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        The best in this kind are but shadows, and

        the worst are no worse, if imagination amend

      
        them.

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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      Normally the glaring red Check Engine light plus billows of steam from under the black Oldsmobile’s hood would be frustrating but solvable problems; the headlights cutting through dusk behind her could have been part of said solution if not for their red-and-blue flashing accompaniment.

      It figured. If God existed he was a sadist toddler, never content to simply crush an ant when a few legs could be pulled off or a magnifying glass hauled out to focus sunshine. There were even zombifying mushrooms which could take over poor silly insects, forcing victims up to high places before they died in a puff of spores—which was the surest indication of the divine’s fucked-up priorities and sense of humor Ariadne Millar ever heard of.

      The road curved sharply ahead. She’d be out of sight for a few minutes if she could just nurse the car along a few more hundred feet, and if she was going to get away it would have to be now. They wouldn’t chase her into the woods with night approaching and rain on the way, right? She’d only have to worry about starvation and hypothermia.

      Risky, sure. Worth it, though?

      She’d probably feel differently when she got hungry, but that was Future Ari’s problem. Current Ari had all she could deal with right in front of her, especially since the Olds’s overworked engine chose that moment to seize completely. Power steering failed, but she did manage to get the car onto the gravel shoulder. Tires crunched to a stop; multicolored lights had briefly disappeared from her rearview.

      Running into the forest was a stupid move, yet in hindsight completely inevitable. Ever since she’d lunged for the gun on the nightstand, this was the only possible place she could arrive at.

      Arrest, court, sitting in prison—oh, the Hardisons had more than enough resources to make the most of those opportunities. It wasn’t even old Earl she was truly afraid of; Wanda Lee was far more dangerous by virtue of ambition, not to mention sheer venom per pound. Wanda would never forgive a daughter-in-law who had the temerity to say no and mean it, let alone one who had grabbed the snub-nosed .38 and put a stop to the beatings, the gaslighting, the thousand casual cruelties.

      What you gonna do, Ari? Mike’s perfect, expensively capped grin, because he knew she had nowhere to run. Cry to the cops? My daddy owns this town.

      Well, wasn’t he surprised now. And if she was going to die, she’d prefer it to be in the woods rather than a concrete cell.

      Ari realized she was attempting to put the car in park, but the gearshift was frozen and the Check Engine light had been joined by a few others, all crimson and orange, none of them good news. At least she hadn’t careened off the road; she stamped on the parking brake out of habit, though the Olds clearly wasn’t moving under its own power ever again. Her right hand shot out, grabbed the backpack on the passenger seat, and she had a bad moment tugging at the door-latch. Pawing at the lock’s nobbin with clumsy fingers, she sobbed once before it chucked upward with a solid, comforting sound.

      Why the idea of breaking a window to scramble out of a stalled car should be so much worse than anything else tonight, she had no idea.

      Cool rainy air caressed her wet cheeks, temporarily soothing the puffing and bruises. Her backpack wasn’t heavy; all she had were a few spare T-shirts and clean panties, a couple pairs of jeans, her mother’s silver crucifix, a battered 700 Years of Western Visual Art—her favorite textbook, its margins populated with many a doodle of feverish, staring eyes—plus a pathetically thin roll of cash she’d managed to scrape together with some dim idea of perhaps hitching a ride somewhere, anywhere else. The small roll represented months of careful, patient, tiny thefts from Wanda’s pin money, and Mike’s wallet on the increasingly frequent nights he came back near-blackout drunk from the Kittykat Klub over in Legeville.

      Each time she hoped he’d either get stopped or into a Jim Beam-fueled accident, but he was the town’s golden boy. If he was pulled over for weaving or running a stop sign the cops brought him home, apologetic, holding their hats in both hands while Wanda thanked them kindly. If she slipped a crisp, folded Grant or Benjamin their way at the same time, well, it was only polite to tip for good service.

      Apparently Mike’s guardian angel was a brown-noser as well, because even while wasted Ari’s husband always managed to pilot his giant black-and-chrome truck home without major incident.

      That particular celestial being had certainly been off-duty a short while ago. Ari could still feel the jolting in her palms, the gun trapped against Mike’s chest bucking repeatedly as she squeezed the trigger over and over, until there was only a series of dry clicks and his fingers fell away from her throat.

      She coughed, wiped at streaming tears. The back of her head throbbed, blood clotting as it dried in her hair. Steam from the dying engine smelled awful and her eyes hadn’t stopped leaking throughout the whole ordeal; Mike had gone quiet before the first slap, and that was always a signal for the very worst beatings.

