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Day 1
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NANCY DIDN’T THINK whatever she had drunk while burning the midnight oil at the office was enough to justify waking up on the floor. She sat up with a groan and rubbed a rough stickiness off her eyes. Yesterday’s mascara clumped and flaked off.

A series of slow blinks revealed a blurry world. She rubbed at her eyes again as her heart began to pound. The sun’s brightness meant it was midday, at least. Why hadn’t the alarm gone off? Had she slept in the office?

Eyes clearing, she rose to her feet. Browns—everything looked too brown. She looked at the back of her left hand, willing her vision to clear.

Her eyes stayed there longer than it took for the blurriness to subside, affixed on the new tattoo—a simple grey outline of a diamond. It spanned the width of her knuckles, the point at the junction of her wrist. Both hands were marked with the same tattoo.

Anxious to rub at the fresh grey lines, Nancy was distracted as she noticed her shirt sleeves: pale-purple fabric that ended in small frills mid-forearm, constricted at the elbows. The sleeves led into a dress of the same color, encroaching on her throat and spanning down to her bare feet. The waist was cinched by a yellow apron.

“Who the hell’s clothes are—?” Nancy cut off her own question at the sound of a moan. A quiet one.

The brown blur she had seen before was wood. Three walls of it surrounded her. A small cabin. The fourth was made of grey stone blocks, fused together by burgundy lines. A stove, sink, and a pipe to a showerhead protruded from the wall. The wooden wall behind Nancy had a built-in cabinet and cupboard, an affixed table with two chairs pushed in, and an electronic screen with a diamond on it. The peculiar screen was an outlier in the otherwise rustic space.

Across from the screen was a queen-sized bed with a knitted blanket folded at the foot of a colorful quilt. Small end tables flanked the bed. The bed frame and tables were hand-carved wood.

A hand reached up from the floor and grabbed the baseboard. Another grabbed the windowsill of the one long window along the front wall, opposite the stone, as a man hoisted himself to sitting, swaying as he came up. He shook his head. Strands of brown hair draped the corners of his forehead. Opening his eyes, he found Nancy immediately.

“Who the hell are you?”  Nancy dropped her hands and squared her shoulders.

The man’s brow knitted. Slowly, he got to his knees and winced. Roughly her age, maybe in his late twenties, he was dressed in a button-down flannel. Dazed, he stared back at her with an open mouth.

“Who the hell are you?” she repeated, slower this time. How did we get here? Whose clothes are we wearing? Who is he?

Her eyes flitted across the room as the screen changed. The diamond faded, and it emitted two beeps. To the sound of a scoreboard change, it displayed a message: READ THE NOTE.

The man stood with effort and wiped his hands on his jeans. He took a step toward the screen, blocking the only exit—the door on the same wall as the front window.

“Stop!” she shouted. Her breath came quickly. The bodice of her dress was too tight. The undergarments itched. They weren’t hers. It was wrong. All wrong.

The man raised his hands to chest height, palms out. He glanced back at the door, as if he knew escaping was her intention.

Nancy shook her head and looked around. The cabin was an antiquated museum. A snapshot of centuries ago, the frontier on display. The sink and shower piping were iron. The claw-footed tub taken out of Gregorian England. The stove stolen from the Ingalls. And it was too close. The room was too small and suffocating her.

The man stepped back. A wooden floorboard creaked.

Nancy ran for the door. She yanked it open and kept running, eyes darting left and right. A small front porch. Neighboring cabins. She jumped the three steps down to the grass and ran toward a cluster of woods before her. The grass was soft on her bare feet.

She risked a glimpse back at the man. He stood in the doorway.

Something made her foot burn, drawing her focus away, and she fell. She crawled backward, searching for what she had stepped on. What she had kicked.

Nothing.

A moment later, the pain subsided. Not like a stubbed toe or an ache; this pain had been a searing burn, present in one instant, then receding without soreness or evidence in the next.

Nancy slowly stood, scanning her surroundings. Nothing could be heard over her pounding heart and labored breath. A grassy field stretched to her left and right with cabins, identical to hers, on each side. On the porch of one stood a scrawny man staring at her.

Each cabin was affixed to a stone wall. Nancy’s mouth fell open as her eyes traced up the stone. It reached hundreds of feet into the air, ending in blue sky.

