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			For those piecing together the past,

			to have a piece of the present,

			and peace for the future.

		

	
		
			 

			‘Please assume, then, for the sake of argument, that there is in our souls a block of wax. In one case, larger; in another, smaller; in one case, the wax is purer; in another, more impure and harder; in some cases, softer. Let us, then, say that this is the gift of Memory, the mother of the Muses, and that whenever we wish to remember anything we see or hear or think of in our own minds, we hold this wax under the perceptions and thoughts and imprint them upon it, just as we make impressions from seal rings; and whatever is imprinted we remember and know as long as its image lasts…’

			Plato, Theaetetus c. 360 bce


		

	
		
			Part One

			Twilight

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I once heard my voice ring out loud as church bells.

			It was mine, but it was also beyond me. It was sharp and raw, like metal thwacking stone. It punched past the deepest barriers of my brain, rattling through nerves and roots – places nobody’s supposed to touch. I was on the floor, convulsing – another episode. They came and went like storms, but this one hit different. It was angry, more savage, like it had fangs sinking into my cerebrum. Like it wanted something from me.

			Through the delirium, another voice surfaced – my mother’s – passing through me like an electric jolt. Pip. Pip! Her voice withered and warped. I writhed in the chaos, twisting, trying to pinpoint her face, spine arching, limbs locking, eyes fluttering. There she was – frantic, turbulent, in and out of my vision, her cheek pressed against the wooden floor amid a tangle of wires. She reached for my hand. My father hovered close, his boots pinning my head in place like an anchor. Colors burst behind my eyes – grays and whites with smears of ruby red and parrot green, a jumbled mess of pigments that didn’t belong together. 

			Then the world ripped apart. Mechanical buzzing, shouting, something tearing from the seams inside me. My skull felt like it shattered – the edifice of time breaking into scattered potsherds, my memories smashing to the ground like crushed ceramics, pieces I’d never get back. When the convulsing subsided, there was nothing. No sound. No light. Just thick, infinite darkness. I plunged into a dense, obsidian slumber that seemed to swallow me whole. 

			But just before I slipped away, something stirred in the void. A voice, soft and close, seeping through the cracks: I’m going to hurt you, but it’s the only way.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			My father hauled us out of Seattle after the episode the way a hunter might drag a dead boar – rough, wordless, not looking back. 

			I was nine, maybe ten – it didn’t matter much. Time was slippery. I sensed us moving, the long bumpy truck ride, the sway of each turn. But I was too tired to piece it all together. My eyelids remained fastened even when I felt my body land on a strange bed. I was a loose lump of bones, drifting in and out of sleep, bedridden, weak. Every now and then, something hot or cold slipped between my lips – soup, water. At times, I’d stir, aware only of the fleeting current of scents – burnt wood, damp leaves, garlic and dirt, sweet maple syrup, the faded trace of jasmine – my mother’s scent. 

			And then I’d slip back into a long, dark sleep.

			One morning, my eyes peeled open like stubborn pages fused together. The light stung, and it took a minute to recognize the hands on my chest were my own. I brought them into view – pale and thin. They trembled when I moved them, like they hadn’t seen sunlight in months. I ran my fingers over my neck – damp with sweat, strands of cedar-brown hair clinging to my skin like matted vines. The strawberry-blond flecks from my mother’s side were gone, swallowed by darker strands. 

			The room was foreign to me. Wooden beams stretched above, coated in dust, brittle and aged. Toys I no longer played with sat scattered in strange places, as if someone had plucked them blind from our Seattle home. My mother’s clothes lay draped about like wild weeds, unkempt and forgotten. I tried to call for her, but my words wouldn’t come, stuck like stones in my throat.  

			Then, he stirred. 

			At the edge of the room, slumped in a chair woven from branches, my father jolted awake at the sound of my finger bones cracking. His sunken eyes swept the room before settling on me. For a long moment, he just stared – like he couldn’t remember who I was or why I was there – then he sank back into himself, as if battling some inner war. Finally, he stood, jittery yet mechanical, shuffling toward a small table beside me where an old whisky jug rested. His rough knuckles wiped the drool from my mouth before he lifted the jug.

			“Drink,” he muttered, his voice clotted with spit as though he hadn’t spoken in days. 

			I turned my head away.

			“It’s water,” he said.

			He tipped the bottle to my lips. The water hit my teeth like ice but didn’t clear the stones away.

