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            I am a forest, and a night of dark trees: but he who is not afraid of my darkness, will find banks full of roses under my cypresses.
—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
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This story contains mental health struggles, seizure disorders, harsh language, and violence.
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1. Back in Stilllight

Cora
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I promised I would never see these fireflies again.

Yet here I was, perched on a fence atop Widow's Peak, one of the smaller hills nestled in a corner of Stilllight in the Appalachian Mountains. This peak was the best place to observe the migration, and there was plenty of room to gather and spread out.

Dusk had settled heavy and grey, darkening the valley enough for the fireflies to swarm. They rose in chaotic drifts, blinking on and off like short-circuiting wires against the tree line. All the tourists gasped at the patterns, searching for magic in the movement, but I just saw biology at work. Thousands of bugs driven by instinct, blinding themselves to everything else. We never knew where they were going. We only knew that every year, for multiple nights, the fireflies passed through this section of the mountains.

Widow's Peak looked and smelled the same as it did when officers threw me to the ground and put me in handcuffs, not far from this fence I sat on. Pine, with a heavy mix of pollen and moisture in the air. There were no clouds in the sky despite the smell of rain.

Thick foliage stretched in every direction. It always did in the mountains and rural towns. It was autumn now and one of my favorite times of the year. Not too hot, not too cold. Just... perfect. I think I loved it most because it was the complete opposite of my personality.

I pulled my hair into a bun when it kept curtaining over my face. It was a windy night that helped blow the scent from the nearby forests and mountains. I gripped the top bar of the wooden fence I sat on, and swayed my legs back and forth.

There weren't many people watching the migration as I remembered. Some families, some teens that I didn't recognize. They could've moved here after I left. Maybe others finally left this crappy excuse of a town, hidden from the rest of the world.

After all this time, this fence was still here, and it had yet to decay into the ground. Maybe more shocked that I didn't have splinters in my butt. Three years clearly weren't long enough.

I couldn’t believe that in all those years, the town’s name still hadn’t changed. Stilllight. It looked stagnant even on paper.

The school year started two months ago, and, starting tomorrow, I'd be thrust back into Stilllight High School for my first day as a new student. Though technically, I wasn't a new student at all.

I doubted that the school administration had changed much. The same teachers probably walked those halls with their heads held high.

Even that dick of a principal, Mr. Beldeen. We were on a first-name basis, mostly because he usually screamed mine across the courtyard before threatening to call the cops. He wasn’t the only one. At the Marrowbend Institute, the counselors—a polite term for glorified prison guards—spent three years trying to sand down my rough edges. They wanted remorse. They wanted tears. They wanted a generic, docile girl who didn't solve problems with her fists.

They didn't get one.

Headmaster Abel Trenner wasn't really a drill sergeant; that title was strictly reserved for the actual military and those who had entered the service. That still didn't stop him from instilling fear into us and acting like one.

He failed to instill that fear in me. I didn’t fancy being told what to do. But while he didn't get my fear, he got my reflexes. Even now, sitting free on a fence, I caught myself checking the time every thirty seconds. My back was too straight. My breathing was too quiet.

Just like with Principal Beldeen at Stilllight High School, I was also on a first-name basis with Headmaster Abel Trenner, that waste of space and air. Literal garbage, and I often told him that to his face.

They often forced me and the other teenage degenerates to recall and discuss what got us locked up. I thought about it with a smile on my face. Some of the other girls? Not so much.

During my freshman year of high school, I beat another girl within an inch of her life, and they disappeared me to the Marrowbend Institute.

Since I recently turned 18, I petitioned the court for my immediate release, and I was successful, on the condition that I finish my senior year in my hometown.

So here I am.

Yay.

“Cora! Is that you?!” a voice screamed out, sharp enough to cut through the hum of the crowd. A girl zigzagged through the mass of bodies, ricocheting off a tourist in a flannel shirt and stumbling forward without missing a beat. She moved with the grace of a frantic golden retriever on polished tile. I’d recognize that goodie-two-shoes anywhere. Jessie.