––––––––

[image: ]


MAX WATCHED OUT THE open door as the woman in the strange purple dress stared up at the heavens. He tried to place if he had seen her before. The woman was stunning—blue eyes, a short chopped bob of black hair, graceful, and athletic, he knew from the run. No, he was certain he had never seen her before.

The screen flashed the same message, emboldened: READ THE NOTE.

Max went to the table beneath the screen and unfolded the note, reading it aloud. “‘Follow the directions provided on the Board. Everything will work out if you do.’” He slapped the note against an open palm. “That’s not cryptic at all.”

He looked down at the strange clothes he wore. He owned jeans, but everything else was wrong. The boots were too heavy, not like the runners he had been wearing when—

When . . . ? Max combed a hand through his hair and thought hard on his last memory. He had said goodbye to Candice. He had left work. Did I buy a ticket?

No.

So, he had taken the normal route home, using his pass. He patted his pockets. Nothing. Did he remember the train ride? Maybe? They all blurred together, day after day.

He yawned and wiped his hand over his tense forehead, covering his aching eyes, then his nose and, as he breathed in, his chin. Then he stopped.

Surprised, Max pulled his hand away. His mustache and beard were gone.

He searched for a reflective surface. Along the stone wall were a stove, sink, toilet, and tub. A mirror hung over the sink.

The room was small, and he crossed it quickly. The mirror confirmed he was clean-shaven. He touched his finger tentatively to his upper lip where hair was supposed to be.

Grey lines on the back of his hand caught his eye. His first instinct was to rub it off. When that didn’t work, he examined the markings. The grey lines embedded in his skin created a diamond shape. It stung when he rubbed on it, but not as badly as a new tattoo should have stung. The skin wasn’t raised; the scabs were fully healed. It was as if he had gotten it weeks ago and simply forgotten.

A beep made Max turn back to the Board. The message changed: PUT UP THE BATHROOM CURTAIN.

“Put up the . . .” He trailed off as he looked around. Folded up on the toilet lid was a mound of tan fabric held down by a hammer and nails. Above him, along the perimeter of the bathroom area, wooden spokes protruded from the ceiling. They went as far over as the sink, dual-purposed for the kitchen and bathroom.

Max put a hand to his hip and took a deep breath. Exhaustion was creeping up on him. At least that felt familiar. “Everything will work out?”

He grabbed one of the chairs and positioned it below the first spoke. The jeans he wore were secured by a brown leather belt, and he hooked the hammer into it. The nails, he risked arranging in his pocket. 

He lifted the tan fabric and let it unravel. Using his height as a reference, he determined it was about seven by ten. The long side had a reinforced border he could likely hang it by, he reasoned.

One end in hand, he stepped up and held the fabric to the first spoke. He reached into his pocket and carefully took out a nail. “Would be easier with a power tool, but how hard—wait.” Before he unhooked the hammer, he realized the fault in his thinking. If he started the curtain on the spoke, there would be a gap along the wall.

Max got down, repositioned the chair at the wall, climbed up, and hammered the corner of the tan curtain into place. Knowing this part would have to bear the weight as he affixed the rest, he put in a second nail. The fabric wasn’t overly heavy. Still, he quickly worked to get the next few nails in. 

Moving from spoke to spoke, he saw his labor come to fruition. The seven-foot height kept the curtain just above the floor. The ten-foot span was enough to section off the bathroom area. Worried no light would get in, he poked his head around the curtain.

A skylight let sunlight in. Plastic, by the look of it. Out of place, but functional. Wiping his eyes to keep them from drooping, Max kept working.

With one nail left, he positioned the chair between the stove and sink, then paused. If he nailed it there, it would block off the area completely. The sink had to be accessible from the kitchen side, and crawling beneath the curtain to get to the bathroom was a bad idea. He licked his lips and looked around. The Board’s message hadn’t changed.

“Alright, what else do we have to work with?” Max set the hammer and nail down on the table and started going through drawers in the built-in floor-to-ceiling cabinet. Some slots were empty. In one he found fabric, orange with blue patterns, and next to it, sewing supplies. He itched his face and considered how he could use them.

Bookmarking a thought, he kept looking. In a higher drawer, he found basic tools. The names of most were lost on him, but he knew what a washer was and grabbed one as he spotted it. The flat metal piece had a large round opening. He closed the tools drawer and went back to the sewing supplies. Picking out white thread and a large needle from the pile, he returned to the curtain.