			“Rest,” he whispered. As though sleep was the only gift he had left to offer. His face hovered close right before he peeled away. But his eyes gave him away. There was something splintered there, some remorseful sign in the oak of his eyes – I was waking up from something more than sleep. Something during that last episode had clawed inside me, taken something special, and scraped me hollow. And I knew, deep in my marrow, whatever it stole wasn’t returning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The day came when I found the strength to ask questions.

			I called out for my father. My voice exploded in the cabin room like shrapnel. It burst everywhere, dripping off the log-plaited walls and falling onto the flimsy blanket covering my body. I lay in bed as my father shuffled in, hunched and red-eyed, a carving tool tight in his grip. Flames from a fireplace crackled and popped in the pockets of silence. Was this my bedroom?

			“What happened to me?” I asked.

			He went to dab my drool, but I beat him to it. 

			“You were sick,” he said, the words clumsy in his mouth. “But you’re getting better.”

			I searched his face for grounding, but something told me his beard had grown like his lies. Feral and out of control. “What is this place?”

			“Our new home in Snoqualmie Pass, by the mountains.”

			I let his words settle. 

			“Are we close to Seattle?”

			“About an hour away. We took you camping here once. Do you remember? The time I was a storm tamer…”

			I watched him fidget. 

			“Where’s Mom?”

			He paused. “She’s…not here,” he mumbled, each syllable oozing out like a paste.

			“Where is she?”

			“She’s gone to Heaven, Pip.”

			“Heaven?”

			“Yes.”

			My eyes watered. My lungs constricted. I couldn’t breathe. I tried to get out of bed, but he wouldn’t let me. Said I was too weak. “But I just saw her.” My words trembled. “She was on the floor next to me. She was holding my hand—”

			He lowered his head. “She got sick too.”

			Rain tapped at the windows, an incessant hammer that seemed to get louder and more agitated with each passing second.

			I turned my head to the pane, gulping for air. I couldn’t stomach his face. I blamed him for allowing this to happen. But his reflection met me in the glass anyway. I couldn’t escape him. 

			His face strained with something worse than guilt. 

			Like he was sorry I woke up at all.

			Like maybe the truth was something I was better off not knowing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Nobody likes to think about their mother dying. 

			For me, it became an obsession – a knot I couldn’t undo. I kept returning to it, trying to untangle the threads. The timeline of my life blurred, and I searched for scraps to make sense of the last time I saw her: her jasmine scent, her final words, a hazy glimpse of wires. My mind, still reeling from the episode, refused to let go of the flashes I saw behind my eyes. What did those colors mean? And whose voice spoke to me at the end? Did she die while I was having an episode? How long was I out, anyway?

			My father offered nothing. “She had health problems,” he said, his voice clamping shut like a steel door anytime I asked. “These things happen.”

			But shame covered his face. He could hardly meet my eyes.

			Instead, he threw himself into the woods surrounding our new cabin, hunting sticks to whittle into knives, pressing his bare feet into the soil to test the earth’s foundation for beets and onions and other things he could bury. He mushed berries into measly excuses of watery jam and carved obscure trinkets out of maple.

			School wasn’t allowed anymore. Not at this place. But I held on to what I could from the city – bits of math, wonders of science, the serenity of art. And screens. God, I missed them. Computers, TVs, tablets – hell, even a crackling old walkie-talkie would’ve felt like a treat. That was before he destroyed every sign of technology, calling them all poison. But my craving for learning stayed. I made do. I collected pinecones, arranging them into perfect mandalas on the floorboards – tiny acts of order to keep my mind from gnawing at its own roots for entertainment. My designs became my only reliable truth. But no matter how carefully I tried to soothe my inner world, the images kept returning to me. 

			Her. Tangled in wires. 

			The voice. I’m going to hurt you.

			I wanted answers. 

			I would have killed for them. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			One year passed. 

			I found my father in the shed at dusk. It was just across a path of wild grass from our cabin, his makeshift woodcarving studio. August heat was pressing in, thick as tar. His refurbished oil lamp flickered when I twisted the knob, splattering crooked shadows across the wooden floorboards. He was perched on a stool, a headlamp wrapped around his forehead like a miner’s tool. He didn’t look up from the chest he’d been hollowing out for weeks. The room reeked of sawdust and sweat.