She still had long, smooth blonde hair, which extended past her shoulders. I remembered her always being cold, so that explained the hoodie she was wearing. She wore a pair of sweatpants and gym shoes, in stark contrast to my short-shorts, which didn't extend even halfway down my thighs, and my black tank top.

Jessie was my friend who always tried to be the angel on my shoulder. Unfortunately, through no fault of her own, the devil always won. It was a fight she hadn't a chance of winning, and I never had the heart to tell her because she tried to save me.

I hopped down off the fence when she got closer. She immediately pushed my shoulder, and I just gave her a little smile. “You got out and you didn't tell me?!” Jessie snapped.

I yanked on Jessie's wrist and pulled her in for a hug. She released a cute yelp, and I wrapped my right arm around her neck in a front headlock. “Hey girl,” I muttered into her ear.

Jessie hugged me tighter than I hugged her. My left arm was still by my side while she embraced me with both arms, which made me roll my eyes. Clearly, Jessie hadn't changed all that much. I didn't expect her to. Her softness attempted to keep me sane, but it just wasn't enough.

We stopped hugging, and she stepped back. I looked around and muttered, “Not much has changed here, has it?”

Jessie glanced around with me. “Not even the fireflies.”

I grabbed her hand. “Come on, let's walk. I need to move. If I sit on that fence any longer, I'll be digging splinters out of my ass for a week.”

Jessie laughed and let me drag her. “Still the same, Cora, huh? You're good?”

I looked at her over my shoulder while we continued to move. “Yup. You can take the girl out of the cage, but you can’t make her nice.”

We worked our way through the crowd and came to a path that was much less crowded. There were many ways through and out of Widow's Peak. Trails shot straight through the forest, and if followed, extended deep into the Appalachian Mountains themselves.

In a past life, I walked these trails before. To the dead-ends, to the countless waterfalls, to outlooks that provided some of the best views across the entire state, maybe even the country.

“Have you talked with anyone else since you've been back?” Jessie asked, breaking the silence.

I kicked a few rocks that sat on the dirt path. “No. I've been living with my aunt and helping on her farm.”

People knew better than to bring up the subject of my parents, unless they wanted to get punched directly in the face. Asking me how I was feeling or if I needed to talk to someone would yield the same result; maybe with a kick to the head rather than a punch.

I liked to switch up my assault methods. That made me feel better.

Jessie seemed to tiptoe around her words, because she changed the subject when I mentioned my family. I guess my best friend could still read me even three years later.

“The student class president is giving a speech to the school tomorrow,” she said.

“Ooh, fun,” I said sarcastically, now picking up a rock and throwing it against the bark of a nearby tree. “Who would that lucky student be?”

She shot me a side-eye. “Hollis Greer.”

I froze mid-swing, my arm cocked back to chuck another rock. “Huh?” I perked up at the name and looked at Jessie. “Hollis? He's still here?”

Jessie locked her hands behind her head, and we both continued down the path while I tossed a rock lightly in the air. “Yeah, he's still in Stilllight,” Jessie said.

That was odd. Last I heard a few years ago, Hollis and his family were leaving town. I never learned the reason, and I had too much on my plate, having just been committed to Marrowbend Institute by a judge. “I see,” I said.

“He keeps to himself,” Jessie continued. “A loner, doesn't talk to many people, weird. He's always in the crappy gym we have on the town square and exercising.” Jessie suddenly paused and then looked at me as we kept walking down the forest trail. “Why do you care?”

I released a sigh, and I watched a few stray fireflies light up the air a few feet in front of us. Either lost or deciding not to migrate with the others. “Hollis was my first kiss.”

Jessie shot her arm out and extended it across my chest. “What?! You never told me that!”

