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      For my wife,

      who reminds me that love carries us through the dark.
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      The grease hangs in the air like memory, thick and clinging to everything it touches. Joe Bullit wipes down the counter for the third time tonight, his movements automatic, the rag following the same circular path it has traced for months now. The fluorescent lights above flicker once, twice, then steady themselves with a faint electrical hum that matches the deeper rumble of the walk-in cooler. Cedar Lagoon Pizzeria sleeps around him, all its familiar sounds settling into the quiet rhythm of closing time.

      His hands know this work without thinking. Stack the last pizza boxes against the wall, threatening to topple but never quite falling. Check the ovens, all four of them, knobs turned to off, pilot lights glowing blue in their caves of blackened steel. The heat still radiates from them, a warmth that clings to his forearms as he reaches in to retrieve a forgotten pan. He thought of heading south this year instead of working. But the work keeps his hands busy, keeps his mind from wandering to places it shouldn't go.

      The mop bucket rolls across the checkered floor with a squeak that needs oiling. Tomorrow, he thinks, though he thought the same thing yesterday and the day before. The water sloshes gray and sudsy as he pushes it toward the back, past the prep station where tomorrow's dough rises under plastic wrap, past the reach-in cooler that rattles like it's clearing its throat. Everything here has its own voice, its own complaint. Joe has learned to listen to them all, to know when something sounds wrong.

      Outside the front windows, Kipling Avenue stretches empty beneath streetlights that pool orange on the pavement. Beyond that, where the town gives way to wild, the woods press close. They seem different at night, not just dark but actively black, as if they're drinking in what little light escapes from the pizzeria. The trees shift in a movement hypnotic, almost like breathing. He turns away, focuses on the floor, on the steady back-and-forth of the mop.

      The walk-in cooler kicks on with its familiar drone, vibrating through the walls. Joe pauses, listening. After all these years, he knows every sound this place makes, every settling board and sighing pipe. The building talks to him in creaks and groans, tells him its troubles. Tonight, something else whispers beneath the usual chorus. Not quite a sound, more like the absence of one.

      Then the crash comes, violent and sudden, glass exploding somewhere out back. The mop handle clatters to the floor as Joe's body moves before his mind catches up, old instincts from a different life kicking in. His heart hammers against his ribs, adrenaline flooding his system with a familiar electricity.

      "Damn kids," he mutters, though his voice sounds unconvinced even to himself. Kids don't make glass explode like that, don't make the whole building shudder as if something massive has struck it.

      The baseball bat leans behind the counter where it always has, Louisville Slugger. Joe's fingers wrap around the grip, the wood smooth and worn from years of idle handling during slow shifts. He hefts it, tests its weight, then moves toward the back door with careful, measured steps. His breathing stays controlled, deliberate. Three tours in the Gulf taught him that much: panic kills faster than bullets.

      The hallway to the back stretches long, or maybe that's just his perception slowing everything down. His shoes squeak on the still-damp floor. The exit sign glows red above the door, casting everything in a hellish tint. Through the side glass window, he sees nothing but black. Not the normal darkness of the alley, but something thicker, more complete.

      The crash comes again, shaking the exit door in its frame. A third impact, this one caves in the lower panel, folding the metal like wet cardboard. Something wedges through the opening: not a hand, not an arm, but a wet tangle of black fibers, soil clinging to it in clumps. Joe stares, just long enough to wonder if he’s having a stroke. Then the entire door buckles inward, ripped from its hinges, and the thing outside surges in, blotting out the corridor.

      It isn’t a bear. It isn’t anything that should exist.

      The bat lifts itself in his grip. He swings, connects with something boneless like hitting a bag of wet laundry, but the force is enough to stagger the mass back a step. It makes no sound, not even a hiss, but the air fills with a loamy, rotting stench that punches up into his sinuses. He tries to backpedal, but the thing is already on him, slamming him against the stacked boxes with inhuman strength. He hears something crack. His ribs or the drywall behind him, he can’t tell. The bat falls away. The creature’s touch burns through his shirt, gritty and cold, like fingers packed with ice and grave dirt.

