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The old pickup truck gurgled its way to the side of the road, parking beside the emerald-green expanse of the forest. Mackenzie sat in the car, arms braced against the steering wheel despite its now-dead engine as the smell of pine intruded upon the cabin, attempting to lull her into a daze that refused to linger. Mackenzie's heart threatened to crack ribs as it tried to break free. The ball of lead in her stomach pulled her organs tighter as the cold flowed through her veins. Her lungs barely seemed to function, as though they’d lost the memory of how.

Opening the creaking door of the pickup, she eased herself out of the seat she’d taken comfort in for years. As her hiking boots touched the gravel, she tried to breathe deeply to focus on the way her body connected to the ground and reminded herself to relax... at least a little. Convincing her body to do the same was a different battle.

The pine forest—despite the dangers it held within—welcomed her. The scent of pine invaded her nose and made her mouth taste like she’d drunk perfume with cooking spices in it. The mountains climbed in the near distance, overseeing all, reaching above the clouds with alpine secrets they would never tell Mackenzie. After the number of times she’d visited this section of the woods, the tree line that greeted the road was memorized and predictable. She waded into the forest, the noise from the road disappearing as the new sounds assaulted her ears. This natural world, generally ignored by the nearby small town, had its own thriving life: wind played with the trees, testing the strengths of their branches; old pines needles rained down from above, keeping only the strongest attached; and birds twittered in their games of hide-and-seek.

All of it was a daily constant for Mackenzie during her walks, including the eyes that watched from an unknown place. She couldn’t quite ever find them, no matter the number of times she searched for the source of her prickling neck. It had been a recent development but had been reoccurring for weeks now with no explanation she could find. 

The silver heart-shaped pendant hung from the branch ahead of her, glistening at her eye height. Sometimes the angle with the light hitting it just right made it look like a faerie was using it as a swing. But she knew it hung alone and untouched as it had since she’d left it there. It was almost luminous against the lush greenery and moist, dark-colored bark that surrounded it, letting Mackenzie know she was on the correct bearing.

The corners of her eyes swam with tears as she fought the surge of emotion from her gut that threatened to have her sobbing against the tree with no control. She lifted her fingertips to brush the cold metal of her necklace, filled with so much history she didn’t know, that it made her mind swim with questions. There was no one left to ask for the answers, and at the thought of her loneliness, the tears managed to escape. Dropping her hand quickly, she dug her fingernails into her hand, focusing on the pain as it bit into her palm rather than the overwhelming pressure of her repressed emotions in her head. Don’t lose it now, she told herself, not after this long.

With a last glance at the name of her mother Anne engraved on the pendant, she moved past it, pushing forward on her journey in determination. She became more aware of the cool morning air that blew against the tears that crept down her cheeks, chilling her face. Wiping them away quickly, she pushed her body faster, feeling the beginnings of sniffles she wanted to avoid. Her eyes darted around, searching through the pine trees the way she was supposed to, looking for any movement or foreign items. She tried to be methodical, checking the area around her as though it were a grid, sweeping each box before moving on. Nothing presented itself in increasing monotony, and her heart, which had raced so frantically when she entered, slowed in disappointment.

The moist air lingered in her nose as she stepped sure-footedly towards the lake, the noise of cracking twigs underfoot sounding out through the forest. She seemed to be on her own, but she still felt the gaze of someone or something following her, and—despite the discomfort—it gave her a twisted sense of hope. If there were people or things here that she couldn’t find, maybe her mother was too.

Mackenzie cleared the pine tree line, finding the freshwater lake she’d set as her first destination marker for the day and paused at its edge. The bright, ice-blue water glittered with the approaching morning sun, crystal clear in its depths. The mountain climbed into view, towering over the opposite side of the lake, imposing its’ might upon the forest. At the base were many caves that had not been seen by human eyes for fear of the dangers that lurked inside. Until today, Mackenzie had made note of these caves on her previous walks and had decided that on her final day of the search, she would muster the courage to check them all. She didn’t care if being out all day looking through them would put her in a world of trouble with her surrogate family when she got home, she just wanted answers. One way or another.