      If he was yelling, things usually didn’t go too far. But coming home so early, already drunk before he’d gone over to Legeville—she couldn’t tell what on earth had set him off.

      Did it matter? Wanda was at bridge club and Earl at an Elks dinner—she’d thought she had more time before they called the cops, the only reason she’d slowed down enough to stuff what she could in the backpack. She hadn’t taken the truck because everyone in town knew it, and if they saw her driving… well, now it was too late to wish she’d stolen a vehicle with a more reliable engine.

      The sky looked like a van Gogh or El Greco storm canvas, but there was no time to admire the light or take internal notes. On this side of the road was a high sheer wall of rock, a perfectly good mountain—albeit with its top flattened by assholes looking for coal—frowning at the pavement ribbon clinging to its flank. On the other, the slope fell away steep but not impassable, and though it had been clear-cut many years ago the trees had staged a helluva comeback. Heavy trunks crowded with undergrowth swallowed the rapidly fading sunset, and if she was going to run it had to be now.

      I hate camping. It was just the last in a long line of things Ari despised but had to do if she wanted to survive. She wiped uselessly at her cheeks once more, settling the backpack, and jogged across two lanes separated only by a pair of faded yellow lines. More gravel crunched underfoot as she reached the shoulder, and a stitch gripped her side. Even that short burst of activity was a little too much at the moment.

      She’d been hoping to get to a city and… what? Find a cheap motel, at least, and maybe get some real sleep for once. But not only had she killed her husband, she’d also stolen Wanda’s old car to escape in, and even if she tried to explain about self-defense anyone in town could guess the foregone conclusion.

      Christ Himself knew both Wanda and Mike said it more than once. Nobody will believe you, you’re just the wife. Shut up and do what I tell you.

      Ari snapped another glance down the road. No sign of the cop car just yet, just a white glare of headlights at the curve announcing it wouldn’t be long.

      Would it really be so bad? Arrested, put in handcuffs, attempting to explain to big-bellied good ol’ boys who were already on the Hardison payroll—yes, Ari thought, it would be worse than what she’d endured so far, and that was saying something.

      No water. No food but a couple energy bars. A few hundred dollars. That and her brains, overworked just as surely as the Oldsmobile’s wheezing innards. She was vaguely surprised steam wasn’t escaping from her ears too; a silly little art history degree couldn’t prepare you for this nonsense.

      Just as she stepped off the shoulder and onto steep weed-laden embankment, a series of loud crackles forced her to look back. Now the vapor from the engine was black instead of white, billowing ominously. Gasoline reek tiptoed across the road, further marring a soft spring evening. The hills muttered to themselves, trees brushed by an invisible hand, and the glow of not-so-distant headlights swelled, accompanied by vicious little dapples of bright color.

      Not like a Turner painting, a moment of light-filled loneliness before catastrophe; the palette was different. More like Hopper, but there was no peace to be found in this isolation.

      Ari staggered down the hill. She ducked between two vine-wrapped trees, heard the suppressed laughter of water running fast over rocks, and hoped she wouldn’t turn an ankle. The bruised glow of evening was fading fast, and her blundering sounded loud as the heartbeat banging in her ears, or the sobbing gasps as her lungs heaved. A vine clutched at her arm, another at her ankle. Kudzu? She couldn’t tell; she was hoping she wouldn’t stumble through poison ivy or onto a snake just minding its own business.

      Should’ve packed a machete. But if she had access to one of those she might’ve done something else before now. There was no telling how an animal would act when cornered. Plenty submitted, sure… but there were a few who eventually bit.

      Well, she’d gotten a mouthful. A rancid one, to be sure, but at least she wouldn’t be slapped anymore. Or kicked, or screamed at. Or choked.

      Or thrown on the bed, attempting to muffle her sobs while the man who’d promised to honor and cherish grunted atop her.

      Sure, maybe she’d feel different after a few nights sleeping in the cold, especially if her old nightmares returned, though Christ knew her waking life had turned into something almost as bad. Still, at that moment, all Ari Millar—she was taking her maiden name back, thank you very much—felt was the high savage exultation of escape.

      Starving free was better than a gilded, horrifying cage. She just hoped she had enough willpower to remember as much once the hunger really bit. The wind freshened, pouring through treetops, and thorns on a long juicy bramble-branch scraped across the knee of her jeans.