			His bare feet pressed into the grimy, dust-covered floor. I noticed, with a pang of frustration, that he hadn’t bathed – again. I crossed my arms as I watched his knife peel thin spirals of wood, each curl shedding like dead skin. He looked like a grizzled woodsman there in the dim shed, his meshwork beard fraying at the edges and his sullied shirt clinging to him like wet felt. But I knew better. This was the same man who once built algorithms and codes to change the world. Dr. Richard Screed, the genius who’d left it all behind to hide out in the woods.

			He finally noticed me and switched off his headlamp. Blond shavings flitted from his ragged sideburns. He tapped the wooden chest and gave me a tired smile. 

			“Almost done,” he said. “What do you think?”

			What did I think? I thought I wanted answers. I wanted friends, school, a chance at something beyond these woods. I wanted a life. My mother. But he couldn’t see that. All he saw was his hollow chest – a distraction, another project to keep the world away. I wondered if I could leave him behind. If I did, would I forgive myself? Would I regret abandoning the only person who cared for me, even if that care felt like a chokehold?

			I stared at him, the words curdling in my mouth. “I think I need to go to school, Dad. I’m almost eleven. I should be in fifth grade by now. Maybe sixth. I don’t know.”

			“Nah,” he said, air trembling past his lips. “I’m your teacher.”

			As much as my father’s reclusive antics annoyed me, he was my everything. I loved him. But love didn’t mean we understood each other. 

			“You won’t even give me a pencil,” I said.

			“I gave you a whittling knife.” He turned back to his chest, his own knife gliding through the wood. “I teach you about foraging. The woods. Cooking.”

			I stood there in the wood dust, trying to reason with him. “Why don’t we have computers anymore?” 

			His blade slowed, but he didn’t look up. “We’ve talked about this, Pip. Computers are…mind suckers. I prefer a simple life.” Finally, he met my eyes and sighed, resting his knuckles on the worktable. “I want the same for you.”

			“Okay, but why is our mailbox boarded up? Why aren’t we allowed to say our names when we go to town…if we even go at all? Why can’t I have friends? Why do you shut us away? Ever since Mom—”

			“Stop.” His voice cracked like a whip. He got back to carving, his strokes growing quicker and sharper. “There are some things you don’t understand yet, Piper. It’s better this way. Trust me.”

			I kicked at the dust. “Then explain it to me!”

			He slammed the knife down, cutting his finger. He didn’t even flinch. “You’re being too loud. Someone could hear us.”

			“Who, Dad? The chipmunks?”

			He was paranoid to a fault. Our closest neighbor was up a steep hill we never trekked, and there were maybe one or two others scattered miles and miles down the road – off-grid no-names we never saw. The forest dirt could have opened and swallowed us whole, and no one would’ve blinked.

			He stared at me, stiff-jawed, blood welling at his cut. When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse, almost a whisper. “We’re safe here, Pip.” He paused, like he wasn’t sure whether to say more. “There are people out there. If they find me…” His eyes shot toward the narrow slit in the door, then back to me, his words dissolving on his tongue. “Forget it.”

			I gritted my teeth. “Tell me.”

			His cement face softened. “It means they’re looking for you too.”

			It was the most information he’d given me in the year since my mother’s passing, but it felt like a weight. It sat heavy on my chest, paralyzing me. I didn’t know what to say back. 

			He flicked his headlamp back on, pressing his wound to his mouth, and I became invisible again. I left, slamming the door so hard the frame shook. I stomped off, but something made me stop. The door hadn’t latched right. I paused with a quiet sigh and retraced my steps to ensure his clumsy door clicked shut. Before I left, I eased the door open, just a sliver, and watched him carve, sweat dripping from his brow, wondering what he meant. His blade scored harder, like it was cutting through something denser than wood. I shut the door quietly, but the carving sounds scraped deeper. More aggressive. I slipped away, back to my room. I curled up beside my pinecone mandala and cried until my throat burned. It took me two years to find a friend. By then, speaking felt like forcing words through rusted pipes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			I met Farley Renner in the creek. 

			He was a tall, wiry kid with a bushy head of golden-brown hair that couldn’t be tamed. He was fourteen; I was twelve. He lived on the other side of the creek, tucked up a steep trail that dried the breath from your lungs by the time you reached the top. But I never minded the climb. Farley was the closest sign of life to me, and soon enough, he became the only link to anything that felt real.