She climbed through the shrubbery on the shore that clung to the water like a lifeline and stepped up on the rock she knew well. It jutted out over the lake’s edge, offering a good vantage point where she could rake her eyes over its surface, searching. The clearness of the water allowed her to search nearby depths, looking for deathly white in amongst the dark colors of the water plants and fish.

Nothing still.

She kept her eyes on the surface, hoping for new signs that her mother had been here or even that she had found her last rest in the bowels of this lake. Still no evidence, same as almost every other day before.

She remembered the day the search parties had come out here—with her in tow—and she’d spotted that heart-shaped necklace in this spot. That piece of jewelry was the only hint that had ever presented itself to her as proof her mother had been here. Once again, the tears of loss threatened to overtake her, even after so many years.

Her only solution was to pull herself back up to her feet and begin the new search she had dreaded undertaking—the caves at the base of her mountains.

Mackenzie had barely glanced across the lake toward her destination when she caught a gaze that made the air around her feel like ice. Two large glowing red eyes caught hers. The creature they belonged to was a large, black-furred mass that looked like a mix of bear and giant wolf but somehow unlike anything she’d ever seen or imagined. She kept its gaze, afraid to break it and lose sight of the creature that she could see breathing heavily. It reminded her of a salivating dog, excited for a piece of meat brought out for dinner. Her heartbeat stopped for a long moment that strung out enough for her to panic that it might not start again.

She wouldn’t be going over to the caves with that thing there. Could she run faster than the creature could get to her? The muscles in her legs tightened harshly, readying. The beast stepped forward, stalking closer to the edge of the lake curiously. Time to leave.

She leapt off the rock, feeling the wobble in her limbs as they landed on the hard ground. Her knees buckled on impact, and the flash of pain made her hiss through her teeth. Bracing her hands out in front, she pushed off the ground as it came in reach. Her complaining body would make it through this.

Her neck prickled as the eyes watched her. She sprinted towards the car and the direction of the necklace, frantically whipping her head around to check her sides. Everything in her readied for the moment the nightmare of a creature could pop out of the dense woodland.

Her eyes slipped from the path as the ground flew towards her, colliding with her forehead before her hand could stop her fall.

Black spots spun in her vision, her ears and head ringing with the impact as she rolled herself onto her back and tried to refocus her eyes. Her heart was frantic as she rushed her body to a state of function it was not ready to accept. All of which, still felt too slow compared to what pursued her. Fighting the urge to vomit, Mackenzie forced herself to her feet as quickly as her body would allow and continued to run on shaky legs. Lightheadedness fell away from her focus as she kept her eyes on the path ahead. She couldn’t afford another slip-up. She didn’t know how close the creature was.

Bolting past the necklace in the tree, the car finally coming into view did nothing to quell Mackenzie’s panic. She tried to act quickly as she reached the door, fumbling for the keys and unsteadily jimmying one into the lock. It wasn’t until she made it into the driver’s seat with the door locked behind her and the engine on that she took a quick, deep breath. Everything in her buzzed as though she had ten cups of coffee in her system and her head ached with dizziness she couldn’t shake. Staring into the dense pines, she kept expecting the red glowing eyes to appear—feeling them watching her. Before they could show, she gunned the pickup into reverse, pulling back from the boulder she’d parked behind and quickly tearing out onto the road, her eyes never leaving the pines.

The loud horn of the car that almost ran up the back of her had her jumping in her seat like a frightened rabbit and cursing her stupidity. The Chevy driver begun to overtake her with obvious gestures, yelling out of his window. She tried to ignore it in her periphery, focusing on taking deep breaths and watching the road properly this time. She was staring intently ahead—not meeting the other driver’s face—until he finally pulled in front of her and drove off. She relaxed a little.

The eyes of the forest followed Mackenzie and she was no longer sure if she was being watched or if she was utterly paranoid. The road broke from the pines, heading into town, and the prickling weight left her spine. Her breathing and heart rate returned to normal, despite her discomfort with the city. A heavy sensation settled through her muscles as the adrenaline began to subside and her head demanded to be acknowledged as the throbbing grew worse. The weight of her limbs helped push the accelerator and get her home as she slowly lost the will to be anywhere but in her bed lying down.