      Her mouth a pained rictus, her cheek and ribs aching, her throat on fire and her scraped hands outstretched, Ari plunged through bushes and low scrub, veering drunkenly between trees.

      And of course, because nothing ever went her way, it began to rain.
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      At first it wasn’t bad. Falling drops were caught in the canopy and a few irregular flashes of lightning showed just in time to steer Ari away from holes, cracks in the hillside, or vine-clots.

      All too soon the treetops were saturated; heavy splatters thudded down all around as she crouched briefly in the lee of a hoop-skirted evergreen. The branches began to toss as the wind got serious about its work, and the lightning, now finished tuning up, commenced to baton in earnest, orchestral thunder obediently keeping time.

      A half-glimpsed overhang promised some kind of shelter possibly free of venomous—or anxious—critters. Of course, it wasn’t much; still, she was dashing across soft mud and hopping a small stream chuckling merrily slantwise on the hill before she could weigh up disadvantages. Her ankle threatened to roll, but she made it into comparative safety and stood blinking heavily, her left cheek a furnace, her neck throbbing, and her lungs working deeply, smoothly.

      She was alive, Ari realized. Her heart thumped along, her throat was raw but plenty of air was getting through, her fingers and toes all worked. Even the scabs on the back of her head weren’t sending warm trickles down her nape anymore. She was watching one of Mother Nature’s finest light shows, fit for a Renaissance master to immortalize, and she wasn’t soaked too badly.

      She was also shivering and stood a very good chance of dying from hypothermia tonight, but at least she wasn’t lying stiffly in bed waiting for Mike to come home, gauging how drunk he was by the sound of the bedroom door opening. The thunder was far nicer than Wanda Lee’s syrupy drawl, and the cold was balmy compared to old Earl’s paralyzing pale blue gaze.

      All told, this was damn near a vacation. She’d been wise enough to grab her old hiking boots from the closet’s depths along with the backpack; there was some utility in growing up poor enough to understand the necessity of good shoes if you could get them. That was a blessing, right?

      Mom would be proud of her optimism. Rose-colored glasses were, so far as Sylvie Millar had been concerned, the only possible response to the world’s cruelty.

      Ari had her own thoughts, none repeatable in polite company. With the rain coming down in buckets, lightning jabbing regularly, and thunder a continuous grumble, the cops probably weren’t going to be looking for her. That was worth feeling good about, right?

      Her backpack wedged safely against the rear wall of the semi-cave, she stared at a silver curtain of falling water. It was hard to tell if lightning was getting closer, since the thunder-growls and bellows overlapped into a nearly continuous roar rivaling that of the deluge. The small stream was a torrent now, and she seemed to be standing in the only dry spot for miles around.

      At least, relatively dry. She devoutly hoped other animals wouldn’t also find it agreeable, or that if they did they were of a mind to get along instead of fighting over space. Ari pressed hard against the wall, something inside her pack jabbing at her lumbar region—maybe the textbook, the only piece left of her college life, but now she couldn’t remember everything she’d packed. Had she taken the gun?

      Now would be a good time to get rid of evidence. Yet she stayed frozen, staring at tossing branches lit by bright white bursts, the foaming stream swelling past its banks and tearing great chunks of dirt free. The noise was like standing in front of concert speakers, a deep throb pressing hard against skin, ears, bones. Rivulets fell from the overhang’s lip, and the moment she noticed some bore chunks of rock and dirt was terrifying, sure.

      Yet it was better than crouching in a bedroom corner while Mike raged. At least the storm wasn’t really personal—then again, had her husband’s fury been the same? A simple product of pressure and conditions, emotional weather she could have managed if she’d prepared better or been more of what he wanted?

      You think you’re special, city girl? Wanda Lee’s hiss like a threatened cottonmouth, her nicotine-tinged breath brushing Ari’s nose. You’re nothing. Mikey should get rid of you, just see if we don’t.

      A massive white glare filled the world, thunder immediate at its heels. A tepid wall of air moved through the trees, ripping leaves and branches free, scraping past the overhang’s precarious bubble. Ari screamed; the ground under her boots softened alarmingly.

      Oh, crap. The whole hill trembled; had something divine noticed a woman whose hands still tingled from a .38’s jolts hiding here? Wanda Lee went to church on Wednesdays and Sundays, nodding and smiling; maybe she had a few credits to spend on some vengeful smiting saved up in the ol’ heavenly bank.

      The world didn’t care about bruises, swelling, broken bones. All it wanted were appearances kept. The Hardisons were champions at that game, a thin veneer over the truth like Victorian fixers dabbing fig leaves on Adam and Eve.