			He would fish in the creek in warm months, sometimes cold, and often his aunt Vera would let me sit with him on their enclosed porch and play video games. I’d sink into their cushioned rocking chair, gripping a video game controller, the electric fuzz melting into my palms, feeling so connected to the world it made my skin buzz.

			Their cabin was colossal, inhaling you the moment you stepped inside. It used to be a vacation rental before Farley’s parents died in a tragic crash, before his aunt turned it into their home, rebranding grief with rebirth. She became his guardian, though most of the time she treated him like a roommate. On the far end of their driveway was an in-law suite no one touched. It just sat there, awaiting purpose. An unflashy, quiet force – much like my and Farley’s nascent relationship. Visiting Farley felt like my one shot at normalcy, like I could slip into the skin of a regular kid. I never told my father about him. If he found out, I knew he’d find a way to destroy it. 

			“Pip, maybe some time I can come to your house,” Farley said with a video game controller between thumbs. 

			I guided my avatar into a new room, tapping rhythmically. “My dad doesn’t let anyone come over. So probably not.”

			“Does he know about me?”

			“No,” I said, shifting in the rocker. “He thinks I’m out foraging right now. I’m not allowed to go out too far or see anyone.”

			“Why’s he like that?”

			“Probably because I had problems when I was younger.”

			“Like what?”

			I didn’t want to say, but I didn’t want to lose my only friend. 

			“I would shake until I fainted.”

			He paused our game and steadied his eyes on me. “Do you still?”

			“No. Not anymore.”

			“What’s different?”

			“My mom died.” The words felt like a punch. “That’s when I got better. But ever since, my dad has us locked up from the world. I’m not even allowed to go to school.”

			“Sorry. That’s not right.”

			“It’s okay.” 

			“Losing your parents sucks.”

			Farley sighed, releasing a part of himself. I was quick to understand the weight of his breath. 

			“Yeah,” I said, unpausing the game for the both of us.

			I didn’t know what else to say, and suddenly, an image of my mother on the floor with wires flashed through my mind like a faulty light. I worried an episode might come on, so I changed the subject back to the game. “I think you can teleport through this door. Follow me.”

			He was quiet for a while. Then: “If you marry me, you don’t have to be locked up anymore. Plus, you can always play my video games.”

			I tried to hide my smile as I looked at him. 

			He leaned forward, grinning. “I’m serious.”

			I felt my cheeks warm. “All right.”

			He leaned back, confident, clicking his controller. “For real. You can always count on me.”

			I couldn’t stop smiling. “All right,” I said again.

			Vera was behind us, sipping tea. I didn’t know she was there until I said everything I said. After we were done playing, Farley was going to walk me halfway home, but she stopped us. She looked down at me like I was a sickly possum caught in a snare. After her eyes scanned my gaunt face, she said, “Pip, some kids go to school online. You can come here at eight and I’ll make sure our computer room is open. I’ll set everything up.”

			My tongue froze. The offer stunned me. For a second, I thought about what my dad would say – what he’d do – if he found out. I should’ve felt grateful, but something twisted in my chest. It felt like betrayal.

			Farley leaned in and whispered, “You don’t have to tell him, you know.”

			I nodded, not trusting myself to answer. Like he might hear me. His aunt sipped her tea, and Farley gave me one of his charming, clumsy smiles. I tried to smile back, but the image of my mother, tangled in wires, flashed in my mind again. This time, something about it felt different, like there was a message buried in the memory, something I hadn’t noticed before. What if she wasn’t just holding my hand? What if she was trying to tell me something? A warning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			When my father found out about Farley, it was like setting off a flare in a sleeping bear’s den.

			The first time he caught us together, he came barreling through the brush with his shotgun cocked, shouting loud enough to scatter birds from low-hanging branches. Farley took off, boots tripping on roots, mud shooting up behind him. It was rough. I figured that was the end of it – that no kid would be stupid enough to stick it out. But Farley was stubborn. Like a hook sunk deep around the bone, he reeled me in with patience, even though my father tried to snap the line.

			Vera was the one who cooled the flames. One afternoon, we were walking in the woods on our side of the creek when my father stumbled across the three of us. I’d told them we were too close, that this was his turf. But they didn’t feel the same danger I did – they couldn’t. The moment I saw his haggard form through the trees, gun in hand, my heart dropped. I knew what came next. The gun. The shouting. The threats to keep me caged. But when he saw Vera with us, the fire in him dimmed. The grip on his gun slackened, and all he said was, “Get on home, Pip.”