When the pineapple-yellow house with white trim and white picket fence came into view, she lost the final tension that her forest adventure had created. The house had never felt more welcoming in her life; usually, it caused the eternal ball of lead in her stomach to expand and consume her lower organs. A reminder that she had no real family left in this world but a friend of her mother’s who had been shouldered with her as a burden.

Swinging the car quickly and tearing towards the house, she knew she was coming in too fast the moment she stomped on the brake. The car scraped on the gravel drive, trying its hardest not to slip on the loose stones and dirt. Mackenzie could only brace her arms tightly on the steering wheel and look over the dash as the pickup scraped to a halt an inch from the metal garage door. A “phew” escaped her lips once she felt it all still. Pulling the car slowly and carefully into park mode, and yanking the parking brake as hard as it would go, she released her foot from the pedal and waited nervously for it to roll. The vehicle stayed still and she sunk back into the seat, letting her eyelids fall shut and her hands cover her face, defeatedly.

Even though tiredness pulled on every muscle and her head wanted to fall into the oblivion of sleep, the memory of the red eyes bored through her skull as though they still watched her. There was a ferocity in those eyes, she’d noticed, that might never let her sleep again.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

The knocking on the window made Mackenzie jump so hard she thought her heart might explode. Her wide, frightened eyes met those of her best friend Lucy’s.

With natural golden-blonde hair that fell in perfect waves, kind hazel eyes currently filled with worry, full lips, and fair skin, Mackenzie had always been envious of Lucy’s beauty. She’d spent so many years seeing how plump Lucy’s lips were without any product and resented her own thin top lip; had seen how easily Lucy could maintain her nearly hairdresser-perfect curls while Mackenzie struggled daily with her tight auburn ringlets that would knot together in an unattractive mess all too often. But despite all their physical differences, Lucy was Mackenzie’s best friend and had always been supportive of her.

“KZ! What are you doing? Get inside before my mom comes home and finds you!” Lucy called through the window.

Using the residual buzzing energy still in her body, Mackenzie sprinted for the house. Lucy jumped back to give the swinging car door room before she followed. As both made it inside, they leaned against the front door, backs pressed against it like it was a lifeline, breathing hard.

Mackenzie pushed forward, leaning to brace her hands on her knees as she let her body try and regain some normalcy. Lucy tapped her twice on the back of her arm as she moved past, ushering her friend up the stairs to the landing and into Mackenzie’s room.

“Any luck on the last day?” Lucy inquired with a hopeful glint in her voice, despite knowing the real answer before she’d even asked.

Mackenzie opened her mouth to retort, but bit it down and considered the truth. With her back to Lucy, her friend couldn’t see the indecisive turmoil she was in. If she told her, what would the knowledge of that creature being out there do to her? At the same time, could she spend her life telling no one and fearing the memory?

“There was... something out there...” she replied, turning around. On a day like today, she didn’t want to feel any more alone.

Lucy’s eyebrows and forehead pulled together in confusion.

“Something? What kind of something are we talking about here?” she questioned, her usual bubbly tone replaced by a heavy weight of worry.

“The kind that had me returning here the second I saw it.” Mackenzie admitted, meeting Lucy’s eyes and allowing her to see how shaken the experience had left her. “I’d fully planned to spend the entire day investigating those caves today. All of them.”

Lucy’s eyes searched her best friend’s, a frown pulling at her lips as Mackenzie’s voice wavered.

Moving across the room, both sank to sit on the edge of the bed, feeling the weight of the day spread over their shoulders.

“What did it look like?” Lucy asked cautiously, fidgeting with her perfect blonde hair.

Mackenzie stared at the carpet as though it could help her manifest the memory more vividly.

“It was massive. It was as big as a bear but it wasn’t one! It was like a lion, a bear, and a wolf mixed into one animal with black fur and glowing red eyes. I know I didn’t imagine it and I know it was real, but I don’t know how else to explain what I saw. It was... terrifying!” she said, unloading her fear and confusion, feeling her heart rate increase again at the mere thought of it.

“Where did you see it?” Lucy squeaked nervously, not questioning a single word she’d heard.

“Out on the other side of the lake near the mountain base. I spotted it near the water’s edge watching me, so I ran.”

“Did it chase you?”

“I didn’t see it behind me but I’m certain it did! I could feel it watching me until I left the highway.”