      Movement. Fast, too fast for something that size. Joe catches a glimpse of its hunched shape, massive shoulders rolling with an alien gait, and then soil cascades from it like water, pattering on the tile with the sound of blood. The smell hits him next: earth and rot and something else, something organic and wrong. His grip tightens on the bat, but the thing is already retreating, melting back into the darkness between buildings with a speed that makes Joe's eyes water trying to track it.

      Pain explodes across his left hand. He looks down, confused, sees the gash running from his thumb to his wrist. Blood wells up, thick and dark, dripping onto the tiles in a steady rhythm. The drops look black in the half-lit kitchen, spreading in tiny puddles that reflect nothing.

      "Son of a bitch," Joe hisses through clenched teeth. He drops the bat, cradles his injured hand against his chest. The wound throbs with his heartbeat, each pulse sending fresh blood seeping between his fingers. "Son of a bitch."

      He looks toward the door that’s now just a frame, eyes scanning the darkness where the thing disappeared. Nothing moves now except the trees at the alley's end, swaying in that same unfelt wind. His hand leaves bloody prints on the door frame as he stumbles to look further, the warmth of the pizzeria suddenly feeling like the only safe thing in the world.

      The sirens arrive like an afterthought, their wail already fading as the cruisers pull into the alley. Joe sits on the prep counter, a dish towel wrapped tight around his left hand, watching through the back door as flashlight beams sweep lazily across the damage. The officers move with the sluggish energy of men called away from something more important, their voices carrying that particular tone of people going through motions they've already decided are pointless.

      Sheriff Brennan ducks through the doorway, his considerable bulk filling the frame. He takes in the scene with a quick glance that seems to slide right off the details, as if his eyes refuse to properly focus on what's in front of them. His notepad stays in his pocket.

      "Joe," he says, nodding once. "What, uh. What happened here?"

      "What happened?" Joe's voice comes out rougher than intended. The towel around his hand has soaked through, red spreading across the white cotton like a map of some unknown country. "I have no damn idea, Tom."

      The sheriff's gaze drifts to where Joe points, and for a moment something flickers across his face. Not surprise exactly, but a kind of deliberate blankness, as if he's choosing not to see what's there. The kitchen wall bows inward, plaster cracked in a spider web pattern radiating from an impact point five feet off the ground. Whatever hit it punched through the exterior brick, left a depression the size of a trash can lid.

      "Kids," Brennan says, shaking his head. "Getting worse every year. Probably threw something from a truck, took off before you could catch them."

      Joe stares at him. "Kids? You think kids did this."

      "Halloween's coming up. You know how they get." The sheriff's eyes drift again, this time to the walk-in cooler. The door hangs like its on a poorly-made treehouse, its thick metal twisted like someone took aluminum foil and crushed it in their fist. The hinges have torn partially free from the frame, bolts sheared clean through. "Insurance should cover it."

      "Tom, look at it. Really look at it." Joe slides off the counter, his legs unsteady from blood loss or adrenaline crash or both. "What kind of kid could do that? What kind of anything could…"

      "You need to get that hand looked at," Brennan interrupts, already turning away. "Matthews, get some pictures for the report. Five or six should do it."

      Officer Matthews, young enough that acne still marks his jawline, raises his phone with obvious reluctance. The flash goes off once, twice, the light seeming too weak to properly illuminate the damage. He takes a step closer to the cooler door, then stops, his face pale. His hand trembles slightly as he snaps another photo from farther back.

      "That should be enough," he says quickly, pocketing the phone.

      "You're not going to dust for prints? Check for evidence?" Joe's voice rises despite himself. "Kids leave prints, but you know it wasn’t kids. Something was here. Something big. I saw it…"

      "What did you see exactly?" Brennan asks, but his tone suggests he doesn't want an answer. His pen hovers over his notepad, which he's finally pulled out, though he hasn't written anything yet.

      Joe opens his mouth, then closes it. How does he describe what he saw? The shape that moved too fast and too fluid for its size? The soil falling from it like the thing was made of earth itself? The smell that still clings to the alley, organic and ancient?

