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      The Diary of Edith Goodner (age 15) — 4 March, 1917 (Excerpt)

      

      I watched for Grandad from sunup to sundown all of to-day. I took a walk around the garden, but he did not come home. I played many games of marbles with Barnabas, and Grandad still did not come home. Momma asked me to go get some flour and eggs from Mister Edward, the grocer, but when I returned from my errand, Grandad was still away.

      Where could he have gone? He was supposed to have come home already from the business he had gone to three days ago! [TEXT FADED] want Grandad to come back. Momma says to me that any number of things could have delayed Grandad for a few days. Maybe the weather is bad on the road, and he has to wait out a storm. Perhaps a new business opportunity came up that he had to immediately attend to. I do not know. I have a bad feeling; a feeling that creeps into my head every day. If only Papa was still alive, we wouldn’t have to only rely on Grandad for food and money. And I wouldn’t feel so frightened. I only pray to God that the stories Grandad has told me all my life are untrue. Are they just “foolish old tales” like Momma said? Well, I [TEXT FADED}

      We had a pleasant supper to-gether, Momma, Barnabas and me. It was quiet in the kitchen while we ate. I could hear the wind all moaning outside, making the trees rustle and creak. Whenever I looked up at Momma, I saw deep lines creasing her face. I could tell that she was starting to worry just the same as I am.

      Please come home soon, Grandad.
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        * * *

      

      Diary of Edith Goodner (age 15) — 5 March, 1917 (Excerpt)

      

      I am afraid. So very, very sc[WATER STAIN]

      Lord, I do not think I will be able to sleep ever again after what I saw in the darkness of last night. I so wish I could make myself believe it had all been just a horrid nightmare caused by a stomachache or something just as mundane. But it was no dream, and I have been awake for almost two days now. No, it was all real. All too terribly real. Surely such things cannot be?

      God help us. [WATER STAIN]

      Last evening, after I wished Momma and Barnabas a good night, I went to bed. I was unable to sleep, though, for I kept hearing a sound: a light, peculiar tapping. At first, I believed it to be the wind playing with some tree branches outside or [TEXT ILLEGIBLE] noticed the tapping had a steady rhythm to it. I began to shiver violently when I realized it, and any drowsiness that had taken hold of me instantly vanished. Lying quite still, I realized the tapping was [WATER STAIN]ing from the window. As slowly and silently as I could, I sat up to look. Dear Lord in Heaven!

      I saw Grandad’s face outside my window, smiling. But it couldn’t have been him. I swear it was not him! I have known my Grandad since I was born. The person I saw outside was wrong in some way that I cannot explain.

      It was as if something was wearing his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October

      

      

      Pulling her dull gray—what she preferred to think of as “dead marsh under a waning moon gray”—Ford Taurus into one of the many empty parking spaces of the Shady Tree Motel, October killed the engine and let out a deep groan. She stared at the single-story, L-shaped building with its faded creamed corn-colored paint and red, slanted roofs. It reminded her of so many other motels she’d stayed at growing up, going on road trips with her parents.

      October had been driving for hours, and her butt ached, due as much to the worn-out state of the Taurus’s ancient seats as to the mileage of the car ride. It had taken her two days to drive from the scorching dry climate of West Covina, California to the beautifully lush forests that cradled the town of Cinter, Washington. She was grateful to have finally arrived at her destination.

      “It’ll be worth it,” October mumbled to herself before stepping out of the car. After stretching her back and feeling all the satisfying pops of her vertebrae, she strode into the motel’s front office.

      Behind the front desk sat a living skeleton; the dark graying hair above the man’s cadaverous face fell to his thin shoulders in greasy strings. When he finished writing something down in a ledger, he turned watery eyes to October, looking her up and down without hurry. October wondered if anyone in this town had seen a goth before, then realized that was a stupid thought. She put on a polite smile and swallowed unconsciously while she waited for the man to finish his appraisal of her all-black clothing, bulky boots, tattoos, piercings, and dark makeup.

      “Uh, hello,” October said, the words catching in her throat.

      The man’s gaunt, stubbly face broke out into a sincere grin that spoke of a lifetime of kindness. “Good evening there. How can I help you today? Looking for a room, I bet.” He chuckled.

      “Oh, definitely,” October said, relief flooding through her. “Two nights would be great. If you have anything available. I didn’t make a reservation.”

      The man—Charlie, according to the name tag pinned to his t-shirt—waved away her concern. “No reservations required.” He typed something into a prehistoric computer. “I’ll just need your info and a credit card, and you’ll be all set.”

      October dug out a wallet from her coffin-shaped purse and extracted her driver’s license and credit card for him, then set about filling out the paper Charlie slid toward her with her information.

      “October Night,” Charlie read off the credit card. “What an unusual name.” He took in her appearance again, still with that friendly smile that radiated curiosity, not judgement. Tilting his head to the side, he said, “It suits you. I like it. So, what brings you to Cinter, Miss October? Vacation?”

      “Oh, I guess I’m seeing if I want to move here,” October said. When the man raised his eyebrows, she went on. “I work for Valravn, and they’re opening an office here. They offered me a transfer. If I take it, they said they’ll let me work from home three days a week which would be awesome.” She realized she’d been babbling. “Uh, so yeah.”