“Oh my goodness! Are you okay? Please tell me you’re not going back to that forest any time soon!” Lucy gushed, drawing Mackenzie short of words.

Even though it wasn’t a question, she couldn’t assure her friend she wouldn’t go back. She couldn’t lie to Lucy. She wouldn’t even try.

“I don’t know! I know it’s there now and I could avoid the forest for the rest of my life because of it. But I’ve been there nearly every day for years and never seen it before. What if I never see it again? I don’t know what to tell you! Is there even any point?”

“Any point? What do you mean?”

“Well... I mean... Today was the last day and I failed to find her... Tomorrow it’s legally official... My mom is dead.” As the words slowly climbed their way out of her throat, she braced her hands on her knees, feeling like a 500-pound weight was slowly being pressed onto her shoulders. Her words hung in the air, silent and crushing, enveloping any hope of further conversation as the reality set into both girls’ hearts.

Bringing her knees up to her chest, Mackenzie felt the welling tears she’d been holding back come loose from their hiding place. She knew she couldn’t stop them this time. Her body felt like it was going to fall apart and as she fell further into her sorrow, the distance between her body and mind grew. Like she was underwater, slowly losing control as her body crumbled.

Her body wasn’t hers anymore. It had been claimed by the void.

The loss that had been waiting so long to take over finally asserted its ownership.

“Aw...” Lucy breathed, flinging her arms around her mourning friend without hesitancy.

Knowing how much she needed it, Mackenzie welcomed the embrace, placing her hand over Lucy’s and breathing in the sweet-smelling perfume she wore that had always reminded Mackenzie of candy.

“I know...”

Mackenzie knew well before Lucy had uttered those words that she understood what she was going through. Lucy had seen the agony her best friend had been in over the last ten years.

The two girls had been having a sleepover together while Mackenzie’s mom went camping in the pine forest near the town. That had been a routine once a month that no one had questioned or worried about—until she didn’t come to collect her eight-year-old daughter at the usual time at the end of the weekend.

Both children—despite their love of spending time together—were panicked for good reason. Lucy’s mother, Mary, had driven the girls to Mackenzie’s house in the hopes of finding Anne there, busy or sick. But the house had been empty.

Lucy had been there as search parties were sent out in search of Anne, the entirety of their small town turning up to assist.

It wasn’t enough to find her though. For months the town had run search parties continuously; each time Mackenzie and Lucy insisted on coming along, until the town gave up hope.

Lucy had seen the damage and loneliness that had taken over her best friend. The town had settled on the belief that Anne must have been attacked and taken by a wolf or bear, despite her vast knowledge of the woods At first, Mackenzie had spent her time curled up in bed, falling numb and hopeless.

Until she started going to the forest on her own to search, fighting the looming depression off with determination.

After years of searching, Mackenzie had made a promise to Lucy and herself: on the tenth anniversary of her mother’s disappearance, she’d finally move on from the forest and accept her mother as dead. She was sure in that time she would have found another clue, but nothing had presented itself.

“Did you manage to bring the necklace back?” Lucy whispered, her mind also lingering—same as Mackenzie’s—on the only item found in that forest.

Mackenzie couldn’t bring herself to speak through her emotions, only shaking her head as the tears fell faster. They saturated her cheeks, snot dripping like a tap from her nose onto the arm of Lucy’s shirt, as her limbs lost their capacity to function. Her back sagged out of the hug, not able to hold her body up anymore as her arms slipped from her knees.

Lucy went with her, lying back on the bed and rolling Mackenzie’s body into her, ignoring the fluids that now leaked on her. She didn’t care about any of that, she never had.

The bed called Mackenzie to climb inside its blankets and never leave, as it had done before. She knew the next day would be the hardest and could already feel how drained her first real day as an orphan would be. The bed looked more and more like the comfortable sanctuary she needed. The place she could lose her will to get up and nothing would happen. It was predictable. It was safe.

The noise of all her destructive thoughts and feelings was a weight that pressed her deeper into the bed. She didn’t know how to make it stop. She didn’t know if she could. Squeezing her eyes shut as though she could hold off the world and reality, she let Lucy just hold her for a moment.

Before long, Mary called from her place at the bottom of the stairs, needing her daughter’s assistance. Mackenzie let Lucy shuffle out from under her, unperturbed by the disappearance of her friend’s embrace.