      "I don't know," he finally says. "It was dark."

      "There you go." Brennan makes a single mark on his notepad, then flips it closed. "Vandalism, probably with a vehicle. We'll increase patrols for a few nights. You should get someone out here to board up that wall before it rains."

      They leave within ten minutes of arriving. Joe watches their taillights disappear down Kipling Avenue, red dots shrinking into nothing. The alley falls quiet again except for the sparking of the torn light fixture, its exposed wires spitting occasional brightness into the dark.

      By morning, yellow police tape stretches across the pizzeria's front door, but it might as well be invisible. Joe watches from across the street, his left hand properly bandaged now, twenty-three stitches hidden under white gauze. People walk past without looking, their eyes sliding away from the building as if it's become part of the background, no more noteworthy than a mailbox or fire hydrant.

      The fog rolled in before dawn, thick and gray, muffling sounds and blurring edges. It carries a metallic scent from the pizzeria, the smell of twisted metal and broken things. A few cars drift past, their headlights barely penetrating the murk, but none slow down. No one stops to read the CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE sign Joe taped to the window.

      Mrs. Chen from the flower shop next door waters her window boxes, humming tunelessly. When Joe calls out to her, asks if she heard anything last night, she looks through him rather than at him.

      "Such a quiet night," she says, her voice distant. "Slept like a baby."

      Her shop shares a wall with the pizzeria. The impact that caved in Joe's kitchen would have shaken her entire building. But she just keeps watering her petunias, the water overflowing the boxes, running down the storefront in thin streams that look like tears.

      The police tape flutters in the breeze. One end has already come loose, the adhesive failing or perhaps never properly applied. It waves like a flag of surrender, yellow against the gray morning, and not a single person passing by seems to notice it at all.

      Joe's hand throbs under the bandages, each heartbeat a reminder that something happened, something real, no matter what the town chooses to forget. The stitches pull when he flexes his fingers, and the pain grounds him, keeps him from drifting into the same strange blindness that seems to have taken everyone else.

      Vincent Granger takes the long way to school, the way that passes Cedar Lagoon Pizzeria, though he can't say why his feet choose this path. The morning fog hasn't lifted yet, and it turns the familiar streets into something else, something that belongs more to dream than to the waking world. His sneakers make soft sounds on the wet pavement, each step echoing strangely in the muffled quiet.

      The pizzeria emerges from the gray like a wound in the fabric of the morning. The police tape catches his eye first, one end loose and flapping in a breeze that doesn't seem to touch anything else. It waves at him, a yellow flag that speaks of violence in a language the rest of the town has apparently forgotten how to read. Vincent slows, then stops, his backpack suddenly heavy on his shoulders.

      Through the front windows, darkness pools thick and unnatural. The chairs are still stacked on tables, normal enough, but beyond them he can make out the damaged kitchen. The wall bulges inward like something massive tried to birth itself through the brick and plaster. Debris scatters across the checkered floor. Chunks of drywall, fragments of metal that might have once been part of the cooler door. The damage looks fresh, maybe hours old, but already the place feels abandoned, as if it's been empty for years instead of one night.

      Vincent presses closer to the glass, his breath fogging the window. The metallic scent Joe noticed earlier seeps through the cracks around the door frame. It makes him think of blood, though not quite, more like the smell of old pennies left too long in water. His reflection stares back at him from the dark glass, his tired eyes made huge by the distortion, and for a moment he has the unsettling feeling that something else looks back from deeper in the shadows.

      Movement across the street pulls his attention away. A girl stands on the opposite sidewalk, so still that at first Vincent thinks she might be a trick of the fog. But no. She's real, solid in a way that makes everything else seem less certain. Pale hoodie pulled up despite the humid morning, black skirt that stops just above her knees, legs bare and white as bone in the gray light. She holds a paper bag in one hand, the logo barely visible but unmistakable.

      She watches him.