			That night, Vera showed up at our place with a big bag of chocolates and fruit. She was a bright, bold meteor slamming down on his planet. I knew what she was doing though – taking stock, trying to figure out if the kid she was helping get an education was in danger or just being raised by an off-grid woodsman with a grudge against society. It was gracious of her to give me an education. Truly. I wouldn’t have stayed informed about culture or technology without her. I appreciated her in that regard, but in other areas, she felt like a threat. She moved quickly, almost too naturally, into spaces that still belonged to my mother.

			That night, she stayed extra-long and sat at the table like it was her roost, peeling an orange, her cinnamon-streaked hair catching the kitchen light, and I swear, every time she brushed her hair over her shoulder, my father flushed red. It rattled me, and I couldn’t help it. I should’ve been happy for him. For us. At some point, she reached for my sweater and held the fibers between her fingers as though I were her pet, and she was making a mental note to take me to the groomer. Most of what I wore came from my mother’s old wardrobe, whatever my father managed to salvage. None of it fit right. Her clothes were well-worn and loose on me, but comfortable. Vera’s touch, whether coded or not, signaled it was time for me to move on. My clothes didn’t fit me. And neither did my grief. Not anymore. I was almost afraid to wear my mother’s clothes around her. If I left something behind at her cabin, like a scarf or jacket, she’d wash it immediately. She didn’t mean harm, I’m sure, but every rinse felt like another piece of my mother’s jasmine scent – whether real or imagined – was disappearing, leaving nothing but the fumes of store-brand detergent behind.

			Three years came and went. I finished all my online courses under the watch of Vera, and still, my father didn’t know. My feelings toward her continued to sway back and forth. Most days, I appreciated her kindness and how she tried to forge me a future. Other days, every gesture felt like a small step toward the deletion of my mother’s memory. In the end, my feelings stayed the same: grateful but guarded. 

			And even after all that time, no visit with Farley or Vera ended without a lecture from my father.

			“I know I can’t keep you in my pocket,” he said. His hands clasped shut at our crooked wooden table one day. “You’re a teenager now. I get it. Just be careful who you trust. Nothing—” his voice tightened, “—nothing can come back to me or the Screed name.”

			“I know. I wish you’d just tell me why.” I met his eyes. “But I know.” 

			He gave me a haunting look. “Consider me a ghost.”

			“I know. Anyway, Farley proposed. Soon, I’ll marry him, and then you can be done with me.”

			He clicked his tongue. “Stop.”

			“You won’t have to worry about me anymore,” I continued. “The Screed name will disappear for good. I’ll be Piper Renner.”

			“You’re fifteen,” he said flatly.

			“So, when can I get married, then?”

			“When my beard has gone all gray.”

			“That’ll take forever.”

			The corner of his mouth twitched, just a hair, but it was the closest sign of a smile I’d seen in him in years. “It always seems so,” he said.

			It took my father a long time to tolerate Farley. Acceptance didn’t come naturally to him. But the more freedom I claimed, the more he slipped away from me. Some weeks, I didn’t see him at all. When it was warm, he stockpiled supplies. In the cold months, he locked himself in the shed, carving until his fingers chapped like bark. His constant scraping, his boots clopping from the cabin to the shed, became the drumbeat of my winters. He closed himself off from everything – even me.

			Years blurred. By the time his beard turned the color of smoke-covered snow, Farley had become my whole universe. We were in the creek one summer when I was eighteen – his arms around my waist, kissing, laughing – when I slipped on a mossy stone.

			Farley caught me, reeling me in. “God, I love you, Piper Screed. I can’t wait for our wedding day.”

			He was the only one who knew my name. 

			He was the only one who knew me. 

			He was also the only one who proposed to me on an annual basis. 

			I whispered, “I love you right back, Farley Renner.”

			He cupped my face with his palms, his olive-green eyes looking into mine. “Through thorns and through darkness, I love you.”

			I smiled. “I hope we get roses and light too.”

			He grinned and then kissed me. “All of it.”

			With every step I took toward Farley, my father drifted deeper into the woods – into whatever madness was waiting to infect him. But I knew the truth; he wasn’t just running from his past. He was burying it. And sooner or later, I was going to dig it up.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Three years later, Farley’s real proposal came like a worn and welcome path through the woods.