He held the washer to the curtain at head height. Considering how the woman evidently also occupying this cabin was half a foot shorter than he, Max lowered it to chest height and sewed one side of the washer into place. After a few tugs to confirm it was secure, he held it up to the wall and marked the spot mentally. He let go of the curtain, retrieved the hammer and nail, and affixed the last nail at an angle.

“What are you doing?”

The question made Max jump. Without turning around, he gestured at the Board, then hooked the washer onto the nail. The bathroom was now an enclosed space. The relief he had hoped to earn for a job completed was undercut by her critical gaze.

The message faded away, leaving only a blank screen.

The woman furrowed her brow. She stayed on the threshold, her arms folded. “Seriously? Because it said so?”

Max shrugged. He saw her eyes flick to the hammer in his hand. Slowly, he set it down on the bed and kept his hands open and visible.

“It went away.” She dropped her hands to her sides. “What’s that mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“What else did you find out?”

Fighting back a yawn, he pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “I hung the curtain with what they left out. They left fabric and sewing—”

“They?”

“Whoever, I guess.”

She blinked rapidly, her glare harsh as she stomped forward. “What else did you find out about why we’re here?” 

“Sweetheart, I don’t know any—”

“I’m not your fucking sweetheart.”

“Okay.” Max kept his palms open toward her, giving her as much space as he could. “Sorry.”

“You know what’s going on here?”

He shook his head.

She raked a hand through her hair and flipped where it parted. A grumbled curse accompanied the shaking of her head.

“I’m Max.” He extended his hand. Too far away to shake, he left it up to her to close the distance.

She took a step toward him with her own extended before she paused, quickly reeling it in. But not fast enough to hide the fact that her hand bore a matching diamond tattoo. “Nancy.”

“I got a set, too.” He lifted his hands to fully reveal what she was staring at.

Nancy kept a stern eye on him, saying nothing.

He nodded and rubbed his hand over his chin. The lack of hair made him want to itch it. “Anything good out there, Nance?”

“Nancy. This wall, the stone, is part of a circle. I can’t see more than a couple hundred feet on each side, but it bows. There are woods in the middle, but I can’t get there. Same crappy cabins on each side of us.”

Max looked at the Board. It remained blank.

Nancy furrowed her brow and followed his line of sight. “What are you doing?”

“The note said if we do as it tells us, things will work out.”

“This is insane,” she scoffed. Hands on her hips, she breathed out slowly. “Okay, Max, do you know me from somewhere?”

He tried again to place her but came up short, shaking his head. Though he was tired, and his recent memories disorganized, he was certain the answer was still no. 

“You know why we’re here, Max.”

He squinted, wondering how she came to that conclusion. “I don’t.”

Nancy gestured sharply at the curtain. “You put up a wall, stall, whatever, because the screen told you to?”

He looked around. There had to be answers somewhere.

“Answer me!”

“I don’t know what’s going on. But freaking out isn’t going to help us.”

“Freaking out?” She jerked her head back.

He raised his hands once more with open palms.

“I’m not ‘freaking out,’ Max. I’m pissed off! I want to go home.”

The Board beeped, and a new message appeared: GO TO BED.

“Fuck that,” hissed Nancy.

Max sighed and scanned the cabin again.

“This is absolutely insane. Or some kind of sick joke.” Nancy paced.

As much as he hated to admit it, he wanted to both agree with her and just go to sleep. There was a simple allure to shutting off his brain. Then he wouldn’t have to antagonize his mind any further. 

He could just go to sleep. Turn it off. It would all make sense tomorrow . . . or turn out to have been a strange dream.

“Max!”

His weary eyes snapped to Nancy. She stood in the middle of the room, arms out, waiting expectantly.

“The woods. Are they dangerous, or are they blocked off?” he asked.

“How should I know?”

He pushed his hair back. In the upper corners of his vision, he saw strands of hair. When did that grow in? His bangs had normally rested in a neat line above his eyebrows. Now, only longer strands hung on the outer periphery of his eyes. Had he been too caught up in the shave and tattoos to notice before? He supposed everything looked strange. He might as well not even recognize himself.

“Max!”