      Not the casual glance of someone who happens to notice another person on the street. This is deliberate, focused observation. Her face remains partially hidden by the hood, but Vincent can see her mouth, lips pressed into a line that's neither smile nor frown but something more ambiguous.

      Their eyes meet.

      The world narrows to that connection, everything else fading to background static. Her eyes are dark, darker than they should be in the morning light, and they hold a weight that makes Vincent's chest tighten. She knows something. Not just about the pizzeria or what happened here last night, but about him, about things he hasn't even thought yet. The certainty of it hits him like cold water, shocking and undeniable.

      She doesn't smile. Doesn't wave or nod or make any gesture of normal human acknowledgment. She just looks at him with that terrible knowing, as if she can see through his skin to the grief he carries, the questions that keep him awake at night, the fear that the town is slowly swallowing him whole. The paper bag shifts slightly in her grip, and Vincent imagines he hears something inside it, a soft rustling like dried flowers or old paper or wings.

      A chill runs down his spine, vertebra by vertebra, as if someone is tracing a finger along the bones. His body wants to move, to run, but he stands frozen, caught in her gaze like an insect in amber. The fog swirls between them, and for a moment she seems to flicker, there and not there, solid and somehow permeable, as if she exists in more than one place at once.

      Then she turns away.

      The release is so sudden that Vincent staggers, catching himself against the pizzeria window. His palm leaves a print on the glass, and he stares at it, confused, as if he's forgotten how his own hand works. When he looks back across the street, she's walking away, unhurried, the bag swinging gently at her side. She doesn't look back, but somehow he knows she's still aware of him, still holding him in some kind of invisible grip.

      His legs unlock, and suddenly he's walking too, faster than before, his pace quickening with each step. The school is still three blocks away, but he nearly runs, his backpack bouncing against his spine. The fog seems to chase him, or maybe he's dragging it along, leaving a wake of disturbance in the gray morning. His breath comes quick and shallow.

      The school bells ring again, closer now, calling him to the normal world of classes and homework and teenage concerns. But Vincent knows, with a certainty that sits cold in his stomach, that normal is just another word for the lies people tell themselves. The girl's dark eyes stay with him, burned into his memory like an afterimage of staring too long at the sun.
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      The creek bed behind Duswood High runs like a scar through the earth, all cracked mud and rust-colored stones where water should flow. Vincent sits on the concrete lip of the culvert, his legs dangling over the edge, watching how the afternoon light turns the dried clay the color of old blood. The others sprawl around him in various poses of studied indifference. Carl kicks at loose gravel, sending pebbles skittering down the slope. Jayce picks at a hole in his jeans. Rene sits cross-legged, her sketchbook balanced on her knees, though her pencil hasn't moved in minutes.

      Carl is scrolling through his phone with restless thumbs. He squints suddenly, then turns the screen to Jayce. “You guys seen this? Some reporter wrote up the pizzeria thing.”

      Jayce leans in. “Jennifer Winter. The Duswood Press.” He raises an eyebrow. “Is that her real face? She looks like an Instagram filter smashed with an anime character.”

      Rene glances over. “She’s… symmetrical.”

      Jayce grins. “No way that’s not AI. Nobody has skin like that.”

      Vincent looks at the photo. The woman in the profile picture is all perfect curls and a white-hot smile, like someone who’s never had a bad day. “Maybe she just knows her angles,” he mutters, earning a side glance from Jayce.

      Carl scrolls past. “Whatever. Her story’s boring. Says it was ‘local vandalism’ and nobody’s hurt.” He locks his phone, but the image of Jennifer, impossibly polished, lingers in their minds.

      None of them want to go home. The knowledge sits between them, unspoken but understood, heavy as the humid air that presses down despite the creek's absence of water.

      "It's wrong," Vincent says, the words escaping before he can catch them. "The creek. It shouldn't be this dry."

      Carl snorts. "It's September. Everything's dry."

      "Not like this." Vincent traces the creek bed with his eyes, following its path until it disappears into the woods. The clay has cracked into irregular polygons, each piece curling at the edges. "There was water here last week. I saw it."