      “Valravn? Like the big-ass company that makes all the phones and electronics?” Charlie asked. “Don’t know why they’d want to open an office around here.” He tapped his chin. “Anyway, I hope you enjoy our little town. And if you’re looking to check out things Cinter has to offer…” He leaned over to the corner of the counter to reach for a stack of what looked like homemade flyers printed on pink paper. He grabbed the top one. “My friend Henry Kinsey’s got a niece, Adrianna. She started doing these guided nature walks this summer. She’s trying to save up money for college. She’s a good kid. Smart. Knows a lot about these parts. It’s been real popular with visitors. The trails are nothing too strenuous. Does them every Saturday.”

      “So there’s one tomorrow?” October said.

      “Mmhm.”

      October took the proffered flyer. NATURE WALKS WITH ADRIANNA!, it announced at the top, followed by black and white photos of forests, streams, a deer, and a teenage girl wearing a large backpack, waving at the camera with a toothy smile. There were a couple of paragraphs detailing the guided walk. She could read that later.

      Might be interesting, she thought. Checking out the area was what she was here for after all. An hour stretching her legs might limber her up after two days in the car as well.

      “Here’s your key. Room 7.” Charlie slid an actual metal key over the counter, along with her ID and credit card. “Just around the corner to your left. If you decide to do the nature walk, just come on by any time tonight before 10:00, and I’ll put you on Adrianna’s list for tomorrow. The group’ll leave from the parking lot here just after lunch time. As for tonight, if you’re looking for some dinner, I recommend Melba’s. Best meatloaf you’ve ever had, I promise you!”

      “Sounds good, I’ll check it out.” October picked up the key and her ID and credit card. “Thanks!”

      Back outside at her car, October took in a deep breath of astonishingly clean air before retrieving her duffle bag from the backseat and heading to her motel room around the corner. The lock on the door needed a little finagling but eventually opened. Stepping inside, October shut the door behind her and dropped her things on the floor. The room’s décor hadn’t been updated since the 70s, it seemed. Still, it was warm, clean, and looked cozy. She moved over to the bed, threw off the comforter (those were never washed), then flumped herself down on the mattress face-first. It was oh so comfy.
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        * * *

      

      The strident sound of her phone alarm snapped October awake. Groggy, she took the phone out of her purse to silence the blaring ringer. Apparently, she had dozed off for almost half an hour.

      October groaned as she got off the bed and swallowed. It tasted like something had died in her mouth. She set about unpacking her toiletries and put her pill organizer case on the nightstand. The alarm indicated it was time for her meds. Opening the little cubby labeled FRI-EVE, she took out the four tablets and downed them with a bottle of warm soda from her duffle bag.

      She was incredibly grateful that she and her current psychiatrist had finally found the right balance of medications to let her function at normal levels. Well, “normal” by other people’s standards. Still, October felt fortunate that the meds dealt with the monster that had lived in her head since she was a kid, bringing with it major depression and all other sorts of mental crap.

      The worst symptom by far was the voice.

      The foster families that passed her around like a loaned book always reported the same thing: “October is unusually silent and doesn’t seem like she wants to interact with the world.” It was at age four that the voice started speaking inside her head, whispering dark, cruel, and morbid things to her on a constant basis. Her foster family at the time (she remembered very little about them) simply thought she had an imaginary friend until they learned just exactly what this voice had been saying to October when she began complying with its demands in order to get it to shut up. That was when she ended up in a group home, no other families wanting to foster her.

      The group home’s psychologist treated her until age eight when she finally found her forever family and went home with her new parents, Tom and Rachel Night. The doctor never did explicitly diagnose her with any one condition. At least, not that October ever learned.

      Life had been a series of countless appointments with numerous different doctors and an endless parade of therapy and drugs until just last year, when October and her most recent psychiatrist, Dr. Lauren Iddrisu, had finally found the perfect combination of antidepressants, anxiolytics, and antipsychotics that had put the voice into a slumber from which it had so far not awoken.

      It had been uncomfortable and weird at first, hearing only her own voice in her head. However, she soon felt so much better physically and mentally. October’s life was getting back on track.

      Picking up her phone, October tapped the screen and unlocked it. She stared at her background, a photo of herself, Mom, Dad, and Uncle Shane dressed as the Addams Family for Halloween almost twenty-two years ago. Going to her contacts, her thumb hovered over her mom’s number. It had been two years since October had spoken with her family.

      Press it.

      Her thumb started to tremble.

      Just press it!

      With a shake of her head, October tucked the phone in her purse.

      Maybe soon, she thought. For now, food.

      Slinging her purse strap over her shoulder, October left the motel room. Walking to her car, her feet suddenly veered her toward the front office. When she neared, she could see Charlie through the window, watching something on the TV mounted on the wall, a large smile on his face. October pulled the NATURE WALKS WITH ADRIANNA! flyer out of her purse and looked it over again. The girl in the photo—presumably Adrianna—looked absolutely enthusiastic about the prospect of taking a stroll through the forest.

      October was here to check out the area. If she was going to consider uprooting herself to this place, shouldn’t she see everything it had to offer? She hadn’t driven a thousand miles through two and a half states just to nap in a motel room. Besides, she loved forests. Or at least the idea of them.