I stopped walking, and we froze in the middle of the trail, forcing those behind us to walk around. Primarily consisting of families and some little kids making their way back to the unpaved parking lot. “Yeah,” I said with my hands entering the pockets of my short-shorts, and motioned with my head up the hill. “I kissed him up there by the windmill during a firefly migration three years ago.”

“So, freshman year?” Jessie asked.

My gaze stayed focused on the hill. I could barely see the windmill from here, sprawling high like a watchtower. To my surprise, it still appeared to work, and the blades spun. Although whether that was actually generating energy or whatever windmills did, I couldn't tell. “Uh-huh. Right before I got charged with attempted murder and aggravated assault.”

Jessie folded her arms across her chest and shifted her weight to her other leg. “Hollis doesn't seem like your type.”

That made me grin. “Yeah...” I turned to face her again. “Come on,” I said, smacking her arm. “Let's go before the mosquitoes drink all of our blood.”

Jessie gave me the stink eye, and I assumed she expected me to spill more details about Hollis and me. “Sure, fine,” she said, throwing her arms up in frustration. “Whatever you say.”

I wrapped my arm around her. We moved in sync for a few steps, but Jessie kept lagging, breaking the rhythm. The disruption made my skin crawl. I nudged her hard with my hip and forced her into my cadence. “Tighten up. You’re dragging.”

Jessie stumbled a bit to match my pace, letting out a breathless laugh. “Jesus, Cora. Ease up. You’re walking like you’re in the military.”

I forced a grin, but I didn’t slow down. “Just keeping you on your toes.”

We continued our descent down the path, our pace increasing as the hill grew steeper. Right foot, strike. Left foot, strike. We were perfectly aligned. The rhythm wasn't a choice; it was muscle memory. The crunch of gravel beneath my boots faded, replaced by the phantom echo of rubber soles squeaking on sanitized white tile.
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2. Half-Smile, All Smirk

Hollis
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The moment I woke up, my nerves screamed for an extra dose of seizure medication, maybe another anti-anxiety pill. A leaden weight settled in my gut. I’ve felt this before—a premonition of trouble that sent a familiar electric spike through my chest.

Of course, I couldn't take extra medication without my neurologist's approval. So I ignored my gut and took my regular dose.

Since becoming class president, I tried to look the part. Not exactly a fashion icon, I still made an effort: clean khakis, a tucked-in polo, and a tie wedged beneath the collar because I didn't own a proper button-down. This wasn't much, but it was the closest I had to an official look.

Why I accepted the duties of class president following my election win was something even I didn't understand. Maybe part of me felt obligated to prove I could handle responsibility, or that I needed to meet others' expectations. This elected position was essentially a form of politics, albeit confined to a high school. And that was far worse, since high school students were more sinister than those adults who could actually vote.

No, I can't change your damn grades. I don't have the authority to grant extra time on a test, and I won't help you cheat.

The nerve of some of my classmates and friends appalled me. It was as if all their true intentions were revealed the instant I gained the smallest slice of political power. Senior class president. I regretted it immediately. Yet, I wasn't a quitter. I won't back down.

I ran for class president with no intention of actually winning. My motivation was partly curiosity. I wanted to see if I could run a campaign and test whether a political path was something I'd enjoy in the future. And of course, fate played me, and cruelly for that matter, and I won. Thankfully, since I was a senior, I only had to serve one year as class president.

I doubted that the representatives and senators on Capitol Hill felt this way.

Stilllight High School, in my opinion, wasn't big enough to need a president. I didn't get a badge, lanyard, or anything else to show my status. Maybe things like that weren't in the budget. Still, students and teachers knew my position, and that didn't stop them from demanding things from me.

I was summoned to Principal Beldeen's office this morning. I did know the principal on a first-name basis, but only because I was a good student, and not a troublemaker or heathen. It was common for me to be in his office a couple of times a week in the mornings. The first period was my study hall, so it was the best time to go over any needs or demands the seniors may have.

