too-still lake. There are five of us on the boat, and no one is saying a thing. My heart is racing and I’m jittery like I drank too much coffee, but that’s just adrenaline poking at my veins with its needle-fingers. I’m not scared, I don’t think. I haven’t seen Fear for a while.

Ethan is nervous. Or maybe excited? I can’t read him. Wide-eyed and fidgety, there’s sweat on his forehead even though the June morning started cool and is almost cold now that we’re on the water. He’s tugging at the sleeves of his charcoal hoodie and pushing up his glasses and messing with his heavy-looking backpack, which is probably stocked according to the Boy Scouts handbook. He’s so clean, he might have been a Boy Scout—still is, for all I know. Eagle Scout Ethan. The new nickname makes me want to laugh a little even though I’m not mean enough to say it out loud.

Ethan pulls out a bottle of water, holds it out to Olive. “You need anything?” he asks her. There is something desperate in the way he says it.

“I’m fine.” Olive’s eyes are fixed on the glassy lake, and she doesn’t bother looking at Ethan. It isn’t the first time she’s answered the same question with the same two words this morning. I wonder if they had a fight or something before we met up with them.

Ethan catches Mike’s eye and, to my amused horror, gives Mike a look that I think is supposed to say, Women, am I right?

Gross.

Mike holds their eye contact long enough that it’s clear when he intentionally doesn’t react to Ethan’s awkward attempt at remedial male bonding. Then Mike turns away, ignoring Ethan completely. An embarrassed blush crawls up Ethan’s face, and I work to suppress a smile.

Olive was oblivious to the whole exchange. I’ve wondered more than once what she and Ethan are doing together. Olive is only here because it’s something to do. She doesn’t fidget and might not even be breathing—collected and level, as always. Knowing her, also probably bored. She’s wearing jeans and a Stone Temple Pilots T-shirt, and there’s a flannel wrapped around her waist like it’s 1994. Her ’90s-rock look goes with the drumbeat Shane has started tapping out on the faded fiberglass.

Olive and I were close for a long time before we both got bad at being close to anyone. Now we’re just familiar. She’s safe to be around because she doesn’t care about me or anyone else one way or the other. Maybe not even Ethan. She used to care about me. I know she did. When Olive loves someone, she is loud and fierce about it, which makes her silent indifference that much colder and lonelier. The clamp around my heart and the rocks in my stomach—my body’s response to a fight, despite the fact that we haven’t fought for a long time—remind me I still care about her, even though the one-sided caring hurts like a deep bruise.

Olive doesn’t have a backpack today. She didn’t bring anything but herself and her apathy.

Shane’s tapping reaches a fever pitch, and he loses his rhythm altogether. “Let’s go—” he says, and I jump a little. Shane isn’t yelling, but anything above a whisper is loud in the heavy silence we’ve all been sharing. “I cannot wait to get out there. Hell yeah.” He pounds his palms on the gunwale. Ethan pops out of his seat like this is an invitation and high-fives him. Shane goes with it, probably thrilled to have someone on the boat with him who’s excited rather than pensive. Mike rolls his eyes at their impatience and eagerness.

Despite their display, Shane isn’t here for any of us. He’s here for the island. He’s dressed like we’re going to hike the Pacific Crest Trail for a week instead of wandering a small island for a few hours.

Everything Shane’s wearing has a reflective logo and three-too-many zippers and looks expensive. He brought a backpack as well, but unlike Ethan’s, his is sleek nylon and is probably holding high-end survival gear. I don’t know what Shane thinks we’re going to find on the island, but he’ll be ready to tackle it.

I kick the bag at my feet. Maybe I should have brought more with me. My clothes are fine—black leggings and hoodie and broken-in Docs—but my own backpack is light. I’m not too worried. It’s a short trip, and between the guys, there’s probably an extra protein bar or bandage for anyone who needs it. Scratch that. My twitchy skin and the growing pit in my stomach say I am worried, but I can’t say why. Something in the air, maybe. Or in the lack of birds or bugs or breeze. Or being on the lake at all. I wonder how close we are to where Tim fell in, if we’re directly above whatever is left of him right now.

Or now.