      “Screw it,” October muttered, and went into the office to sign up for the walk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wendig

      

      

      Lucas Wendig sat at the desk in his darkened home office, staring at the blinking cursor in the blank document open on his laptop. Something needed to be left behind for Jordan, a guide of some sort, in case he never returned from one of his investigations. He’d already put it off for too long. He began to type.

      Enigmata: objects (Relics), living creatures (Entities), or places (Domains) that possess aspects and abilities beyond the laws of nature. Over the years, I have

      Pressing the delete key, Wendig erased what he had typed. Jordan already knew this stuff.

      Sleep hadn’t yet graced him with its presence tonight—as was often the case. Maybe a midnight jog would help? The night’s quiet darkness usually relaxed him. It was why he often stayed up late, worked late, and jogged late, all after the world had gone to sleep.

      Wendig’s house was nestled among the hills of Altadena, California. Unlike the roaring, overcrowded streets of nearby Los Angeles, Altadena never buzzed with much activity. The neighborhoods were mostly peaceful, filled with beautiful homes, friendly people who always greeted each other, kids, pets, and the occasional coyote that came down from the hills to skulk about.

      There had been one incident in the neighborhood when a couple had moved onto Wendig’s street, three houses down from him. Of course, they hadn’t been aware of his late-night runs. Soon after, the newcomers had posted a warning in the local Facebook group to be on the lookout for a suspicious-looking African-American male “prowling” the streets late at night. Wendig fondly remembered many of his neighborhood friends coming vehemently to his defense.

      Other than that one little incident, he found it was a good place to live. And at night, the city was more than quiet. It was empty. A welcome antithesis to his work. His search for Enigmata often took him to hell and back. A sanctuary to return to after each job was essential to his sanity.

      Swiveling around in his office chair, Wendig gazed out the large window that faced the street. He noticed a good-sized opossum scuttle out from behind his neighbor’s trash bin and into the driveway across the street. The opossum stopped inside the cone of light from one of the street lights and looked back, as if it somehow sensed him watching it. As it turned toward him, the sodium light reflected in the animal’s beady eyes. The opossum remained immobile for a long time, looking in his direction, and Wendig could just make out three tiny babies clinging to their mother’s back. Children could be so vulnerable sometimes, he thought. After a long moment, something caught the creature’s attention and she scurried away, disappearing into the darkness of a nearby shrubbery, hurrying her offspring back into the safety of the shadows.

      A notification beeped from his laptop. Wendig swiveled back around to face his desk.

      After having stared into the night outside, the harsh light from the screen briefly overwhelmed his eyes. He moved the cursor over to the video call button flashing below the name “Jordan Valentina Ortega-Escarra,” and clicked on it. After a brief delay, the face of a young woman appeared. Early twenties, tousled bleached-blonde hair, with some faded pink woven in here and there, all tied back in a loose ponytail. Multiple rings and studs pierced her lips, ears, and eyebrows, and a small tattoo—some key-shaped sword she’d tried telling him about before—marked her collarbone. Wendig’s own face appeared in a small window in the lower right-hand corner of the monitor, his dark brown eyes staring at himself for a moment before returning his gaze to the caller.

      “Hi, Jordan.” Wendig scooted his chair closer to the laptop.

      “Hey, dude,” the woman replied in her naturally raspy voice. She took a quick sip of some diet soda. “I knew you’d be up late working again.” She chuckled.

      Wendig glanced at the computer clock. “Isn’t it two in the morning in Nebraska? I think it’s past your bedtime.” He put a hint of teasing in his voice. Faint music came through his speakers from Jordan’s end that she hummed along with.

      “What? I can’t stay up too?” Jordan took another swig of her soda. “I’m doing late-night work for you. And speaking of that, I found several potential leads that I think you’ll find interesting.” Her eyes flicked back and forth. Wendig could tell that she was searching through folders and files on her side of the computer, her blue nails tapping furiously on her keyboard for a moment.

      “Good to hear.” Wendig perked up and sat straighter in his chair.

      “Not now, Nathan,” Jordan said as a bearded dragon ambled over her keyboard. “Mommy’s working.”

      Wendig cleared his throat loudly, amusement warring with irritation. “So, what did you find?” he asked, hoping to reclaim Jordan’s focus before it wandered off track.

      Jordan picked up Nathan and set him beside the keyboard. “Potential leads, as I said. Listen, are you sure you don’t want a short break? We just finished the last job not too long ago, and I know it took a lot out of you. There’s no need to work yourself to death.”

      “Come on, what do I pay you for? To be my sidekick or to be my mother?”

      “Sidekick!” Jordan gasped with mock indignation. She then flipped him off. “I ain’t nobody’s sidekick. You’d be lost without me. Seriously, no one else would do all this secrety secret stuff while having to put up with your antics, your shenanigans, your tomfoolery.”

      “Did you just buy a thesaurus?” He fought back the smile that pulled at the corners of his mouth. “At any rate, I believe you came to me in the beginning there.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jordan said. “Well, whatever, back to what I was saying. Let’s see what we have here.” She clicked something on her screen. “I have three leads at the moment. First is over in Durne, Massachusetts. A house there just up and vanished overnight. Poof. Neighbors never noticed anything until the next morning. Townspeople describe the family living in the now-disappeared house as ‘strange.’ Sounds cool.” She clicked on something else. “The second lead is in Pennsylvania. Some nowhere town called East Marwood is home to an old prison. The thing’s been abandoned since the 70s, but people have allegedly gone missing inside it while exploring.”