He shook out his hand and turned sideways. “Well, there’s something keeping you from going out there. If you could leave, you’d be long gone by now.” Outside, the sun was quickly fading. Barrier or not, as exhausted as he was, he would rather have shelter than risk a night in the woods.

The Board beeped again. The same message remained.

“There’s some kind of electric fence out there,” Nancy said. “I couldn’t get more than ten feet from the house. Can’t get to the other cabins, either.”

A dream was the only rational option. A test of his mind. It sounded like nonsense, but lacking any other explanation, Max was convinced. “Alright. Then . . . we go to bed.”

“Excuse me?” She took a step back.

“The note said if we do as the Board tells us, things will work out. You can read it yourself. Maybe if we go to bed, we . . . we can wake up and find out who pranked us. O-or find out it was all a dream.”

Nancy stared at him in disbelief.

Undeterred, Max went to the side of the bed closer to the bathroom curtain. He picked up a pillow and fluffed it. It felt clean. Starchy.

“This is crazy,” she muttered, looking outside.

“I’m not disagreeing with you.” He gripped the pillow tighter. He feared she was about to run out again. Letting her go should have felt like a reasonable option—he didn’t know this woman—but sending an obvious city girl into the woods at night was bound to end badly. He knew he shouldn’t let her run off.

She sighed, then switched her attention to the bed. “Where do you plan to sleep?”

There was only one bed. The right thing to do was let her have it. 

Max knelt next to the bed and pulled out a drawer. The frame was a dark cherrywood. It was almost effectively disguised as hand-carved, but the smoothness and marks gave away the use of modern tools.

Nancy cleared her throat.

“I’ll take the floor, Nance. I’m just looking for a sheet.” He pulled out a crème-colored blanket made of a heavy wool. It was meant to go overtop a sheet and would be itchy, but it was good enough. He pushed in the drawer and took his find to the space between the table and footboard.

The door clicked shut as Nancy closed it. She scanned it for a lock, but there wasn’t one. Once Max was away from the bed, she stepped between it and the long window, pulling the curtain shut.

The wool blanket was big enough for Max to lay it down, stretch out on it, and fold the remainder over him. He looked around as he considered the lack of any sort of lock on the door. Sitting up, he repositioned the blanket so that when he laid down, his feet were against the door. The boots stayed on.

Nancy squinted down at him, still standing.

“I want to know if anyone tries to come in while we’re asleep.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

“Then you don’t have to look at me like that.”

Nancy rolled her eyes, huffed, and shifted to face away from him. 

Max closed his eyes. Try as he might, he could not get his muscles to relax. His mind was still as blurry as his eyes when he had first woken up. He just wanted to sleep. Going to sleep was going to fix it—he knew it. It had to. Do what the Board says, and it’ll all make sense.

Somehow.

Yet his heart was beating like his legs were already running.

He considered praying. Even from nightmares, God could still listen.

A pain started in his shoulder. He adjusted to better distribute the weight on his back. On the same side, his thigh began to burn. Max twisted to lie on his other side, and the lifted thigh stopped burning.

An instant later, the same pain started in his other leg. A burning sensation seared him from his ankle to his hip. Max sat up, and as he pressed a hand to the floor to push away, he yelped in pain.

On his feet, he looked around for what could have been burning him. The sunlight was nearly gone, but the Board cast ambient light enough for him to see the floor was bare, save the blanket. He kicked it away as if it had wronged him to no avail. He started to hop, only able to make the burning stop in his feet when one foot was airborne.

A chair was his closest option. He grabbed the back and jumped up, but the pain in his feet persisted, extending to his hand. He leapt back.

There was only one other option. He scrambled onto the foot of the bed.

The pain stopped.

Resting on his knees, Max let out his breath and shook out his hands. The pain was gone, leaving no lingering sensations. Burning one second, normal the next. He willed his heart rate to slow as he tried to make sense of it.

Nancy had noticed his awkward dance and scramble and now sat against the headboard, knees tucked to her chest. Once he stopped moving, she asked, “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“This is the only place it doesn’t burn.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

What does it mean? Max stared at the floor. It looked normal—no lights or marks. The boards didn’t look abnormal, not that he was accustomed to looking at wood floors anymore. The blanket was a crumpled mess from him having kicked it. Nothing showed signs of fire.

“Max!”

“The electric fence you were talking about? I think it’s in the floors.”