Or now.

Stop it.

And then, then there’s Mike. He’s looking out toward the island. He would know how close we are to where Tim went in, but I don’t ask. He’s here because his boat helped my dad die and I made him feel like crap about it, which, incidentally, I sort of feel like crap for doing. He probably also feels like crap about bringing us here. Mike has guilt coming at him from every direction.

He notices me staring. “You good, Hare-Bear?”

It’s a nickname I’ve been begging him to quit using since middle school, but Affection starts humming a melody behind her locked door. When Mike loves you, it’s simple and warm and you want to lean into it. I do, anyway. Damn it, Affection. She seems sweet, but she’s the worst. A crooked tooth shows in the smile he gives me. Damn it, Mike. Now Love is on her way.

I shake my head and wish the janky boat would go faster.

Beneath his sun-faded tattoos and backbreaking day job, Mike is soft and kind and if there had been any other choice, I wouldn’t have dragged him out here. I almost feel bad about the coercion but then remember he drank on a boat with Tim, who shouldn’t have been drinking at all, and his guilt seems all right. To my relief, I feel myself get hollow and still inside. Affection stops humming and Love slinks away. Curtains are drawn as the motel goes quiet.

From the highway leading out of town, we’d taken an unmarked road that cut through the forest. Road might not be quite right. A glorified path just wide enough for Mike’s truck and the boat it pulled had been carved through the woods sometime after the valley was discovered. I have to give Mike some credit. The drive had taken a good half-hour, and only once did he glance over at me with serious eyes and ask, “You sure?”

“Yeah,” I’d said.

After that, he was quiet as we took the road through a split between two of the small mountains that formed the valley and then, all of a sudden, the nose of the truck was going down and the lake came into view.

From above it was as close to a perfect circle as a lake can get. The water reflected the pastel sky and the morning sun, and it looked more like a place you photograph for calendars than the place that killed my dad.

Now that we’re nearly to the island, the shore reaching out to meet us, he asks one more time.

“Har, are you sure? No shame in turning around—”

“I’m good. Just come back for us.”

“Five o’clock, right here,” he says, slowing the boat as we reach the shore.

“Eight,” I say as the water finally becomes shallow enough to see bottom.

“Five. I don’t want to be driving through the woods at night.”

“Fine.”

“Staying until morning would be better,” says Shane from behind me, and I know he’s thinking of whatever it is he dreams might come out at night.

“For sure,” Ethan hurries to agree, giving Olive a meaningful look.

Creep.

Olive just rolls her eyes.

Mike ignores Ethan as thoroughly as he did before and answers Shane. “Don’t care what you do, but you can find your own ride tomorrow morning. It won’t be me.” Mike turns back my way and says, “But you have your ass here on time.”

I want to get pissy with him about it, but I can see he’s worried, and that gnawing guilt is getting worse. I test the motel doors to make sure my feelings are locked away where they belong and just say, “I know. Thanks.” There’s a limit to how much I can make myself punish Mike. He isn’t smart and has negative common sense, but his heart is good.

Mike beaches his boat, the bottom scraping against sand and skittering rocks, and I’m the first one off. I manage to keep my boots dry with a solid jump off the bow, but a loud splash and Ethan’s “damn” tells me he wasn’t so lucky. I turn to see him examining his hands, abraded to a bright pink and covered in grit from where he caught his fall. He rinses the blood off in the lake.

I turn away from the others to take in the island and make a soft sort of surprised noise. Dread is standing right in front of me, so close we could kiss. She looks like she always does—dressed in cheap business casual and too much makeup failing to hide the dark circles under her eyes. Hers is the worst life I can imagine, the future I don’t want but am afraid I’m destined for. Dread reaches into my chest, grabs ahold of my heart, and squeezes until it slows nearly to stopping.

What the hell? My eyes go wide.

She lets it go almost immediately and then my heart races like it’s trying to make up for lost time and something—something dark and nebulous and serpentine that I’ve never felt before so have never given a face to—flashes in my periphery. There’s almost a face. Maybe. It’s there and gone in a half second, but I know their name immediately. Terror. I’m more than familiar with Fear and if asked would have said yes, of course I’ve felt terror. I would have been mistaken. Until now.