      “Intriguing,” Wendig said, considering both stories. “And the third lead?”

      “Have you ever heard of Shadow’s Path? It’s up in the Fulgent County area of Washington state that has towns like Black Ashes, Pharaoh, Marsh Chapel, and Cinter. Oh, and Devil’s Eyes Lake.”

      “Shadow’s Path, Cinter, Fulgent County,” Wendig repeated.

      A sense of déjà vu pulsed in his mind, as if something important was waiting for him in Cinter. Why did he get such a sense of familiarity from hearing that name? Taking a granola bar out from a desk drawer, he sifted through his memories. Had he ever been to any of those towns in Fulgent County before? Perhaps in a life lived long ago? No, that wasn’t it. Had he seen something about the town on TV? Read about it in a book? Dreamt about it? Unwrapping the bar, he took a bite and pondered. He couldn’t pinpoint the reason why he felt such a sense of recognition. Nothing in recent memory suggested he had any connection with a town up in the Pacific Northwest.

      “Tell me more about that one,” he said, picking granola crumbs off his shirt. “What happened in Shadow’s Path?”

      “Before we get into that.” Jordan stared directly into her webcam. “When are you going to fly me out to L.A.? Nathan and I want to see SoCal! Come on, Lucas.” She held the yellow lizard up to the camera, its small dark eyes blinking slowly. Jordan adopted the gravelly, cutesy voice she always did when Nathan “spoke.” “Come on, Mr. Wendig, sir. Please fly my mommy and me out to Los Angeles. I want to go to Disneyland.”

      “You can’t take Nathan to Disneyland,” The smile pulled at his lips once more. “Back to the report. I want to hear about Fulgent County.” He took another bite of the granola bar.

      “Fine,” Jordan mumbled, setting Nathan back down on her desktop. Focusing back on her computer, she typed something on her keyboard. “Fulgent County seems like a nice place. Isolated small towns, mountains, forests. A good place for a vacation.” All cheerfulness in Jordan’s voice evaporated just then. “Two months ago in June, there was a nasty murder in Shadow’s Path. A thirteen-year-old boy named Evan Brooks was killed in his own home one night. Not just killed. More like slaughtered. Butchered. It’s really awful. The poor kid’s body had been pinned to the wall of his bedroom, tortured, and mutilated.” She shivered. “And his…well, I’ll let you look at the crime scene photos yourself.”

      Wendig nodded and moved his mouse to click the OKAY button when prompted with a file transfer. Moments later, his eyes were assaulted by high-definition forensic photographs of a grisly tableau of gore from every conceivable angle. Jordan hadn’t been exaggerating. The body of Evan Brooks had been staked to a wall with strange-looking metal rods and hooks, almost like some sort of crucifixion.

      Goddamn, he thought, forcing himself to study the photos. Who could do something like this to a kid? There were a lot of fucking sickos out there, but this…

      Zooming in on each of the pictures in turn, Wendig examined every detail. He wished he had access to those metal objects pinning the body to the wall in front of him so he could physically study them in greater detail. Some sort of language was etched into the metal, though he couldn’t make anything of it. He moved on, examining photos that showed closeups of various areas of Evan’s body in complete explicit detail. Gorge rising, Wendig realized that what he had first identified as copious amounts of blood covering the boy’s face and body was something far worse.

      “His skin is gone,” he said in a quiet voice devoid of emotion, although he felt a tightness in his stomach. He clicked through more photographs.

      “I know,” Jordan said with another shiver. She removed her ponytail and ran a hand through her hair. “That poor kid. The police reports say that his mom found him like that when she went to wake him up for breakfast. Apparently neither she nor her husband had heard anything the night before that would have alerted them to something happening. And as if the parents’ trauma wasn’t enough, Evan’s best friend saw all the police ruckus and ran over from next door. He somehow got past the cops and bolted into the house, only to get a good look at Evans’s remains hanging up there on the wall. The two were best friends, Lucas. God, can you imagine what those people went through? What kind of therapy they probably all needed?”

      “Unfortunately, I can.” Wendig could imagine it too well.

      “Here, I’ll send over the police report.” Jordan scanned through the document on her side of the computer. “The cops spent a fair amount of time questioning Evan’s friend, Caleb Rivas. That’s the boy who ran into the house and saw Evan on the wall.” She swallowed audibly. “Let’s see.” Her eyes flicked back and forth while she read the text and summarized it for Wendig.

      “Caleb told them that he and Evan had found some object in a cave out in the woods close to where they live. Doesn’t say exactly what they found. After bringing the thing back home, Evan began to act ‘weird,’ according to Caleb. He said that Evan had been scared of someone, or something, he called it the ‘watcher through the window,’ and it had apparently visited him every night since they found the object.” Jordan scrolled through the report. “It doesn’t say anywhere in the report whether Caleb actually saw this ‘watcher’ for himself or not. The police and his parents couldn’t get much more out of him, although there have been ongoing efforts.”

      “Can you find out Caleb’s current status?” Wendig asked, making several notes on a small pad of paper while finishing his granola bar. He swallowed, grimacing when the granola momentarily stuck in his dry throat. “I’ll definitely want to talk with him about all this if it’s at all possible.”