      "Nah," Jayce says, but his voice lacks its usual bite. He's staring at the creek bed too.

      Rene shifts, her pencil finally moving across the page in quick, scratching strokes. "The trees," she says softly, almost to herself. "Look at the roots."

      Vincent follows her gaze to where the bank has eroded, exposing the root systems of the oaks that line the creek. They hang in the air like frozen waterfalls, reaching for moisture. Some have already begun to wither, their tips blackened as if burned.

      "Summer weirdness," Carl declares, but he sounds like he's trying to convince himself.

      They all stare up the creek where at least some water should flow. They pause a minute.

      "That's..." Jayce starts, then stops. His usual sarcasm has evaporated, leaving his face naked and young.

      "Interesting," Rene finishes. She closes her sketchbook with deliberate care, tucks her pencil behind her ear. "We should look."

      "We should go home," Vincent says, but even as the words leave his mouth, he knows they won't. Home means his mother's empty wine bottles and his father's absence. Home means silence that presses against his eardrums until he wants to scream just to break it.

      Carl is already swinging his legs over the edge, his sneakers finding purchase on the steep bank. "Come on. Don't be scared."

      "I'm not scared," Vincent lies. But he follows anyway, his hands gripping the concrete edge as he lowers himself down. The bank is steeper than it looks, and he half-slides, half-falls the last few feet, his shoes hitting the hard clay at the bottom.

      The temperature drops the moment his feet touch the creek bed. Not dramatically, not enough to see his breath, but enough to raise goosebumps along his arms. The air tastes different down here, metallic and thick, like breathing through a wet cotton mask.

      Jayce lands beside him with a grunt, then reaches up to help Rene down. She moves carefully, her skirt catching on exposed roots, but her face shows no hesitation. When she reaches the bottom, she immediately crouches, pressing her palm flat against the dried mud.

      "It's warm," she says. "Like something's underneath."

      Vincent kneels beside her, places his own hand on the ground. She's right. Heat radiates up through the clay, faint but unmistakable, as if the earth itself has a fever.

      "Probably just the sun," Carl says, but he's not touching the ground. He's already walking upstream, toward where the creek bed curves into the woods. "You coming or not?"

      They follow because the alternative is admitting fear. Vincent keeps his hand brushing against the bank as they walk. The concrete culvert gives way to natural banks, root systems exposed like anatomy diagrams. The smell changes too, grows thicker, organic. Not quite rot but something close to it, something that makes Vincent think of the compost pile behind his house, of things breaking down and becoming other things.

      "This is far enough," Jayce says when they reach the tree line. The woods loom ahead, darker than they should be at four in the afternoon. The creek bed continues into that darkness like a throat waiting to swallow.

      "Just a little further," Carl insists. He's already stepped into the shadows, his red hoodie the last bright thing before the world turns gray and green.

      "Something's off," Rene says. She's stopped walking, stands perfectly still in the middle of the creek bed. Her head tilts slightly, as if listening to something only she can hear. "The sound. There isn't any."

      Vincent realizes she's right. No birds, no insects, no rustling leaves despite the breeze he can see moving the canopy above. The silence presses against his ears like water pressure at depth.

      "We should go back," he says, but his feet keep moving forward, following Carl's retreating shape. Jayce mutters something under his breath, a curse or a prayer, Vincent can't tell which as he makes the sign of the cross. Rene walks beside him, her breathing shallow and quick.

      The creek bed narrows as they enter the woods proper. The banks rise higher on either side, and Vincent has the sudden, irrational fear that they're walking into a trap, that the earth might close over them like a mouth. He pushes the thought away, focuses on placing one foot in front of the other, on the solid feel of dried clay beneath his shoes.

      The air thickens until breathing becomes conscious work. The temperature continues to drop, degree by degree, until Vincent's breath comes out in barely visible puffs. And underneath it all, that smell, stronger now, metallic and organic, blood and earth mixed.

      They walk deeper into the woods, into the waiting dark, none of them willing to be the first to admit they've made a terrible mistake.