His office was the largest in central administration. That shouldn't come as a surprise. A polished brown desk commanded the room, facing the office door. The red, pristine leather chair looked more expensive than the desk itself. Bookshelves pressed against the side walls. In the left corner, near the door, a little table sat, papers scattered across it, all the chairs neatly pushed in.

For the first time, Principal Beldeen's desk was cleaned off. He didn't have it covered in folders, books, or disciplinary reports.

I remember one student had so many of those reports during our freshman year that they would've reached the ceiling if they were stacked on top of one another.

“Ah, Hollis, come on in and take a seat,” Principal Beldeen said from his desk chair, motioning me into his office with a wave as I stood in the doorway.

Principal Beldeen was losing his hair, and he was a bit young to be going bald. He was also a bit young to be a school principal; then again, this was a school in a town that barely had a place on the map. So being the principal wasn't some huge accomplishment. Sort of like a class president.

His hair was half gray and half brown. Not only was it thinning, but the color was fading, too. A suit jacket hung on the rack beside his desk. His light blue button-down looked freshly pressed. The tie was blue, too. Everything was blue. Even the walls. I couldn't see his pants since the desk hid them, but I'd bet they were blue, maybe a shade darker.

I nodded and walked inside, taking a seat in one of the two comfortable chairs that faced the desk.

“I canceled your speech this morning so you can show someone around the school,” Principal Beldeen said, pulling a manila folder out of his right desk drawer.

I popped an eyebrow. “Is that what this meeting is about?”

He put the manila folder on his desk and opened it. Unfortunately, I was too far away to read any of the words on the pages inside. “Yeah.”

“Who is it?” I asked, now intrigued. New students were rare here. The only reason someone moved to Stilllight was to work in the mountains or to be close to family.

“Well, not a new student,” he said, not looking up from the pages. “A former student.”

“Former? So someone who's been here before?”

Principal Beldeen tilted his head, squinting a single eye like he was pushing out a brain cell. “Sort of. If it were up to me, I would've expelled her.”

My eyelids retracted so hard they nearly cramped. The shock hit me like a future political grand jury indictment. My hand shot up into the air in front of me. “Hold up, do you mean...” I gulped.

Principal Beldeen sighed, and he looked past me to the doorway.

“Well, if it ain't Class President Hollis Greer,” a voice said.

I shot out of my chair and spun around to face the door. There stood Cora Boone. It really was her, leaning against the doorframe. My breath shuddered before I could control it, and for a second, I wasn't sure if I was suffocating or just feeling my heart slam to life without warning.

My gut was right.

“C-Cora?!” I tried so hard not to stutter. Cora didn't need to smell fear; she could diagnose it. She probably tracked the tremor in my hands and the way the blood drained from my face, sensing the weakness like a shark tracking a drop of blood in the water. The surreal, abnormal feeling of my own heartbeat vibrated through my entire body. My doctor called it palpitations. Even my vision seemed to pulse as I stared at her, like my eyes suddenly had a heart of their own.

Maybe I should've taken more pills this morning.

It had been three years, yet my body reacted as if we were back at the windmill where she’d pinned me as a freshman. That first kiss remained the best one minute and twenty-four seconds of my life. Yes, I counted every tick. She had taken exactly what she wanted then, and judging by the lethal intensity of her gaze now, she hadn't changed a bit.

Cora walked forward with that intensity she had always been known for. A power walk that demanded everyone get out of her way, and everyone did.

I stood in front of my chair, practically poised. Cora was unpredictable, and it was that unexpected and impulsive nature that got her into trouble. She was a live wire snapping in the wind, and I knew from experience that being this close was liable to get me burned.

She wore denim shorts that were a detention slip waiting to happen. They were frayed, high-cut, and showcasing tanned thighs that rubbed together with a deliberate, skin-on-skin slide. Between the shorts and a tank top that left nothing to the imagination regarding her lack of a bra, she was a walking violation of the school dress code. My heart rate kicked up another notch. Yes, I stared. Looking away felt physically impossible.