      “So, you do think all this has something to do with an Enigmata?” Jordan said, sounding hopeful. Despite the tragedy of what she had just reported, her voice sounded more spirited than it had only moments before. He wondered if it was merely the promise of an interesting case to pursue, or hope they’d be able to do some good to balance out the evil so prominent in the world.

      “We can never be one hundred percent sure without investigating,” Wendig replied. “Though a ‘mysterious object’ found just prior to something abnormally horrific happening? I’m fairly confident.” He pulled up a map on his computer to chart the drive he would have to make. “Are the police still investigating?”

      “The case hasn’t been officially closed,” Jordan said. “But it doesn’t look like any more progress has been made.”

      Wendig nodded. “Well, you did great work, Jordan. Send me whatever else you have on this so far. I’ll look over everything. I’m going to head out tomorrow. Let me know about Caleb.”

      “Already located him. I’ll send it all over right now. Talk to you later.” With an exaggerated salute, Jordan signed off.

      CALL ENDED appeared on the screen.

      Wendig felt suddenly alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        October

      

      

      The warm parking lot of the motel felt more alive than it had the previous night. Several guests stood around chatting with each other. October sat at one of the outdoor picnic tables close by, idly fiddling with her nose ring, tuning in and out of the various conversations. She assumed everyone here was going on the nature walk, though she didn’t see anyone that looked like the girl from the photo on the flyer. It was a decent-sized group of eight people.

      Even though October wore her sunglasses, the day wasn’t overly bright. Some cloud cover dimmed the sunlight, and the weather felt to be around a comfortable 75 degrees. She inhaled deeply. The faint smell of clean air and pine filled her nose. Much different than the smog-infused atmosphere of Los Angeles. With another deep breath, she felt her lungs being scrubbed clean of all the pollution they had inhaled over the years.

      Her phone vibrated with a work email notification. She’d look at it later. The clock on the screen said it was 12:24. She put her phone back in her pouch, next to a box of Nerds and a small, plastic green pill box that contained her meds for the afternoon. Taking a swig from the water bottle she’d gotten from the vending machine next to her room, October hoped it was enough to last her the whole time. The flyer didn’t say exactly how long the walk would take.

      Before she could decide whether to run and get a second bottle, someone right next to her said, “Hey there. Nice piercings and tats.”

      October stopped herself from jumping at the sudden voice and its proximity. She looked over to see a tall kid, about sixteen or seventeen, easing himself into the spot next to her on the picnic table’s bench seat. He was dressed in a pastel blue polo shirt with cargo shorts, and a pair of expensive-looking headphones hung around his neck. A faint mustache struggled to be noticed on his upper lip.

      “Oh, uh, thanks,” October sputtered. Strangers almost never came up to her to give compliments, and she was at a momentary loss at how to respond properly. Rather than seem unfriendly or standoffish, she offered him a quick smile before reaching to get her phone out again.

      “Name’s Bryan.” The kid scooted closer to her and pointed to a bat tattooed on October’s neck. “I really like this one. Reminds me of vampires and stuff.”

      Oh, he still wanted to talk.

      “And this one…” He lightly touched the tattoo on her right forearm.

      “Thank you.” October drew her arm away. This guy sure was interested in her tattoos. Maybe he was thinking about getting one himself and was looking for inspiration? Instead of giving in to her initial discomfort, October went on. “This tattoo’s inspired by H.P. Lovecraft’s The Shadow Ov⁠—”

      “You know,” Bryan interrupted her. “I’ve always liked the whole dark makeup, black hair, black clothes goth look.”

      “I—uh,” October said, fumbling her words. “I like it, too. Well, obviously.” She gestured at herself while scooting away.

      “Me and my family are staying here in Cinter for a few days,” he went on in a casual voice. “It’s a small town, you know? Maybe you and I could meet up again after this dumb walk. I just got my license. I could take you out. Drive us anywhere around town.”

      “Oh. Ohhhhh.” October let out another, more awkward chuckle. God, she could be so oblivious. She almost never realized when someone was flirting. Mainly because why would anyone ever want to flirt with her?

      “What do you say?” Bryan asked, attempting to give her a smoldering smile.

      “Uh, let me ask you this,” October said. “How old are you? And how old do you think I am?”

      “I’m seventeen since last month,” he answered. “And you’re, like what…twenty-one? Twenty-two?”

      “That’s flattering,” October said. In truth, it was. Looking past Bryan, she saw the two people the teen had arrived with. “Are those your parents over there?” She nodded in the direction of the pair who wore large backpacks and were dressed as if they were ready to go on a safari. The positively cheery man was balding and wore thick glasses. A blue nylon fanny pack stretched over his wide belly. The wife wore a hat big enough to double as an umbrella, socks pulled up high, almost touching her knobby knees, and a matching fanny pack strapped to her waist.

      “Yeah, I guess so.” Bryan’s face flushed as he stared at his mom and dad. He turned back to her. “Why?”

      “You just looked too young to be on your own.” October noted Bryan’s offended expression at the statement. “I’m probably closer to your mom’s age. I’m thirty-four. You’re still in high school. And that would be gross.”

      “Thirty-four, oh, uh… Well, I didn’t realize—I don’t think it’s that big of a—” Bryan stuttered for a moment, his cheeks reddening, before his mother called his name loud enough for it to echo around the parking lot.