      The smell hits them first, a wave of copper and compost that makes Vincent's stomach clench. It rolls out from deeper in the woods, thick enough to taste, coating the back of his throat with something slick. Carl stops walking, his hand moving to cover his nose and mouth. Even from behind, Vincent can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his bravado shrinks in the face of something genuinely abnormal.

      "What is that?" Jayce's voice comes out muffled through his fingers. He's pressed himself against the creek bank, as far from the center as he can get without climbing out.

      Nobody answers because nobody knows. The smell defies easy explanation. It's blood but not blood, earth but not earth, something between states. Vincent breathes through his mouth, but that only makes it worse. Now he can taste it, metallic and organic, like licking a wound filled with soil.

      The creek bed continues its curve ahead, disappearing around a bend bordered by exposed roots that hang like curtains. The shadows there look solid, impenetrable, as if the darkness has weight and substance. Vincent wants to stop, wants to turn back, but his feet keep moving forward.

      Then he sees it. A single leaf, brown and curled, drifting through the air. Nothing unusual except for the direction. It's floating upward, rising against gravity in a slow, lazy spiral. Vincent tracks its path until it disappears into the canopy above, swallowed by branches.

      "Did you see that?" The words escape before he can stop them.

      "See what?" Carl turns, following Vincent's gaze upward. The trees sway despite the absolute stillness of the air at ground level. Not all of them, just certain ones, as if something massive moves through the canopy, disturbing only what it touches.

      A branch creaks somewhere to their left. The sound is wrong, too deliberate, like someone twisting green wood with conscious intent. Another creak answers from the right, then another behind them. The sounds form a pattern, a conversation in a language of stressed wood and bending fiber.

      "This isn't right," Rene whispers. She's stopped in the middle of the creek bed. "We need to leave."

      "Yeah," Jayce agrees immediately, his protective sarcasm completely gone. "Carl, we're going. Now."

      But Carl isn't listening. He's staring ahead, at the bend in the creek, his body rigid with a tension that makes Vincent's skin crawl. "There's something there."

      Vincent follows his gaze, squinting into the shadows between the trees. At first, he sees nothing but darkness and the vague shapes of trunks and undergrowth. Then something shifts, a movement so subtle he almost dismisses it as imagination. But no. There, between two oaks, partially hidden by hanging moss and shadow, something stands.

      The shape is flawed. That's the first thing Vincent's brain processes, before details, before fear. It's flawed in the way a reflection in disturbed water is flawed, familiar but distorted. Shoulders too broad for any human frame, pulled back at an angle that speaks of joints that bend differently than they should. Arms too long, hanging past where knees should be, ending in darkness that might be hands or might be something else entirely.

      Vincent's breath catches in his throat. His body wants to run, every instinct screaming at him to move, but he stands frozen, trapped by the terrible certainty that if he moves, if he makes any sound at all, the thing will notice him.

      "Oh shit," Jayce breathes. He sees it too now, his face draining of color until he looks gray in the filtered forest light. "What is that?"

      The thing shifts again, and Vincent glimpses more details he wishes he hadn't. The texture of its surface, not quite skin, not quite bark. The way it moves, fluid and jerky at once, as if it's remembering how to use a body it's borrowed. No face that he can see, just shadow where features should be, but somehow Vincent knows it's looking at them. Watching. Waiting.

      Carl raises his hand, pointing with a trembling finger. The gesture breaks whatever spell holds them. The thing in the shadows responds, tilting the shape of a head, and that small movement contains such alien intent that Vincent's paralysis shatters.

      Rene makes a sound, not quite a scream, more like air being punched from her lungs. Her sketchbook falls, pages fluttering open to reveal drawings Vincent glimpses for just a moment. It’s filled with dark shapes and reaching hands and mouths where mouths shouldn't be. Rene runs.

      The thing moves.

      Not toward them, not yet, but a lateral shift that brings it partially into the light. Vincent sees soil cascading from its form, dark earth falling like water from surfaces that shouldn't be able to hold it. The smell intensifies, copper and rot and age, and Vincent's stomach heaves. He tastes bile, sharp and acidic.