After all, what boy wouldn't stare? Call me a hormonal teenager, an angsty, lustful person, or whatever you want. Anyone with a pulse would be staring, too.

Her hair was pulled back into a tight updo, nothing like the wild fall I remembered tumbling over her shoulders. She looked terrifying, honestly. Beautiful, sure, but in that way a thunderstorm was beautiful; something you stare at even when you know you should be getting the hell inside.

“Still get choked up in my presence?” Cora asked.

I was choked up. No words came out of my mouth.

I never had the chance to talk to her after everything that happened three years ago. How she beat up Alyssa, what happened to her parents, and how she technically went insane. All of it seemed to be her way of lashing out at the world.

It didn't matter who tried talking to her. Cora hated the world and everyone in it. She was denied bail, and I never saw her again.

That messed me up. My first kiss was gone within the blink of an eye, or the shutter of eyes closing during a kiss.

Until now.

I finally found my voice. “How uh, how have you been since your parents—”

Cora caught hold of my tie and gave it a sharp, violent tug, propelling me toward her. The knot slammed into my windpipe, effectively sealing my trachea. My mouth opened uselessly and released broken gasps against the sudden heat of her face inches from mine.

I tapped at her hand clamped over the knot, one hand patting in a frantic plea while the other clawed at her grip. My foot stomped against the floor as I struggled while she remained perfectly still. She never broke eye contact, and I couldn't tear mine away from her. Her gaze narrowed, and one corner of her mouth curled into a slow, deliberate smirk. In all my shuffling, I managed only the tiniest sliver of air, just enough to rasp, “C-Cora, I can't... breathe.”

Principal Beldeen rose up from his chair. Cora shot him a side glance, and she pulled on my tie knot to release the constriction around my throat.

I took in a massive breath of air, now clutching at my chest. “Geez...” I muttered.

“You should know better than to ask stupid questions,” Cora sneered. She readjusted my tie into the correct position, now being overly gentle and caring with her grip and touch. Her fingertips tenderly wrapped beneath my collar, and her fingers worked around my neck to flip my collar down.

Cora's smirk was the same smirk I saw before she kissed me three years ago. My lips twitched, almost yearning to feel her kiss again.

Even after she let go of my collar, the heat of her control and touch lingered against my throat, and a shiver rippled down my arms. That had to be the goosebumps rising fast, wild, and unstoppable. I swallowed hard. I was frozen, with every muscle locked, afraid of stepping away because of how she might react.

Those eyes hadn't changed either; they were still the light brown that I remembered, easily confusing people into thinking she was a good person.

My eyes lingered down against my will to her chest, and then her thighs, and my gaze followed as she plopped her butt into the chair like she owned the place. She tilted her head until it rested on her shoulder, watching me with that half-smile that always meant trouble. Then she pointed at her eyes. “My eyes are up here, darling.”
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3. Don’t Call me Holly

Hollis
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I can't show Cora fear. Man up, Hollis!

That was my five-second internal pep talk.

Cora had already caught me checking her out, sparking terror as fast as embarrassment. If I showed even a hint of fear, she’d diagnose it, dissect it, and use it to burn me down from the inside out. Determined not to let my anxiety show, I shut my eyes, shook off the nerves, and finally met her gaze. “I know where your eyes are, Cora,” I said, steadying my voice. “I thought you were still in the nuthouse?”

Cora clutched her chest with mock drama. “Really, Holly? Out of every question, that's the one you pick?”

I stepped forward and shoved a finger at her. “Don't call me Holly!”

Principal Beldeen slammed his hand down on his desk with a decent amount of force. I jumped. Cora didn't. “Seriously, Cora?” Principal Beldeen asked. “It's your first day back, and I have to dress code you already and write you up for choking another student?”

I waved a hand at Principal Beldeen. “Don't worry about that,” I said.

Cora shrugged and gave Principal Beldeen a blank stare. “Uh, sorry?”