      “Bryan, come here!” His mom smiled and waved at him with unbridled enthusiasm. “You’re going to need some of this!” She held up a tube of sunblock.

      Bryan hung his head with a sigh, stood up, and scurried back to his parents. He gave October an ashamed glance when his mom began to apply sunblock to his face.

      Relief flooded through October as the situation ended. She hoped she had handled that in a cool manner.

      As she stared off into space, contemplating the weirdness that had just happened, a medium-sized bus rumbled into the motel’s parking lot in a cloud of sputtering exhaust. The bus had certainly seen better days, as it was covered in dents and what used to be blue paint. It came to a stop in front of the group with a whine of the brakes. The doors hissed open, and a young woman, short and twig-thin, jumped out.

      “Hello, party people!” she announced in an exuberant voice. The girl wore dirty hiking boots, a well-worn backpack, lightweight hiking shorts, and a shirt that read: “Get Lost In The Forest And Find Yourself.” Her brown hair was plaited into two tight braids, which she flipped over her shoulders before flashing a pearlescent smile at the assembled group. “My name is Adrianna Reyes, and I want to thank all of you for signing up for my hike today! I really appreciate the support and your interest in all the wonderful nature we have around here. I’m proud to be your guide for this beautiful day! Now I have people’s names here on my sheet, and I need to check you off so I know we have everybody. When I call you, if you could just let me know that you’re here, and then we’ll all get on the bus. Sound good?”

      The group answered in unison with grunts and murmurs of acknowledgement.

      She really seems to love life, October thought. She wondered what it would have been like to grow up with that sort of real happiness bubbling inside of her.

      “Great!” With a flourish of her pen, Adrianna began reading and marking names off her list. “Arthur, Bernadette, and Bryan Williamson?”

      “We’re here!” The apparent Mrs. Williamson said. October watched as Bryan’s parents waved their hands like schoolkids eager to be called on. It was as if a tomato had replaced Bryan’s head. His face had gotten even redder in response to his parents’ behavior. October found it amusing but felt a little sorry for him as well. Still, a faint smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.

      “Fantastic! How about Noel Moss?” Adrianna called out next, looking around.

      “Over here,” a tall, muscular man with a short afro answered. A bulky, professional-looking camera bag was slung over his shoulder.

      “Good!” Adrianna went on, marking Noel off her list. “How about Dara and Samira Nazari?”

      A middle-aged man and woman—both short enough to look like hobbits standing next to Noel—stepped forward and nodded politely at the girl.

      Adrianna smiled back, then stared at her list. “And…oh boy. Vee-o-ri-ca Mar-coo-less-coo? Viorica Mărculescu. Did I pronounce that right? If I didn’t, please let me know.”

      A woman with a jawline sharp enough to double as a weapon stepped forward with cat-like litheness. “Da, you pronounced it well,” she said to Adrianna in a thick accent that October identified as something Eastern European. “Very well. Mulţumesc. Thank you.”

      “Oh good! Alright then,” Adrianna said to herself, writing something on her list. “Nice to have you along.”

      “I’m on vacation,” the woman said without prompt, then stepped back.

      “Yes, okay,” Adrianna had a bemused smile on her face. “Let’s get going, shall we? Everyone ready for an awesome hike through nature’s beauty today?”

      She didn’t call me, October realized. Dammit. She was going to have to go up and say something. Just go tell her. I can’t. Stop being a little wimp. Everyone’s going to look at me. Who cares? I’ll just go back to my room and forget about it.

      Before Adrianna could turn to leave, however, October muttered “hell” under her breath and stood up, striding over to the young woman.

      “Hey, hi.” October noticed the entire group stop to watch the exchange. She could feel all eyes on her. Adrianna looked up with that blinding smile, and October felt her face become much too warm. “It’s just that, uh, you didn’t call me.” The words came out in a whisper.

      “I’m sorry?” Adrianna said.

      Clearing her throat, October tried again. “You didn’t call my name.”

      “Oh? I apologize for that!” Adrianna scanned her list. “I don’t have anyone else listed here. What’s your name?”

      “October Night,” October answered, then quickly added, “I signed up last evening.”

      “Oh, right,” Adrianna tapped her clipboard with her pen. “I saw your name this morning on the computer. It looks like it wasn’t added to my printout. Who could forget such an awesome name? Anyway, sorry about that. Hey, no worries, you’re on the list now!” She giggled while writing October’s name down, then gestured the whole group forward. “Come on, let’s get on board, everyone!”

      That wasn’t too hard.

      This Adrianna seemed like a good person who genuinely enjoyed being around people. Maybe October could ask her for some pointers in that department.

      Aha… pathetic.

      Following the group, October climbed up the steps and into the idling bus, nodding to the driver, an older man with thinning blond hair and a bored expression. After everyone had boarded and settled, the doors closed with mechanical hiss.

      “Good morning, peeps,” Adrianna said, standing up front and getting on the bus’s PA system, which seemed very unnecessary given her natural volume and the small space. “Let’s all say hi to our driver, Phil.”

      “Hi, Phil,” the group—except Bryan, October noticed—said in unison.

      October could see Phil’s wrinkled face look back at them in the review mirror. He gave a grunt and a half-hearted wave in response.