“I’ll just check what she wants and then come right back,” Lucy said quietly from the doorway, waiting for Mackenzie to acknowledge her before she left.

Mackenzie managed a nod, letting her body sink into the bed, as though it was always supposed to be there.

The words sank into Lucy, pulling her lips tight and creasing her normally smooth forehead.

“Okay...but I’m coming back at ten a.m. and you’re getting up then,” she said sternly, making it clear to Mackenzie that her sympathy only went so far. She’d learned to be wary when Mackenzie enjoyed the company of her bed more than her best friend.

Lucy didn’t wait for a response. Mackenzie knew that it wasn’t optional.

The room was immensely silent, but Mackenzie barely noticed. She slid the duvet from under her until it was free and able to cover her in its warm embrace. She knew the room wasn’t cold but her arms were coated in shivering goosebumps, and she was sure the tears had leeched all the remaining heat from her body. The pain in her gut was sharp, numbing her to the rest of the body. It reminded her she was still connected to it and that time would never heal the hole in her life where her family had once been.

She’d been an orphan for ten years, convinced that she wasn’t. The moment of truth she’d avoided was finally here, unable to be ignored. Searching the woods had kept her occupied, giving her a purpose. A tunnel-vision.

She wished she could return to that time when she could hide behind her hope.

Mackenzie lay in her bed, staring at the blank ceiling, letting her thoughts overwhelm her, too tired to fight them.

Could someone please walk through this door and tell me this is all a mistake or a nightmare?

Something that will explain away my pain after all this time.

Maybe even just an answer.

Something definitive.

No one came, and the only voices she could hear were the muffled ones of Lucy and her mother downstairs. She supposed they were probably talking about her backsliding into a depression that she’d struggled hard to get out of two years prior.
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“This is me telling you it’s time to get up, KZ.” Lucy’s quiet but stern voice called from the doorway. Mackenzie hadn’t slept or rested her eyes, getting too lost in her thoughts as she stared at the blank wall next to her bed. The tears just fell silently down her cheeks and nose, dripping onto the pillow.

Mackenzie heard the words but couldn’t move her body to respond with enough gusto to make any sort of progress. All her remaining energy would be needed just to get her out of bed. She’d want to retreat instantly but knew Lucy wouldn’t let her.

Lucy wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.

She walked over to the bed, pushing lightly on Mackenzie’s shoulder until she rolled onto her back. Taking her hands carefully, she pulled, lifting her upper body off the bed. Mackenzie didn’t fight. She knew it was useless to argue with her best friend about this.

“I know,” Lucy said clearly. “Believe me, I know. And I’m well aware you hate hearing this, but she wouldn’t have wanted this for you. That was exactly why you applied to college in her hometown, far away from here, remember?”

Lucy waited, even though both girls knew the answer to the rhetorical question. Mackenzie’s mouth dried as she met her best friend’s soft gaze. Tears spilled quietly as memories of their tough past conversations overwhelmed her, still as potent and bitter in her mouth as though she were having them again.

“Take your time, KZ. Feel your pain, that’s fine and understandable. But when it comes time to go to that college—I know you got in and haven’t told me—go and live your life. Don’t look back. You need adventure. You don’t have to forget your life here, but enjoy being in a new place and find out where you came from,” Lucy continued, her hazel eyes glistening with tears that refused to fall. Mackenzie could see the sadness Lucy tried to hide for her sake.

“How do I do this without you, Luce?” Mackenzie said, her voice cracking at the thought of being without her best friend. She leaned forward and pulled her in, stroking her blonde waves softly as her friend burst into tears too.

“I don’t know, I’m pretty amazing!” she said confidently against her shoulder, laughing through the tears. Mackenzie joined in.

“You are,” Mackenzie whispered in her ear, pulling her tighter in a squeeze. She closed her eyes, wishing for that moment she could just forget what was coming, feeling Lucy return the embrace. The giggle died on both of their lips, the quiet settling in as they both came to the same conclusion that they needed to breathe deeply and push the tears back for the moment. The time for goodbyes would come, but there was no point in dreading it now.