Something is wrong. I know it as surely as I know my name. None of us are supposed to be here. We weren’t invited.

We should leave. Now. We have to leave now and never come back.

I don’t know how I know. It doesn’t matter. I do.

Everything, maybe everything for all of us forever, depends on what happens next. What I say.

With the four of us on the rocky beach, Mike gives me a long look that asks his question one last time.

I want to run to him like I did when I was little—crying and falling into his big arms so he can say warm things, the color of summer sun through white curtains, and pick me up and carry me somewhere safe. Somewhere that’s anywhere away from here.

I don’t do that.

I nod at him. I’m sure, go.

I’m not sure. I’m not sure at all. But I’ve decided and it’s done. I choose for all of us. I can’t help it. I choose to fall.

Ethan stands in the water, having pushed Mike’s boat back out in the lake. He’s rubbing his hands together like they still hurt.

Mike’s eyes stay on me as he pulls away from shore, steering the boat around to take him back to the other side. I look away before he can see how much I don’t want him to leave.

Ethan walks back but stops ankle-deep in the water. I hope he brought an extra pair of shoes. The four of us take in the island. It looks ordinary enough, but my twisting guts and the bruises Dread’s grip left on my heart assure me that’s a facade. The cone in the middle is higher than a hill, but it’s climbable. From the lake, the forest covering much of the island seemed as old as the one we’d just driven through. But the island’s trees aren’t old, they’re ancient. Petrified, maybe. Whatever I’d mistaken for green foliage had been a mirage. Or a trick. The needles and leaves stubborn enough to still be clinging to the trees are just as grey as the branches and look like they’d turn to ash if I rubbed them between my fingers. I nearly reach out to try it, stopping myself even as my hand twitches.

Not yet, don’t touch anything yet. Maybe not at all.

There is no color in any direction except the lake, and that’s only the blue-sky disguise it wears.

Everything here is dead.

This place is wrong, and I was wrong for bringing us here, and I think, maybe, this is where we all die.

That’s your brain lying to you, trying to protect you but lying all the same, my therapist would say. Has said. Or when he’s trying to get me to let Hope out of her room: You’re catastrophizing. What if, instead of the worst thing, the best thing happens? What then?

I don’t know. I know I’m right and this place is wrong, but I’ve known I was right before and have been so very wrong before. I don’t trust this place and don’t trust myself and the combination debilitates me.

I take a shallow, shaking breath. It’s the best I can do.

I manage to open my mouth to say something—to warn the others or apologize or scream—but Shane speaks first.

“Island’s small—five or so miles around. We have time to walk all the way around it and then up to the crater if we get going.” He bounces on the balls of his feet like a kid. He isn’t scared. He doesn’t feel it.

“It’s dead here,” I say, but it’s barely a whisper. No one even glances in my direction.

I catch Ethan looking over to Olive to get her opinion.

Olive nods and Ethan says, “Yeah, sure.”

“It’s dead here,” I say again. Louder this time.

Shane nods and his eyes flash with a hungry sort of glee. “Yeah, it keeps getting weirder. It’s perfect. There’s something here to find for sure.” Shane might as well be at a theme park.

Ethan looks to Olive again, who half raises one shoulder in the most I-don’t-give-a-shit shrug I’ve ever seen. “If it’s dead, we don’t have anything to worry about,” she says.

That isn’t what I mean! I want to scream. Maybe I should tell them what I’m feeling—what I know even though I can’t possibly—but they seem fine.

Maybe I’m wrong.

Maybe it’s too late anyway.

In my periphery, I see Ethan swing his head abruptly toward the lake.

“Let’s go,” I say at the same time I turn to wave at Mike, and I’m not sure if I’m going to wave goodbye or wave him back so he can take us home. There’s no time to decide and I’ll never know what choice I would have made. The boat, motor still running and Mike on board, drops into the lake like a lead weight.







CHAPTER SIX

DAY 1

7:59 a.m.

Fear grabs me from behind by my shoulders and shakes me, but I don’t scream for Mike, not out loud, even though my brain is howling. Instead, I breathe out a soft “uh,” which is all I can manage.