      Ari wasn’t truly surprised when the earth gave way. Another white flash, a brief starry flicker of well of course it would end this way, and the landslide tore free of the hill as thunder laughed like a portly sheriff who had just been asked to do his damn job. She fell, grateful it wasn’t hunger or hypothermia after all, her backpack torn loose and her throat bubbling with a bottled scream.
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      But of course it couldn’t be that easy.
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      Her left hand was cold; her right, pressed against an exposed slice of belly since her T-shirt and flannel had ridden up, was warm. Her back ached, a fuzzy faraway feeling, and her throat was afire with thirst. There was a crust across her eyes, and something hard digging into her hip.

      What the hell?

      For a moment Ari thought Mike had finally slipped up and hurt her so bad she had to be hospitalized, but there was no smell of disinfectant or bleached linen. Maybe she had just taken to bed, as Wanda Lee would say with pursed lips, and the window was open? Her nose was full of fresh air, the scent of rain-washed earth, and a faint powdery goodness like mimosa trees in full bloom.

      She didn’t want to move. For one thing, it might hurt—she was used to discovering new damage the morning after Those Incidents, as she’d taken to calling the eruptions of Mike’s rage. For another, it might alert someone she was awake, and they might start in on her again.

      But the light spilling in through her clump-matted lashes was wrong—neither fluorescent nor incandescent nor LED, a lovely outdoor glow bearing a silvery tinge—and the flowery smell was wonderful. She heard a soft breeze through leaves, a phrase of sweet fluting birdsong. Slight crackles, like a small animal in underbrush. And there was no flat chill of air conditioning, either; a cool, entirely natural breeze moved over her from toes to tangled head.

      Finally she had to twitch. The thing against her hip was a small round black pebble, and it shifted away without complaint. Ari found the crust on her face was dried mud instead of blood, which was a deep relief. But once she got her eyelids clear and her vision came into focus, nothing she saw made any kind of sense.

      For one thing, the trees were absolutely wrong, straight grey smooth-barked columns, their interlaced arms freighted with heavy fanlike leaves instead of mimosas’ lacy flutters. No kudzu, no blackberry or raspberry, indeed very few bushes at all. The loam was soft and mossy, and her hand was numb because it had rested just over the margin of a small circular pond, the water’s surface shimmer-reflecting soft pale phosphorescence.

      Ari rubbed at her eyes again and stared like a wondering child, mouth slightly open.

      The pond rested in a clearing, and flowers spread from its banks to the forest’s wall. Or at least the cabbage things were vaguely flowerlike, except that they held pearly globes, ranging from fist- to head-sized, in their central rosettes. Those glowed, and they were the source of the silver light.

      What. The fuck. It looked like one of Rembrandt’s disciples had taken up painting fantasy book covers. She might’ve thought she was dreaming, except for the coating of heavily plastered dried mud. Ari’s scalp crawled, her hair matted with guck and her face aching. At least the mud would cover the scabs on the back of her head—her hands were scraped, too, and she felt every place Mike had hit her for the past two weeks as a separate note in an orchestra of welling discomfort. Her throat throbbed; she considered the pond for a long moment.

      Standing water. Probably full of bacteria or parasites, and the glowing cabbage-pearl things were maybe some kind of fungus? She’d no doubt die of dysentery if she drank here.

      But there was nothing else on offer and she was—in defiance of all odds—still alive, so Ari tentatively wiggled her fingers and toes. No bones seemed broken; she went down the checklist like she did every post-Incident morning. Everything hurt, sure, but nothing felt sprained or strained. It took a couple tries to sit up, then she pushed tentative fingertips through the hood of stiffening mud at the back of her head. Poking the scabs made her wince, but there was no fresh blood. She patted herself down and discovered her backpack was gone, most likely ripped free in the landslide.

      Great. But she was too thirsty to care at the moment, and once she got her hands free of dirt the first few swallows of water were amazing. Clear and cool, without the taste of chlorine or dirt, it soothed parched tissues and calmed her stomach wonderfully. She continued dipping up palmfuls, drinking until—between one moment and the next—she’d had enough. So she scrubbed at her face with wet hands, rinsed, and finally sat back on her heels, looking over the clearing.

      The woods were alive with various sounds, but that was usual—a lot of people who never went camping talked about wilderness peace and quiet, when it was just a different kind of ambient noise.