      “Always good to have you with us, Phil,” Adrianna said. “As I said before, my name is Adrianna, and I’ll be your nature guide for our hike today. This is my first summer doing this. But don’t worry, I’ve lived in Cinter all my life. I’ve explored every inch of forest around this town. So, you can all trust me to…”

      October stared out of the window as Adrianna continued to talk. The bus pulled out of the Shady Tree Motel’s parking lot and wound its way through the town, driving down the quiet streets, and passing a few people here and there. October wondered just how small the population of Cinter was. Quaint store fronts crawled by outside the bus’s windows: Old Town Grocery, Pacific-Stone Hardware, Starlight Cinema, Harrington’s Pharmacy, K&L Electronics, The Raven and Crow, The Magic Mirror Bookstore, Salon Red, and there was Melba’s 24-Hour, where October had eaten yesterday. That meatloaf had given her some serious heartburn last night, but she had to admit it had still been worth eating the whole thing. Most of the shops and businesses looked as if they had once been Rustic-, English cottage-, and Bavarian-style homes. None of them boasted any neon. Instead, they all had hand-crafted signs carved out of wood. If she hadn’t seen the bulbs glowing the night before, October could have been convinced the lamps lining the streets were all old-timey gaslights. The sidewalks, bus stops, and public benches all looked well taken care of. She couldn’t spot graffiti or litter anywhere.

      Cinter seemed like a town one could settle comfortably in and be at peace, although an odd place for a tech company like Valravn to open an office. Well, what did she know? She was only an administrative assistant. It was weird, but she wasn’t going to question it.

      Valravn had offered her the transfer just two days ago, and October had spent her lunch break that day looking up information on Cinter, Washington on her phone. One website she came across had a plethora of photos of the town. Stunning mountains. October remembered being startled at what she was seeing. She was positive she had dreamt of the exact places shown in many of the pictures not too long ago. Or was her mind playing some déjà vu trick on her? No, the feeling of familiarity had been too strong. Yet she had never heard of these places before, which was weird. The more she tried to remember what had happened in her supposed dream, the more its details had all dissolved back into the ether, save for the distinct impression it had left.

      Dream or not, she was eager to see the area, somewhere that smelled fresh and had lots of trees. She wanted to be around woods, wilderness. While October wasn’t the most outdoorsy person, she had always been fascinated with forests. She had always daydreamed about sprawling oceans of trees where one could get lost and delve deep into the dark, green magic that lived within the sunless bowers of an ancient primeval grove.

      Cinter. The more she dwelled on that unusual name, the more it felt familiar. Not just the dream. It was as if she’d heard about Cinter…a Cinter…a long time ago. In another life.

      And now here she was.

      The bus hit a pothole, rocking October out of her rumination. More buildings passed by as they meandered through town.

      Yeah, I guess I wouldn't mind living here, she thought. Seems like a nice enough place so far. Phone signal’s shit, though. I wonder if the houses here get fiber optic. The residents here probably won’t be too happy if Valravn decides to install more cell towers.

      “Hey, would you guys like to hear about the history of our town?” Adrianna asked over the bus’s speaker.

      “Oh, yes please!” Bryan’s father, Arthur, said with excitement. He leaned over to Dara and Samira Nazari who sat in the row across from him. “I love history, you know.”

      “Mmhm…” Dara replied, a polite smile on his face. “Me too.”

      “Then let me tell you!” Adrianna said with eagerness. “Well, Cinter was officially founded in 1891 way up here in the beautiful, isolated Fulgent Mountains. It was the first town in what would be the Fulgent County we know today. However, that’s not what makes Cinter so special. Before Cinter was officially a town, a small community of people of unknown European origin settled in this area. It’s said that the people who lived here were involved in occult activities and practices.”

      Bernadette wiggled in her seat. “Ooh, I would have loved to see that!”

      Even Bryan perked up a smidgen.

      “What kinds of occult activities and practices?” Adrianna went on. “Well, many different things, local scholars say. They practiced witchcraft for all sorts of reasons such as helping with the harvest, fertility, and even divination. There’s evidence they worshipped deities from different cultures, Norse, Egyptian, Sumerian, and so on. These people even supposedly communed with the dead to learn secret knowledge. Spooky stuff.

      “We know this because of old records and journals that a few of the more learned of these people kept. These records also show that this community never really interacted with outsiders, except for the occasional traveler who would wander into their territory. There’s no indication this community ever hurt anyone who stumbled upon them. Though there are a few recorded oral statements of travelers reporting that they came into contact with this unnamed group of people and left the area feeling extremely unnerved.”

      Noel turned from looking out the window. “Yeah, I probably would too.”

      The bus passed walls of greenery on its way out of town. Endless rows of trees loomed on either side of the road like thousands of ancient, emerald sentinels noting any motorist who passed underneath their protective and watchful gaze.

      “Anyway, if you’re at all interested in learning even more about that, then I highly recommend you visit our little museum when we get back to town, the Cinter Museum of Local History, Folklore, and the Occult. There’s some pretty fascinating stuff in there.”

      “We will!” Arthur said.

      October could practically hear Bryan rolling his eyes at his dad. She had seen the museum mentioned on a website when first looking up Cinter. It did sound rather interesting. She considered making a trip there herself. Maybe tomorrow. She tried to look up the museum’s operating hours on her phone. Of course, she had no service. She’d check when she got back to the motel.