She raised her eyebrows and leaned forward to scan the same area he had. “Bullshit.”

“If I step off this bed, everything starts burning.”

“Get off!”

“No!” He pinched the bridge of his nose. One-of-a-kind nightmare, that’s for sure. Dampening his outburst, he explained, “I can’t sleep down there if I can’t bear to stand on it, can I?”

“You pervert.” She hugged her knees closer.

Redness crept up Max’s neck. If this was all a dream, he could control it, right? Then why would his virgin-self dream of getting trapped in an outdated cabin with a beautiful woman who treated him like this? Perhaps it was a lesson in temptation. Temperance.

He shook his head to restore his focus. The floor doesn’t burn. If it was just a dream, all he had to do was decide on that to make it so. He changed positions to sit, his feet dangling off the side. The floor doesn’t burn. He tapped his toe down.

Pain flared the instant he touched the wood, and his reflexes reeled in his foot before he finished hissing. “Nope. Can’t do it.”

Nancy huffed and shook her head, moving to leave the bed. “Asshole.”

“What are you doing?”

“If you’re too much of a wuss to sleep on the floor, I guess I have to.” She set her feet down gingerly. When there was no reaction, she pushed off the bed. Her first few steps were tentative, and she watched the floor carefully. At the foot of the bed, she turned and dramatically flapped her arms. “Joke’s up.”

Max’s mouth opened, but words wouldn’t come.

“I don’t see what the issue is,” she muttered.

“But I . . . I don’t understand.”

Nancy rolled her eyes. “What the hell are—?” She cut herself off with a yelp as she dove for the bed. Eyes focused on the empty spot where she had stood, she asked, “What was that?”

“It’s me not lying to you.”

“Bullshit.” Nancy examined her unhurt bare feet one at a time. 

“I don’t know.” Max flopped onto his back, as close to the edge as he could manage. “I don’t know anything except that I’m exhausted.”

“You’re going to sleep?”

“What are you going to do?” He watched her, waiting. Nancy only cursed at the floor. “We’re more stuck now than we were before,” he said. 

“We could try for the ceiling.”

He took a deep breath to think about it. “This bed isn’t the most stable thing. The last thing I want is for you to fall and crack your head open.”

“You won’t try?”

“No. Not tonight.”

She flapped her arms. “Then go to sleep!”

“I’ll stay on top of the blankets.”

“I swear, if you try anything, I’ll push you off this bed, and we’ll find out if—”

“You don’t have to threaten me. I got it.” Max rested his arm over his eyes.

Nancy huffed a breath. It looked like she wanted to argue but settled for crossing her arms and aiming her glare at the floor.

“Nance—Nancy—I’m hungry. I’m tired. I’m really confused, and I’m as fed up as you are. I just want to sleep, okay?” He also wanted his heart to stop beating so quickly. He wanted answers. Neither seemed inclined to happen tonight.

Max heard the bed creak as she laid back down. A glance over his shoulder told him she was facing away. Wanting to say something comforting, for himself as much as her, he tried to think of some kind of assurance but came up short. 

He adjusted his arm and tried to sleep.
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NANCY WOKE WITH DRIED tearstains on her face and a scratchy throat. Before she opened her eyes, she knew the physical evidence of silently crying herself to sleep meant the cabin wasn’t a dream. Noise alerted her that someone else was with her, and she sprung to sit.

Max. That was his name. He was still dressed in the same stupid clothes.

She looked down to see what she already felt—the constricting purple dress. Someone’s idea of a joke. She combed a hand through her hair and let out a sigh.

Max, who had been turned away, looked back at her. He had a slice of jam-covered bread in his hand. Other hand over his mouth, he said, “Sorry if I woke you.”

The cabin was quiet. The Board hanging from the wall didn’t hum. There was no ambient appliance noise. No air ventilation, no horns or tire screeches. It was absurdly quiet. Her skin crawled, and she rubbed hands down her clothed forearms.

He swallowed and set the last bite of bread down. “There’s more food here. Not too much. A few more slices of bread and some apples.”

Nancy tested her toes on the floor. It didn’t hurt. She set her bare feet flat on the wood and glared at Max. He was too calm. Suspiciously calm. What is he playing at?

“There’re cups in the cupboard. Tastes alright to me. The water, I mean.” He waited for her to respond. When she didn’t, he finished eating the slice.