      Yet the trees weren’t dripping and there was no sign of the landslide. Which was utterly weird.

      There was also zero indication of her backpack in the immediate environs. She was positively caked with dried mud, and the thought of wading into the pool for a rinse was only moderately attractive since she was already soaked clear through, everything from jeans to shirt to socks and panties sodden and full of grit. Washing her clothes would raise the prospect of sitting around naked in the woods while they dried.

      She hadn’t struggled into a bra before fleeing. That was something small to be grateful for.

      As a matter of fact, Ariadne realized, she was the very definition of rode hard and put away wet, her mother’s favorite expression for utter dishevelment. A small, terrified giggle escaped before she clapped a damp hand over her mouth to trap it.

      The cabbage-pearls brightened; the light was almost liquid, laying lovingly against every surface. A soft chiming joined birdsong and other tiny noises, dying away as her laughter did.

      Dreaming, or something else? At least it wasn’t her old nightmare of a haggard stranger’s face staring into darkness. Ari decided against pinching herself; more physical misery wouldn’t help. Maybe she was hallucinating, hit on the head and wandering the forest near topped-off mountains.

      If the cops caught her before she died of exposure, would they stick her in a mental facility instead of jail? She’d never considered that particular possibility. Ari sank back on her haunches, gazing at the ripples spreading through glassy water, then examined the trees.

      Nobody was screaming at her. There were no floors to wax or curios to dust, none of Wanda Lee’s dissatisfied little verbal or physical jabs, no listening for the cordless landline’s shriek—Mike wouldn’t even let her have a smartphone, and God forbid she wasn’t there to answer when he took it in his head to call home—or for Earl to say, where’s my cigarette lighter?

      Her father in law would stare at Ari while she clicked the ancient Zippo, and blow smoke in her direction when she was done. Never a single thank you, just a burst of acrid burning nicotine and the slight narrowing of his pale blue eyes, so like his son’s.

      No yelling, no slaps or pinches. No sudden searches of her dresser, no attempts to break her pencils or rip pages out of her barely used sketchbook. Nobody was expecting her, or watching her, waiting to seize a slight or imagined infraction to punish.

      It was the happiest she’d been in a long time. Ari sat, tiny shudders passing through her in waves. Maybe her body just wasn’t used to peace anymore?

      Cool when it went down her throat, the water had turned warm behind her breastbone. A strange soft feeling of well-being spread through her ribcage, and when she realized she was rubbing her hands together like Lady Macbeth she stopped, examining them closely.

      No blood, hers or… or Mike’s. A few streaks of mud, but the bruises weren’t so bad as she feared. The scrapes looked better, too. Her throat was still a bit scratchy, but her face didn’t hurt so much now and the back of her skull wasn’t throbbing. No trace of dysentery yet—of course, there was precious little in her system for it to work with, but she wasn’t hungry. She didn’t even long for the energy bars in her backpack.

      Which she should probably find. It couldn’t have been carried too far away, could it? Then again, she had no idea where on earth she could be; the vegetation was different than any hill or holler around the Hardisons’ precious town.

      And I thought it was like a Hallmark special. Another laugh caught in Ari’s throat; her own naiveté was bleakly hilarious. Three years ago she’d been a starry-eyed young bride, ready for small-town life full of quirky characters and evenings on a porch sipping lemonade or sweet tea, maybe dabbing watercolors en plein air while her husband napped in the shade or readied a picnic. Possibly even running a small gallery for tourists, comfortably selling kitsch, crafts, and antiques, with a small but definite place among the local gentry.

      Instead, she’d ended up… here. Wherever this was.

      A faint snuffling pushed her up to kneeling again, looking wildly in every direction. Her neck didn’t hurt as much as she expected, giving only a faint twinge as her head turned, and the light brightened a little more—probably from adrenaline roaring into her bloodstream, widening her pupils to grab every possible photon.

      A small furry grey animal bumbled away from a knot of tree roots, nosing at mossy ground. It looked a little like a raccoon, except its tail was flat as a beaver’s and when it lifted its head to regard her a pair of big, bulbous golden eyes held only mild interest. It watched her for a moment, shiny black nose sniffing again, and its whiskers twitched gently.

      What in the name of Darwin is that? It definitely wasn’t a possum either; the creature visibly decided she was no threat and wandered up to a nearby cabbage-pearl, nimble paws patting at the broad, fuzzy leaves cupping the central jewel before it commenced nibbling at the edges.