Lucy pulled back, staring into Mackenzie’s eyes carefully. The light brown in Lucy’s eyes ringed so carefully by olive green was almost hypnotic. Those eyes had never let Mackenzie hide anything from her best friend. It worked both ways though. At least it had always been fair, Mackenzie thought.

“You’re amazing too, and you’re going to be okay,” Lucy said. “I know it. You don’t have to do it without me completely though. We’ll video chat all the time! I promise. Now, can you tell me that you got into that college already, because you suck at hiding things from me.”

“I got in... on a scholarship,” Mackenzie whispered, letting the full truth out with a half-smile and hearing Lucy’s squeal of excitement in return.

“That’s amazing! I knew you would!” she said. Despite knowing they wouldn’t be together in the same place, Mackenzie knew that Luc was genuinely happy with her accomplishment. “And New York isn’t too far away! We’ll visit each other all the time!”

“That better be a promise!” Mackenzie laughed, watching the way her best friend’s smile grew even more. Mackenzie couldn’t help the relieved smile that overtook her face and hurt her cheeks—having finally told her friend what she’d avoided telling her for months. “You better be coming to Salem all the time!”

Mackenzie’s stomach groaned loudly, her hand reflexively hovering over it as her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed pink.

“I guess running through the forest works up an appetite!” Lucy said, smiling as she got up from the bed and extended her hand for Mackenzie to join.

“We’re joking about this now, are we?” Mackenzie said, only half unsure as to whether she should be talking so flippantly about it.

Lucy just shrugged, watching her friend carefully.

“Let’s go get some food, I’m starving too!”

Mackenzie surrendered, giving her hand to Lucy who tugged her to follow. She slid her feet off the bed without a second thought. Lucy skipped off to the doorway, allowing Mackenzie to trail behind the childish exit. She watched her friend ahead in amusement, enjoying the silliness rather than letting her thoughts linger on the bed. If she thought about it too much, she was sure she’d climb back in and never get out.

Lucy eagerly led the way to the front door. Mary, Lucy’s mother, moved into their walkway, making a point of crossing her arms and watching Mackenzie with a disapproving expression. Her dyed brown eyebrows were raised. Her fingers held her forearms in her cross, massaging the muscle in frustration, trying to soothe some tension. Both girls halted in their tracks, waiting for the lecture they knew was to come.

Mackenzie chewed her lip, knowing exactly what this was about.

“Did you think I wouldn’t find out, Mackenzie?” Mary said sternly, her voice still raspy from the cigarette she’d just had on the front porch.

Dropping her eyes to the floor, Mackenzie mumbled her apology and hoped that would be enough. It wasn’t.

“You could have killed someone or yourself, do you understand that?”

Mackenzie’s eyes snapped up quickly in confusion, looking at Lucy to see if she understood why her mother was rousing on her. Lucy raised her eyebrows and subtly shrugged her shoulders.

Mary spotted the gesture.

“Mr. Walcourt called today to complain about your reckless driving... Something about you pulling out in front of him and almost causing an accident in front of the forest hiking trail?” she said.

Mackenzie cursed herself for not checking her rearview mirror again, knowing her stupidity had not only almost killed her but had now unveiled her adventure of the day to Mary. If she hadn’t accidentally done that, would Mary have found out about her morning excursion?

“We have talked about you being out there before, it’s dangerous with bears around, surely you realize that by now. And now endangering others while driving? I thought you were better than that, Mackenzie Anne Harris.”

Mackenzie flinched, her breath catching in her throat as the sting of Mary’s words hit her. She knew that Lucy’s mother was sure Anne had died because of a bear—she had fallen in step with the beliefs of the town—but hearing the two names she shared with her mother injured her in a way she couldn’t tell anyone. The pangs of guilt overtook her and the more she thought about what her mother would have said, the worse the taste in her mouth became. It was threatening to suffocate all inklings of positivity left in her.

“I know I can’t stop you from going into that forest on your own,” she continued, and the acrid taste slid into Mackenzie’s lungs threatening to drown her in her guilt. “And I know my daughter probably knew of your whereabouts, but Mackenzie, I thought you at least knew better than dangerous driving. I didn’t see you as someone who had a death wish.”

Mary was exasperated—and at that moment Mackenzie needed to be anywhere but at the end of the punishment spear that was wounding her more than Mary could have known. The discussion was a python constricting the air from her lungs.