Ethan screams, though. Ethan, who’d turned in time to see. No words in that scream, just animal panic.

“What?” ask Shane and Olive in the same breath, and crazily I expect one of them to turn to the other and say, Jinx, you owe me a Coke.

“Mike is gone,” I say. The calm in my voice surprises me. The howling in my brain cuts off like its throat was slit and everything goes very still and quiet inside me except the blood rushing through my ears. My hands and face tingle, like they’re crawling with a horde of tiny skittering bugs. Fear slips away and is replaced by something else. Is this what shock feels like? I think it must be.

The lake is immediately still, too. With the boat gone, it is glass again, nothing but the reflection of a powder-blue sky to mark where my for-all-intents-and-purposes uncle just died.

Mike’s death is part of it, my decision to stay.

You did this.

Guilt is matter-of-fact, tapping his pen on my upper arm and leaning over my shoulder to get a better look at the lake even though with Mike gone there’s nothing to see.

I ignore Guilt for now.

Ethan isn’t screaming


































































Advance praise for Unnamed Bones


“Unnamed Bones is an unrelenting nightmare that will mess with your head as much as it messes with Harrow and her friends (or frenemies…). I was legit freaked out at times (I hereby promise to never explore any creepy islands), but I couldn’t stop turning the pages.”

—PAUL TREMBLAY,
 New York Times bestselling author of Another and Horror Movie




“Written in prose that is taut and lyrical, Unnamed Bones presents a narrative of cosmic horror that is also deeply personal. It’s a wonderful achievement. Start on the path with Harrow, but keep a safe distance from the water on one side and the trees on the other—and don’t stare too long at the holes on the beach.”

—JOHN LANGAN,
 author of Lost in the Dark and Other Excursions




“Brutal and emotional, Unnamed Bones has it all. A strange, twisty, and creepy survival thriller that reconfirms what we already know: Senf is terrific.”

—ADAM CESARE,
 Bram Stoker Award–winning author of Clown in a Cornfield




“Magnetic and mesmerizing, Unnamed Bones is a sublime shiver of a book. I plunged headfirst into every last page.”

—ANN FRAISTAT,
 USA Today bestselling author of A Place for Vanishing and What We Harvest




“Few authors toy with your fears the way Senf does. Unnamed Bones is a triumph of terror from one of the genre’s best.”

—ROBERT P. OTTONE, 
author of Amityville Awakens and the Bram Stoker Award–winning novels The Triangle and There’s Something Sinister in Centerfield









Praise for The Losting Fountain


“The Losting Fountain is sweet and terrible in the gloriously gutting tradition of Diana Wynne Jones and Richard Adams. A modern fable, this journey through a new, beautifully recognizable landscape of the heart is a quick, compelling read. Highly recommended.”

—SEANAN MCGUIRE,
 award-winning author of the Wayward Children series




“Lora Senf’s brain is so weird in the best possible ways. If I have to get lost anywhere, I’m glad it’s in her imagination. With a cast of fully realized and heartbreaking characters and an intriguing new world beyond our own, The Losting Fountain is a darkly delightful addition to any library or bookshelf.”

—KIERSTEN WHITE,
 New York Times bestselling author of And I Darken




“In The Losting Fountain, Lora Senf wields eerie unease like a violin, and from it, plays strange, sad music—you will be lured by the siren’s song of her story, and eager to be lost in its pages. Needless to say, I will read anything Lora writes.”

—CHUCK WENDIG,
 New York Times bestselling author of Dust & Grim




“Lora Senf is an expert guide through the shadowy borderlands between nightmare and fairy tale, channeling all their terror, weirdness, and heartbreak—but also their beauty and surprising tenderness. The Losting Fountain is a luminous, scary dreamscape, the kind you wake up from and immediately wish you could return to explore.”

—AMELINDA BÉRUBÉ,
 author of Here There Are Monsters




“[A] dark fairytale about the struggle between good and evil in each person’s heart.”

—Booklist




“A devious twist, gloriously horrific monsters, and gentle explorations of grief bring this fable to an emotional close.”

—Publishers Weekly
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