      The small sound of teeth chomping on something like crisp lettuce halfway convinced her it wasn’t a dream. Were hallucinations always this vivid? Or was this some kind of native microhabitat she’d never heard of?

      “Okay,” a thin, terrified little voice said, and she realized it was her own. “Where the fuck am I?”
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      The not-possum looked up, blinking first one golden eye, then the other… and continued chewing. Very much like a cow with a cud, in fact, and the slight pooching of its cheeks was yet another tiny, overwhelming detail. This entire place was full of such touches, damn near photorealistic.

      Damn near real.

      Fortunately the animal didn’t seem to consider her a threat, or even very interesting. It continued its lunch—or perhaps its midnight snack, since no sunlight filtered through the branches overhead. The tiny sounds of chewing mixed with birdsong, wind, and other small noises. How many of these things were hanging out among the trees? Were they all docile?

      God, I hope so. Slowly, Ari pushed herself upright and backed away along the pond’s edge, her boots sinking into moss. The creature glanced up again. It didn’t shriek or bristle, just watched her while nibbling, which was great.

      The thought that other critters, maybe not nearly so relaxed, might be lurking in the woods at night should have kept her nailed in place. Maybe she’d used up a lifetime’s worth of fear, though, because Ari was blessedly numb.

      Well, she did feel something—faint curiosity, growing by the second. The pearl-cabbages glowed, their leaves softly fuzzed like lamb’s ear, each individual hair lovingly crafted. When she passed close to individuals the sweet scent intensified. It didn’t mean they were edible, but the water seemed fine. She could return to this clearing and at least not die of dehydration.

      Isn’t that a happy thought. She turned, hoping the not-possum wouldn’t decide to leap once her back was exposed, and peered between trees, pushing at mud-heavy hair. Some people paid good money for this kind of spa treatment, right?

      Of course, they didn’t wear their clothes while getting it, but a murderer on the run couldn’t be too hung up on the small stuff. And she felt far less battered than she’d thought—even her throat was a lot better.

      Had she imagined the whole episode? Overreacted? That caused a faint twinge; maybe she was just as crazy as Mike and Wanda Lee always said. Had she done something else, something awful and irreversible?

      Well, something other than shooting her husband? Was she criminally insane?

      Ari stopped. The trembling was back; she had halted at the edge of the clearing and reached out blindly, her hand finding a tree trunk. Cool, smooth bark under her fingers certainly felt real. So did the mud, and the involuntary shaking. The light was strange, but no painter—no matter how gifted—could produce this kind of detail. No sculptor or set designer could either. Maybe she’d found a weird new kind of psychoactive fungus scientists would go gaga over if she managed to bring out a sample?

      Well, she wouldn’t be contributing to botany or biology just yet. Ari took a deep breath, squeezing her eyes shut, and opened them again, expecting to see pine and oak, or maybe hemlock since there was water nearby. She expected kudzu or multiflora rose, blackberry or raspberry, and all types of rhododendrons. She’d never been a big fan of botanical illustration before, but retreating to the woods and catalog-drawing for the rest of whatever life she could manage was a beautiful thought.

      That was the trouble with hope. It kept creeping in, no matter the poison poured on its leaves.

      No change—the same smooth grey trunks, the same lack of undergrowth. The faint silver glow from pearl-cabbages cast sharp, ink-black shadows. There was an answering gold-tinged glimmer in the near distance, a horizontal ribbon, and as she strained to focus she found it was a road.

      But not paved. Or yes, paved, but not with concrete. Ari glanced over her shoulder. The pond and the cabbages were still there, still detailed, still glowing. Then she looked back at the road, squinting though she’d never had any trouble with vision—a little farsighted, childhood visits to the optometrist said, but nothing to worry about. Which was a relief; her mother had worn the same glasses since high school even if her prescription needed changing.

      Blocks of yellowish stone, carefully fitted together. Unimaginable labor must have brought them, dumped them, and tamped them down; their edges were sharp and definite, forest moss not daring to creep onto the road’s margins. It was also wider than she expected; Ari judged it at about three lanes, though there were no ruts or painted lines.

      The highway just sat there in defiance of all rationality, faintly luminescent, secure in its own existence. Ari glanced up, gained a quick impression of thickly clustered stars scattered on a black velvet sky, their dry fires peering through wide fanlike leaves, and just as quickly focused on the ground again.

      One thing at a time. She could worry about the fact that there seemed to be no streetlamps or orange cityglow later; even in the high hills on the way to Legeville there was the occasional collection of lights at a railroad crossing or where a few farmhouses clustered near a gravel turnoff.