“I don’t have a death wish, Mary,” she said abruptly, feeling Lucy suck in a breath next to her. She needed this conversation to be over. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, I do. Taking me in, looking out for me, it’s all more than I can ever thank you for. Not checking when I pulled out this morning was a stupid mistake that I’m already sorry for. I was emotional about my mother. I won’t apologize for looking for her in the forest though. It's the last day before her legal death. What happened with the car shouldn’t have happened. It is unfortunately too late to change my mistakes now. I’m sorry.”

Mackenzie couldn’t lift her gaze as she finally took a deep breath, having let some of the tension go from her body. She didn’t want anyone to see the agony in the depths of her eyes.

Mary was content with the response though, surrendering her anger and moving from her place in front of the door, letting them pass before she cleared her throat to speak again.

“Oh, Mackenzie,” she started again, disappointment lost from her voice. “Mrs. Tresle called to say the appointment for your mother’s will reading is at noon tomorrow at her office.”

Mackenzie stepped through the entryway to the outside porch and faltered as the ground rushed towards her. Lucy grabbed under her arm, stopping the collision as Mackenzie waited for her legs to recover their strength. She wasn’t sure how to respond to Mary—or if she even could—as her mouth flopped open, not making any sound, the breath not entering her lungs.

“She’ll be there, Mom. We have somewhere to be right now though,” Lucy said, smiling over her shoulder before flicking the front door shut behind them with her foot.

Mackenzie didn’t look back, worried that her face was so pale Mary would ask questions. She let Lucy lead her numb body to the car, unsure how her legs held her up at all. The keys were in Lucy’s hand before she registered that they’d ever left her jacket pocket. She climbed into the passenger seat, letting Lucy take over the responsibility of driving.

“Seatbelt,” Lucy commanded, glancing at her friend as she reversed the car.

Mackenzie complied, letting her body work free of her, only obeying commands as she struggled with what Mary had told her. Her mother’s will reading... She had a will? There were things to give up? Your mother had possessions, she reasoned with herself, she didn’t die with zero items to her name.

It was still hard to wrap her head around.

She was dead.

The word continued to ring through her with just as much potency as it had hours ago. Dead. Nothing else mattered. She was now officially alone. She knew Lucy would always try to be there, but this was different, this was a tangible loneliness that no one could fix.

Lucy pulled out onto the road before Mackenzie could climb out of the car and crawl back to her bed.

Mackenzie barely paid any mind to the drive. The world outside the car felt like it was miles away, the air conditioning felt too cold, and she had lost the ability to process any more information. Surely, this was the point she’d finally had too much of the crap life had to offer. Surely this was the point where it all stopped and the world cracked into pieces and swallowed her whole.

Yet the car kept driving along the smooth, newly repaved road, and the radio quietly worked its way through the solemn country song as though nothing was wrong. The world around her continued to move—to her dismay—and all she could do was watch in shock, half expecting that everything would just stop for her pain.

It didn’t.

“Hey, come back to me! We knew this day was coming, I know you didn’t want it to, but it did,” Lucy said, sighing slowly and taking one hand off the wheel to squeeze Mackenzie’s knee. “I wish it wasn’t here either but for the hundredth time, you need to live, KZ. You can’t spend your entire life pining for your mom like you have been the last ten years. You just can’t.”

Mackenzie stared at the dash, listening to the words, and knowing they were right. She just didn’t know how to snap out of it like they wanted her to. Her body felt like it was seven feet underwater and couldn’t find the surface.

Lucy glanced at her sporadically while she drove, the green in her eyes catching the sunlight as they made their way to the small town roads that somehow always felt too crowded to Mackenzie. Too many people gave her eyes of pity, glances that said she was deluded in believing she might find something more about her mother. That she’d been holding on to her hope too long. She heard the whispers about the “poor girl” when they thought she was out of earshot, believing her mother to be long dead.

She knew where they were headed but wasn’t sure she was prepared for it as they pulled up in front of the diner. She knew Lucy had intended that though—pushing her into functioning for her own good.

Her friend had parked the car and gotten out before Mackenzie could even register her movements. Sliding herself reluctantly out of the car, she caught up with Lucy.