I sat beside her, slumping as Principal Beldeen added, “Don't lie on the first day, either.” He grabbed a blank disciplinary form, sending dust into the air. Those forms clearly hadn't been used in a while. “You aren't sorry,” he muttered, writing furiously.

“But, sir,” Cora started, and here came the innocent act. “I spent three years at Marrowbend. Of course, I'm sorry.”

I looked away from the two of them and muttered under my breath, “Three years clearly wasn't enough.”

A sharp draft swept past my shin, followed instantly by a cracking thud against my shin. I jerked my head around. Cora was already bending down, slipping her flat back onto her foot. That two-second stint in soccer had clearly left her with leg muscles like steel cables; a dull, throbbing ache bloomed right against my shin where she’d connected.

“Did that hurt?” she asked, walking her fingers on the chair's arm.

“No,” I answered, still rubbing my leg.

She nodded. “Good.”

I gripped the sides of my chair, knuckles whitening. I refused to give her the satisfaction, but the glare I shot her said it all.

Principal Beldeen gripped his pen too hard, and it snapped with a wet pop, splattering ink across his hand and the sleeve of his shirt. He shot up from his chair. “Son of a—”

He should've worn a polo. At least these are short-sleeved and out of the ink explosion's range.

“Tsk. Tsk. Tsk,” Cora said. “Careful, Principal Beldeen. Don't curse in your own school. That's a rule, isn't it? Maybe a sin of some kind?”

Principal Beldeen shot her a glare sharp enough to send her straight back to Marrowbend if he had the authority. With a huff, he yanked a few tissues from the box on his desk and dabbed at the mess. They wouldn't do much, only smear it around a little, but at least they'd dry the worst of it. Ink like that never came off easily.

He suddenly stared at me like it was me who pissed him off. “Get Cora out of my office, Hollis!”

I jumped up and stood in front of the chair. “Sure thing,” I said, then turned and looked at Cora. She almost resembled a statue that had barely moved. “Let's go, Cora.”

“I'd rather piss Principal Beldeen off some more,” she said, not budging.

“I said, come on!” I yelled, grabbing her wrist and pulling her to her feet, and then finally, with me out of the office.

“Ooh, so assertive, Holly! I like that!” she squealed in a fake high-pitched voice.

“Oh, shut up!” I yelled over my shoulder. I faced forward again. “Like you care.”

We burst out of Principal Beldeen’s office and into the central administration wing. The secretary’s phone hovered halfway to her ear, her jaw unhinged as she watched me drag the school’s most infamous returnee toward the exit.

“What if I do care?” Cora asked, now that we were finally out of the administration area and standing alone in the hallway.

I squeezed her wrist since she was growing a rage in me that I hadn't felt in years. “Care? You mean like the time you kissed me, and then vanished for three years like some delinquent?” I murmured under my breath, looking off to the side.

“Did you say something?” she asked, leaning into me.

I shoved her wrist down and turned to get in her face. “I said—”

She put her hand on my chest and pushed me back. “I heard you,” she said with a smirk and glint in her eyes. “I just wanted to see if you had the balls to say it to my face.”

A heatwave spread across my face. Cora's confidence hadn't changed; if anything, it had grown. Her looks matched it, but her personality still needed work.

“You know what,” I started. “Show yourself around the school. You know the place, anyway.”

Cora saluted and stomped her foot on the ground. “Yes, sir, showing myself around the school, sir!”

Heat flared up the back of my neck. My stomach dropped, and I had the sudden, desperate urge to hide in a locker before anyone else saw this performance.

She turned on her heel and marched herself down the hall and around the corner, but not before throwing a middle finger up in my direction.

I didn't expect her to actually walk away. I rubbed my face and emitted a sigh that was way too big. Big sighs meant I cared, or at least that something in me was unsettled by her. The bell echoed through the halls, and the hallway I stood in quickly flooded with students, snapping my focus back to reality.

It wasn't even second period yet. I spun and walked in the opposite direction, heading to



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Ethan J. Edwards





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