      “This is so weird.” Her own voice startled her again, and she jumped guiltily. There was nobody around to hear but the not-possum and whatever else was in the trees, so she might as well vocalize if it would help her deal, right?

      Assuming the cops hadn’t found her and she wasn’t stuffed in an institution already, having some sort of chemical nightmare administered by injection. Was this what a psychotic break felt like?

      Now that she wasn’t occupied with the problem of getting through the day without giving Wanda Lee or her precious baby boy cause for complaint, Ari’s brain had its accustomed bandwidth back and was using it to… what? Create a seamless illusion of a forest full of glowing cabbages plus a yellow stone road?

      What. The flying. Fuck. If she said that out loud Wanda Lee would purse her taupe-lipsticked mouth, or Mike might give a casual, stinging slap. He could cuss, sure, and his mother could let loose bursts of unladylike language at will. But Ari, not really a part of the family, was held to a much higher standard.

      “Fuck that,” Ari whispered, and a laugh boiled in her throat. If she was sedated and dreaming, it explained the altogether uncharacteristic sense of physical well-being creeping outward from her ribcage. There were still aches and pains, sure, but they seemed very far away, retreating toward finger- and toe-tips.

      It was no doubt a mercy of short duration, and far more than Wanda Lee would say she deserved. When Ari woke up she would find herself in a straitjacket, but if she behaved maybe they’d give her art supplies? Even jails let prisoners scribble on paper sometimes. A public defender might loan her a legal pad. Of course Wanda and Earl had the money to make something happen to their errant daughter-in-law, even in a solitary cell… but that was tomorrow’s problem.

      She was racking up a lot of those for Future Ari. In the present, though, there was that strange road—ruler-straight, though it occasionally rose a few fractions and dropped afterward in gentle swells.

      Maybe she should see where it led.
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      She’d hiked in wet boots before, though not in clothes covered with landslide mud. Each step made a soft squishing, almost lost between the stealthy movement amid the trees and a whispering breeze. The forest’s grey pillars pressed close, but no roots dared crack or heave the road’s surface.

      Which was odd, but no more than the rest of this. Ari was just glad the swelling in her throat was going down and her eyes had adapted to starlight.

      A road by definition went between places, so she would eventually get somewhere. With her luck she was probably taking the long way, but she was committed now. It felt good to walk, even with the chafing; occasionally, faint silvery light bloomed on one side or the other, casting long shadows across yellowish stone blocks. She caught a glimpse of more pearl-cabbages once, standing with her toes on the road’s sharp stone lip, and decided more botanical observation could wait for daylight.

      Whenever that would happen. And another thing—there was no sign of the storm, the topped mountains, the hollows, or anything approaching normal vegetation. She almost muttered we’re not in Kansas anymore, but she had no terrier to talk to and dear God, she shuddered to think of what Mike would do to a pet of hers. The Hardisons didn’t even have a cat, Wanda prized her expensively fake antique furniture too much.

      He won’t hurt anyone ever again. Grim, squirming satisfaction popped up inside her chest before being swiftly strangled; it wasn’t right to feel that way after…

      After killing someone. Ari couldn’t even say she hadn’t meant to do it, because the moment she lunged for the gun on the nightstand—for the past few months, he’d taken to habitually setting it there when he got home—she’d known one of them was going to end up shot.

      The only surprise was it hadn’t been her. She’d bucked the statistics, for once.

      After an endless while of trudging along, she realized the trees were thinning. A faint rushing had replaced sleepy nocturnal birdsong; Ari also discovered the stars were winking out as grey mist rose, creeping alongside her. Still, she was almost startled when the forest decided to pull its arms away.

      Ari halted, staring. The urge to rub at her eyes like a revivified Disney princess returned with startling intensity, struggling with sheer wonder; she outright gawped.

      No moss, no grass. Instead, bare dry dirt stretched from a fringe of trees, making a softly undulating plain. A flat ribbon of paving arrowed ahead, taking a slight curve before ending at a soaring dark shape with high sharp pinnacles, the only hints of color a few brightly glowing… well, they looked like tall narrow windows. The chiaroscuro was fantastic, depth and weight given to every shadow—if an artist could capture even half the scene’s complex shadings and values of grey the acclaim would be instant.

      For the umpteenth time, Ari’s lips shaped a wondering what the hell. The creaking intensified, and when she glanced away from the castle—it had to be, the golden-glowing window shapes were incontrovertible evidence, if merely a rock formation it was a damn uncanny one—she received another shock.