With boots crunching on the gravel car park, Mackenzie shut the door, breathing in the smell of deep-fried potato, and trekked up to the store door, following Lucy. Her friend pushed the door open and the smell of warm fried food welcomed her while the jingle of the bell rang.

The woman behind the counter gave them a warm smile and let them find a comfortable spot.

Mackenzie took the lead, moving past Lucy and deciding on a table away from most of the people already occupying the diner. Being alone in the back corner wouldn’t be for long—this was the only place to get a decent meal in town—but for the moment, while she came back to herself, she needed the space.

It was the usual crowds sitting around the diner as they entered. The older couple, Maggie and Jo, sat with coffee and a serving of waffle fries between them, doing their separate newspaper crosswords as always, only speaking occasionally as they asked each other for hints. The single mom, Loretta, with her young son, Tyler, who never seemed to be able to do anything but sleep on her lap as she worked through messages or finances on her phone, always seeming stressed.

Mackenzie breathed a sigh of relief as she flopped into the booth in the far-left corner, facing the door to keep an eye on any newcomers. She didn’t want to be surprised by anyone belonging to the pity-party brigade.

Lucy sat opposite her, pulling the menu out from its holder at the end of the table and opening it, deciding with a glance what she wanted.

“You get the same thing every time, I don’t know why you bother checking the menu,” Mackenzie said quietly, knowing what she’d also order without having to look. She gave the woman behind the counter a small smile and let her get her items ready to come over and take their order.

“One day it might change,” Lucy replied confidently.

Mackenzie rolled her eyes, her frown pulling up slightly at the ends before it disappeared and she averted her eyes from her friend’s.

“You can’t just do things to appease me as you do with my mom,” Lucy said. “I know the job you got was just so she would stop telling you to get out of the house, and I know you don’t really care about Josh, sleeping with him is just leading him on. You’re leaving soon and he cares about you. You need to check in to your life and stop letting your body live on autopilot, and I want you to promise you will when you leave. None of this ‘just saying it to make me happy’ crap. A proper promise.” Lucy’s voice turned harsh.

Mackenzie could feel the vile taste of guilt in her mouth again.

“It’s hard, Luce. You’re right. I made you that promise long ago that today was the last day. I won’t go back to the forest, I’m done looking. She’s gone and I can’t bring her back. Tomorrow I will go to the reading and collect the last pieces of her and then it’s over. I promise,” Mackenzie said quietly, her eyes never leaving Lucy’s as she tried to show the truth in her gaze.

“I believe you,” Lucy whispered, letting her sympathies show through her hazel eyes. Both shared a small smile, sitting silently until the waitress appeared to take their order.

“What can I get you, girls?” Carol asked, holding her pad lazily, seemingly already knowing what they were going to order but asking all the same.

“Can I get some waffle fries with extra salt and a vanilla malt shake, please?” Lucy said quickly, getting a thin-lipped jealous ‘mm-hmm’ from Carol in response. Lucy just continued to smile at Carol as Mackenzie looked up to order.

“Just cobb salad and an iced tea for me, thanks.” Mackenzie smiled, watching the look of approval from her waitress in response.

Carol moved off to give the order to the kitchen, while the girls shared a knowing grin about Carol’s judgmental looks.

The bell on the door jingled.

Mackenzie and Lucy watched as someone they’d never seen before sauntered into the diner. Glancing at each other in a moment of confusion as to why anyone would visit their small town, even as a tourist, they tried to size him up. He was taller than the average man and muscled in a way that said he was fit but not obsessed with the gym. With sandy blonde hair, a basic V-neck, and cargo pants, he reminded Mackenzie of someone who had belonged to the military and preferred the regimented lifestyle. She observed him as he walked in alone, moving through the diner and smiling tightly at Carol behind the counter, who batted her eyelashes in return and lost all animosity about her. He ignored it, uninterested in her attempts to flirt while he searched the diner for a table, catching eyes with Mackenzie.

She averted hers quickly, feeling her cheeks flush under the gaze of his gray-blue eyes.

Lucy, who had also turned around to investigate, whipped back to her friend with a knowing grin as the man continued to a table in the middle of the room, claiming it as his own.

“You’re going to go talk to him,” Lucy commanded, leaning forward
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