      "Run," Jayce says, or maybe screams, Vincent can't tell over the roaring in his ears. "Run, run, run!"

      They bolt. No coordination, no plan, just pure animal panic driving them back the way they came. Vincent's feet slip on the dried clay, and he goes down hard, palms scraping against the rough surface. He scrambles up, doesn't look back, can't look back, because he can hear it now. Not footsteps exactly, but a sound like wet earth being displaced, like something massive dragging itself along the creek bed behind them.

      Carl is ahead, his longer legs carrying him faster, Rene just behind him, her breath coming in sobbing gasps. Jayce grabs Vincent's arm, hauling him forward when he stumbles again. The creek bed seems longer than before, stretched out like a nightmare tunnel that has no end.

      The branches above them crack and groan. Leaves fall upward, spiraling into the canopy in defiance of natural law. The air grows thicker with each step until Vincent feels like he's running through water, every movement requiring enormous effort. His lungs burn, his legs shake, but the alternative to running is unthinkable.

      Behind them, the thing makes a sound. Not a roar or a scream, nothing so comprehensible. Indiscernible. It's the sound of earth shifting, of roots tearing free from soil, of something fundamental breaking. The sound follows them, echoes off the creek banks, seems to come from everywhere at once.

      Vincent risks a glance back and immediately wishes he hadn't. The thing is following, not running but flowing, its form shifting and reforming with each movement. Soil pours from it in streams, leaving a trail of disturbed earth. And in what might be its face, two points of darkness that could be eyes deeper than black water track their flight with terrible patience.

      It's not chasing them, Vincent realizes with a sick certainty. It's herding them.

      The bank of the creek rises like a wall, and Vincent's fingers claw at roots and rocks, desperate for purchase. His nails tear against the dried clay, and he feels one rip away entirely, the sharp pain distant compared to the terror driving him upward. Carl is already at the top, reaching down to haul Rene up by her wrists. Her feet scrabble against the slope, sending cascades of dirt back down onto Vincent and Jayce.

      "Move, move, move!" Jayce shouts from below, his voice cracking with panic. His hand pushes against Vincent's back, propelling him up the final few feet. Vincent's fingers find a thick root, and he uses it to pull himself over the edge, rolling onto solid ground with a gasp that's part relief, part exhaustion.

      They don't stop. Can't stop. The thing is still behind them, that wet earth sound growing closer, and the woods around them feel complicit in its pursuit. They run between the trees, no path, no direction, just away. Branches whip across Vincent's face, leaving stinging lines that will be welts tomorrow if there is a tomorrow. His shirt catches on something and tears, the sound sharp and final in the strange acoustics of the forest.

      Carl crashes through the undergrowth ahead like something pursued, which he is, which they all are. His red hoodie flashes between the trees, a beacon that the others follow. Rene stumbles, goes down hard on one knee, and Vincent grabs her arm without thinking, pulling her back to her feet. Her palm is bleeding, a dark smear across the pale skin, but she doesn't seem to notice.

      The ground changes under their feet, from soft forest floor to harder packed earth. The trees thin, and suddenly there's light ahead, real light, not the filtered gray-green of the forest but the honest yellow of late afternoon sun. They burst through the tree line like swimmers breaking the surface, gasping and disoriented.

      The road appears without warning. One moment they're in the woods, the next they're stumbling onto warm asphalt, the sudden transition so jarring that Vincent's legs nearly give out. The brightness blinds him, makes his eyes water after the darkness of the forest. He raises a hand to shield his face, and that's when he sees the headlights.

      They come at him like twin suns, impossibly bright, impossibly fast. His brain processes the danger too slowly, his body still locked in the rhythm of running from something else. Vincent has the absurd thought that this is how he dies, not from the thing in the woods but from ordinary steel and velocity.

      Tires scream against the asphalt, the sound a violent warning, rubber leaving black marks that will remain for weeks. The car slides sideways, its rear end swinging around in a barely controlled skid. Vincent throws himself backward, lands hard on his tailbone, the impact jarring up his spine. The car stops inches
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