      The trees were… moving? Thickening? Spindly saplings at the forest’s edge swelled as the mist tiptoed among them, and the slight creaking sounds were their branches unfurling more fan-leaves. A deeper shadow-tinge inched down the hill, making its own subtle noise; nearby, Ari could see small blades poking up through dry dirt.

      Grass, or something else? It certainly looked vegetative. She was deeply glad to be standing on stone, and weighed whether the castle-shape was likely to be something equally bizarre.

      Or perhaps harmful.

      Nothing had hurt her so far. In fact, the pond’s water seemed to have helped more than a little. Maybe she should’ve taken that bath and done some laundry as well.

      Where the hell was her backpack? And where, in God’s name, was she?

      Ari realized she had set off down the hill only because her boots still made soft damp sounds, though she wasn’t as soaked as before. Mud dried, flaking free—she wondered about bacterial contamination, and how the people here would react to her appearance. Unless it was just a weird rock formation, which meant she’d have to start worrying about food, fuel for a fire, and the means to strike sparks.

      She should have been shivering, teeth chattering. Instead, her soaked clothes were cool but not chilling. Maybe liquid dirt was good insulation.

      So far, nothing seemed truly dangerous. Of course that was no indication, and she hadn’t quite ruled out hallucination yet. Nor had she ruled out another possibility—the lightning strike had been massive, the landslide no joke.

      If she was dead… well, was this hell? Ari was sure an agnostic who had shot her husband wouldn’t qualify for the place upstairs, and if this was the devil’s country, so far it was proving a lot nicer than the big white house on Hardison Hill. She wasn’t even hungry yet, and hadn’t had to step off the road for a pee break either.

      The castle could prove to be worse than Mike and his parents, but Ari still plodded toward it.

      There was nothing else to do, really.
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      The mist kept pace, and so did swiftly growing grass. Now she wondered about the sounds in the trees—critters like the little golden-eyed not-possum, or something else?

      Before she was quite ready the castle loomed close, a towering wave of dark stone. It had snuck up on her, or she’d made far better time than expected. The place was massive, but the road led straight to an opening.

      More precisely, it stopped at a lowered drawbridge over a dry ravine which had clearly once been a moat. The light had strengthened with the mist, but no dawn took this long.

      At least, not where she was from. Ari studied the drawbridge—massive dark timbers, long metal chains bowing under their own weight, each link longer than she was tall—and the aperture it was meant to protect. An inner gate had been there once, now shattered by some unthinkably violent artillery.

      Was the place empty? The lights in the towers said otherwise, but there was nobody standing guard. Or maybe they were hidden, just waiting for her to make a wrong move.

      The mist didn’t want to approach the castle. It hung back, thickening into a wall, and now she had to choose between waltzing through the gate or retreating into a screen of white fog. It was almost as if she’d been herded along the road, and Ari didn’t like the feeling.

      Did hallucinations last this long? Time was subjective, anyone who had taken Psych 101 or longed for summer vacation knew as much, but this was something else. So far, the theory that she was dead and in some kind of weird afterlife held the most water.

      Purgatory, probably. Dante would have a field day with this. She tried to think who would best capture the scene—there wasn’t nearly enough firelight for Caravaggio. Goya or Gentileschi would get the shadows right, but not the sharp edges of the castle’s battlements, crisp even at a distance. The architecture looked near-Gothic; the spires were outlandish.

      Frankly, the whole thing looked like Salvador Dali having a Pre-Raphaelite nightmare. Velasquez would get the colors, she thought, El Greco the feeling, except for its jarring, almost brutal surrealism. Nothing was familiar, yet everything was real, heavy.

      And dark. Her eyes had adapted, but inside without starlight or the greyish glow from the mist…

      Ari hesitated. One booted toe touched the drawbridge, a cat’s paw warily testing the surface of a puddle.

      Nothing happened.

      Feeling faintly ridiculous, Ari pushed at her dirt-stiffened hair. The heavy mass rasped against her shoulders. Her face was clean, sure, but the rest of her probably looked like Swamp Thing.

      She tested the drawbridge again, and edged onto its span. Solid as the rest of this strangeness, it held up just fine.

      Hopefully, whoever had the lights on wouldn’t be upset at her sudden appearance.

      It wasn’t until she had stepped cautiously through the shattered gate into a cobbled bailey that the worst idea in the world decided to show up.

      What if it is Purgatory, and Mike’s here too?
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