      “In 1890,” Adrianna continued with her history lesson, “traveling merchants decided to visit, hoping to set up trade. When they arrived, everyone was gone. Sorta like Roanoke. Weird! It was like the entire community had simply vanished into thin air one day, leaving all their stuff behind. Among the deserted shacks and abandoned items, the merchants found an unusual stone: a deep blue lazurite, carved into an octahedral shape, about two feet high.”

      The lone woman whose name October couldn’t remember (Vi-something) looked up from her phone at the mention of this stone.

      “Inscribed on each of its eight surfaces was a phrase.” Adrianna put a more dramatic tone into her voice. “Each side had that phrase in a different language, which were later identified as Aramaic, Farsi, Greek, Sanskrit, Arabic, Egyptian, and Akkadian. Various symbols of unknown origin are carved on its eighth side and still haven’t been identified or decoded to this day. Translated into English, the phrase inscribed on the stone goes like this: ‘Cloaked in ashes of utmost black, thy path lies in shadow. For only the Cinter shall protect flesh and soul.’ Creepy, am I right?”

      A hand shot up.

      “And yes, Mr. Williamson, this ‘Cinter Stone’ is on display at the museum.”

      Arthur gave Adrianna a grin followed by a thumbs-up.

      “As you can probably tell,” Adrianna gave Arthur a wink, “when this area became more settled, three of the towns that popped up here in what eventually became Fulgent County—Cinter, Shadow’s Path, and Black Ashes—were named after the Cinter Stone’s cryptic words. Why would they name towns after something so strange? Who knows! Anyway, isn’t learning history totally awesome?”

      “It is!” Bernadette bellowed, high-fiving her husband.

      As dorky and goofy as Bernadette and Arthur acted, October couldn’t help but smile at how much they obviously enjoyed each other’s company, despite Bryan making sure everyone heard his dramatic sighs and saw his disapproving glares directed at his parents. Bernadette and Arthur were like children, delighted by everything around them.

      You’ll always be alone, a voice said inside October’s head. The smile vanished from her mouth as a wave of overwhelming sadness coursed through her whole body. She pushed the feeling away. Intrusive thoughts sucked. October let her attention drift until she was again staring out of the window.

      At last, after about thirty minutes, the bus turned onto a small dirt road and continued for about a mile before they arrived at an unpaved rest area just big enough for the bus to turn around. Once they came to a stop, the bus doors slid open, and Adrianna ushered them all out into the fresh air.

      October was the last one off the bus. She gazed around at the forest that surrounded the group. It was beautiful. Compared to her hometown, everything here was just so green, so…alive in such a different way. No police sirens in the distance, no people shouting in the streets, no tires screeching down the road. Just calming silence.

      Yeah, October thought, nodding to herself. I could definitely live around here. Maybe get a place right next to the woods, find a good reading spot under a big tree, all cliché like.

      “Welcome to Arkwright Forest,” Adrianna announced, pointing to a weathered wooden signpost. “Named after Joseph Arkwright who was head of the merchant caravan who founded Cinter.”

      “I’d love to have something as pretty as this named after me,” Samira Nazari said to her husband Dara, then giggled. “We have to go discover some unclaimed place.”

      “What kind of animals can we expect to see around here?” Noel Moss asked. He had gotten his camera out and was snapping pictures of the nearby trees. Soft whirring and clicking noises filled the air. October had no knowledge whatsoever of cameras, but thought Noel’s looked expensive.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Adrianna replied, once again ready to burst with information. “There are all sorts of woodland residents, everything from beavers, skunks, and porcupines to deer, woodpeckers, and even flying squirrels.”

      Arthur and Bernadette leaned their heads together and began to talk in excited whispers, Bryan looking irritated standing next to them.

      “Do any dangerous animals live around here?” Samira piped up. Dara seemed eager to know as well.

      “Yes, and I’m supposed to warn you,” Adrianna went on, nodding at Samira. “While I’ve never encountered any dangerous animals on a hike, there are wolves, coyotes, cougars, and sometimes even bears that do call this forest their home. While you should never approach any wild animal, please make sure to never ever approach these in particular. I can’t stress that enough. I do have bear spray with me, but they’ll leave us alone as long we do the same for them. Does everyone agree to that rule?”

      Everyone nodded their acquiescence.

      Does playing dead actually work if you run into a bear? October thought. Can’t remember if that was true or not.

      “Good.” Adrianna clapped her hands together. “We’ll be taking the Lila Trail today, named after Lila Arkwright, Joseph Arkwright’s wife. The trail leads us through a gorgeous part of the forest, then wanders down into the Tamáhnous Valley along the cliffs where we’ll take a look at Painter’s Cave. A security gate has been installed to help preserve the ancient Indigenous wall paintings that were discovered there around the time Cinter was settled. And you’re all in luck, because I do have the keys. Then the trail loops around and we’ll end up back here. Depending on our pace, the hike should take us, oh, about three hours. I hope everyone brought plenty of snacks, water, and comfortable footwear. You guys ready to start?”

      A cave? Shit, she couldn’t do caves. Maybe she’d just stay outside and wait for the others while they looked around. And three hours? She hadn’t realized the hike would take so long. It’d be fine, she decided. She was in decent shape, after all.

      Sort of.

      Damn, she should have read everything on that flyer.
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