They were surrounded by the same walls. Same stone. Same forest outside the window when she pulled back the curtain. What did that make him? The captor? Or just someone complicit? 

He was taller than her, stronger. She didn’t have her pepper spray or pocketknife, but with the right surprise, she could overpower him. Get some answers or get pointed to the exit. Didn’t matter which.

“There’s coffee beans on the shelf, but I don’t know how to . . .” Max trailed off when he glanced back at her. He cleared his throat and faced her fully. “What?”

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you had time to find the coffee grounds?” she shouted.

He looked down and tapped his foot. “I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?” She moved between him and the exit

He nodded. “And I don’t know when I’ll be back. Or if.”

“Except we can’t leave.”

“An hour ago, that was still true. I tried when the sun came up. The electric fence was off on the floor, but I couldn’t get more than a couple yards from the house.”

“What makes you think that’s changed?” she asked, squinting at him.

Max pointed at the Board. “It told me to get ready for work. A couple minutes ago, it told me to leave for work. The arrow pointed to the woods. Guess that’s where I’m going.”

Her impulse was to laugh at the incredulousness and scream at the nonsense, but Nancy retained a neutral expression and tone. “You’re just going to go out there?”

He nodded.

“Because it said so?”

Lips pressed tightly together, he shifted his weight awkwardly. He bit back the first thing it looked like he wanted to say and rubbed at the faded red rims around his eyes. “Yes. I’m going to go out there, because it said so. I don’t want my skin to burn off like last night. Maybe there will be answers out there.”

Her scoff conveyed her disbelief, but what she couldn’t say was that she didn’t have any better ideas. “Fine.”

“Are you going to come?”

She scanned the trees through the window. She remembered the barrier. Perhaps it was down. That was how they could get answers.

Or maybe it’s a trick—the next stage of a bad joke. She paused. Do I want to be out there with him? 

Deciding her chances were better alone, she shook her head.

He studied her. “You going to be alright here?”

Nancy raised her eyebrows before she stepped to the side and motioned for him to pass her.

“Alright.” Max took an apple, tossed it into the air and caught it twice, then walked out the door. He took the stairs slowly, observing his surroundings. On the grass, he kept his eyes trained down. He was able to walk on it without issue and passed the barrier. Soon, he was on a path into the woods.

Nancy’s heart sped up. She clutched the doorframe. The barrier was down. 

As much as she wanted to run for it, she held herself back. Give him a head start. If it was some type of trick, he needed time to find out. Nancy counted her breaths until she reached thirty.

Everything was quiet and still.

The first step made her wonder if there were shoes hidden somewhere in the cabin for her. Already out the door, she wasn’t going back inside to look. The stairs were smooth. The grass was damp. The woods, quiet.

She risked a look back at the wall. The looming stone made her feel small. She kept walking. Dress pinched, she lifted the skirt and concentrated on the way forward.

A dull burn started in her toes. She took another step. The pain intensified, and she gritted her teeth. Another step. Letting out a hiss of pain, she kept on.

With her next step, she jumped backward—the burning sensation was too great. She stood where she felt the dull ache and stared at the grass. On her knees, she patted around. Her knees hurt. Her hands burned. She reached as far forward as the pain would let her before her body took over, forcing her behind the line where the burning vanished. There was nothing in the grass.

“I’m going insane.” Nancy shook out her hair and took a breath.

No. Crazy people don’t know they’re crazy. The situation was insane, not her. She held onto that small truth.

She walked along the perimeter where her feet began to tingle. It changed direction at a right angle and brought her beside the cabin, to the stone wall, where she found small rocks. It didn’t look like they had fallen or crumbled off the wall; the rocks were almost artfully placed. 

When she picked one up, she found they were porous and light. Surely, if thrown hard enough and if the pane was thin enough, the rock could break a window. She thought about gathering a handful and chucking them at the window of the cabin. Or at the Board telling them what to do.

Instead, she decided to set a boundary and determine if the border around the cabin was consistent on all sides. She used her yellow apron as a basket, gathered a dozen light rocks, and set about making the perimeter.

She set the rocks at the threshold where she could stand the pain, but just barely. When she set each rock down, careful not to touch the ground or the grass, her hand burned as they touched down. It stopped when she let go.

The stones were spaced haphazardly, but it showed her the box she was trapped inside. About five feet on each side of the cabin, ten in front of it. She put a hand on her hip and surveyed the work.

A woman emerged from the cabin next door, startling her. A full-figured woman, likely in her early twenties, with brown hair and eyes red from weeping. She wore the same dress as Nancy but in pink, less the grass stains and rock dust.

Nancy waved and approached her newly drawn border. “Hey!”

The woman jerked into awareness. In the first instant she looked at Nancy, her eyes went wide in disbelief. Then she dashed down the porch toward Nancy in a desperate run.

“Wait!” Nancy shouted, putting up a hand. “It’s not safe.”

The woman continued running full tilt. When she reached the invisible border of her own land, her face contorted, and she fell. Dragging herself backward, the woman openly sobbed.

There was still more than twenty feet between her and Nancy, an insurmountable gap. Nancy projected her voice best she could without sounding like she was yelling. “What’s your name?”

The woman continued to weep. She curled her knees to her chest.

Nancy knelt on the grass and extended her hand in the other woman’s direction—the best comfort she could offer at this distance. “It’s going to be alright.”

Slowly, the woman sat up and wiped her nose on her sleeve.

“I’m Nancy. What’s your name?”

“Wilma.”

Nancy mustered a smile. “Wilma, do you know what’s going on?”

The woman shook her head and stared at the back of her hand. Nancy could see a grey crescent moon tattoo on her skin. Taking in unsteady breaths, Wilma let her hand drop.

“Talk to me. Maybe we can help each other,” said Nancy.

“We woke up here . . . yesterday. I don’t know why. I can’t remember.”

“And there’s something keeping you from leaving, right?”

Wilma’s chin trembled. She croaked, barely audible across the field, “I just want to go home.”

“Me too.” Nancy tucked hair behind her ears. “You said ‘we.’ Are you with someone?”

“A strange guy. But he left.”

“The same thing happened to me. Do you know him from anywhere?”

Wilma shook her head.

“Do you recognize anything about this place?”

She shook her head again.

“You’ve never been here before? Or any other place like it?”

“No.”

Resting back on her feet, Nancy took a deep breath. “Me neither.”

A beep sounded from both cabins at the same time.

Wilma’s breath caught, and she looked back. Frantically, she exclaimed, “I have to go!”

“Wait!” called Nancy, but Wilma had already stood and was rushing back into her cabin. Beyond Wilma’s, there was another cabin. Nancy thought she saw a woman in the window, but the figure moved away too quickly to tell. She turned and surveyed the cabin to her left. There was no one. The next cabin over—or where she assumed one would be—couldn’t be seen due to trees.

Another beep. Nancy grumbled a curse and went inside to find out what the Board was going to try and get her to do now.

“‘Make new clothes,’” she read from it and scoffed. “What is this, involuntary finishing school? Get fucked.” There was an arrow pointing at the various drawers and cabinets affixed to the wall. Begrudgingly, she pulled open a drawer.

Inside was orange material dotted with small blue flowers wrapped around a fabric bolt. Nancy fumbled with it long enough to turn her nose up before closing the drawer. It didn’t sit on the tracks right and closed at an angle. Yanking it out, she shoved it closed harder. The drawer slid to the same angle.

The next time Nancy yanked it out, she tore the drawer from the tracks and whipped it at the bed. Then she pulled on the next drawer down, delivering it a similar fate. Supplies scattered as she continued to yank out drawers.

When she reached the cabinets, she tossed their contents onto the floor—metal tools, apples, towels, all of it. She grunted and huffed as she tore the cabin apart, moving next to the drawers under the bed.

Debris scattered at her feet, Nancy raked hands through her hair. Breaths clamored from her chest. She wanted to run. She wanted to scream. To weep.

She went to the curtain Max had put up and yanked it down. It took effort, but once it lay crumpled in a heap, she found herself persistently unsatisfied.

Debating her next move, Nancy decided to zero in her focus on combing the cabin for evidence. Someone had to have left something behind. She looked for trap doors, lenses, microphones, wires—anything. The Board itself was built into the wall, and try as she might, she couldn’t get her fingernails to pry it away.

Nothing.

She found nothing.

A yell bubbled up her throat, and she let it tear from her mouth. Strewn blankets, dated belongings, and supplies lay scattered at her feet, and it had netted her nothing.
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