			A few days before our wedding, I sat on a stone by the creek alone. Farley came beside me, slipping his hand across my waist. I should have felt comforted by his presence. Instead, I felt…scared. Like I was stepping into a foreign life with a past that wasn’t fully pieced together. A past I still wanted answers on.

			“You’re quiet,” he said.

			I shrugged, feeling like I was wearing new skin. “It’s just change. You know.”

			He stiffened, like the word change had reprogrammed him. He stared ahead at the rushing water. “Don’t overthink it. Whatever it is. Just keep moving. Everything will fall into place.”

			I hesitated. “So don’t talk about things. Just ignore them?”

			“That’s not what I said, Pip.” He exhaled, his hand slipping away from me. “Can’t we just enjoy this moment?” 

			My father’s voice drifted through my mind for some reason: Be careful who you trust.

			Our wedding ceremony was small, held at Vera’s house, our vows exchanged by the tallest fir. My father refused to show up, and to be honest, I was relieved. By then, Farley had been living in his aunt’s in-law suite for years, and after the buttercream cake, I moved in with him.

			The suite sat tucked behind Vera’s fortress of timber and stone – a cozy outpost just far enough to feel separate but close enough that if I screamed, she’d hear me. I got used to making the reverse trek down the hill to check on my father, but every time I passed his boarded-up mailbox, my stomach churned. It pulled me back to when I lived alone with him, cut off from the world, caught in his web of paranoia and secrets. Visiting him kept me on edge, worried his irrational distrust of others was only getting worse. He hobbled around his cankered cabin, peeking through slatted blinds as though the trees were spying on him, carving endless projects until his fingers bled. But if I voiced my concerns, Farley would shrug and say, “Really, Pip? I’d kill for a dad like yours. So the man’s a little skittish. At least he’s still standing.” 

			A year into our marriage, I began to understand my thoughts were better off caged. Farley didn’t want to lounge in the muck with me. He wanted to fix things, patch them up and move on like nothing ever happened. He’d grown quick to snuff out my fires before he could ever feel the heat.

			He’d caught his fish and plopped it in the tank. What else was there to do?

			Husband Farley wasn’t Creek Farley. I’d missed the warning signs that things were going to change. Marriage had made us strangers sharing bedsheets and bar soap. It happened quietly, without panoply – the way faces changes over time, the differences invisible until you step back and look at the photo album in its entirety.

			Living with my father was isolating, but marriage brought a different brand of solitude. Our suite was a silent refuge, interrupted only by birdsong outside our A-frame windows. It was smaller than Vera’s house but sculpted from the same bones – pine and limestone, dark beams running the length of the ceiling. It should’ve felt like a dream, but instead, the walls pressed in. Outside, the trees resembled bars. The air, pinched. 

			Meanwhile, Farley found freedom in everything. He threw himself into his landscaping jobs, lighting up every time a new project came in. It was his escape. If he wasn’t on a job, he was in the woods with his rifle, shooting targets, or off drinking with his work buddies. The boy I fell for – the one who fished with me in the creek – started drifting farther and farther away. It was like losing my mother all over again, only this time I was watching it happen, slow and deliberate. But Farley was right about one thing: I could always play his video games. And on nights it was just me and the stink bugs, that’s what I did – played until the screen bleared. Until I wasn’t sure which reality suited me.

			Vera came by often enough to eat dinner with us, but work was her real home. When she wasn’t at the office, she was thick in emails or on the phone, pacing the gravel stretch between her home and our suite, buttering up her clients. One morning, I caught her on her way to work. I could tell she was buzzed on coffee already. If I was going to ask her for help, now was my chance. I needed an excuse to get dressed. A reason to leave the woods. Something to open my lungs.

			Vera had a connection. She worked at Nyxyn, a sleek tech company in Issaquah, about seventeen miles east of Seattle, where she did app development. I didn’t care what kind of work it was. All that mattered was that it got me out of Snoqualmie Pass, even for a little while. 

			I caught up to her just before she got in her car at the driveway’s edge. I opened my mouth before I had time to think, letting an old habit slip out. “Miss Renner,” I called, coming off stiffer than I intended. 

			She turned around with a snort. “Miss Renner!? After all this time? Come on, Pip. We’re family.” She paused, eyes softening. “You look pale. You okay? Sleeping all right?”

			I glanced down at myself and noticed how disheveled I must’ve appeared to her – my oversized sweater slouched awkwardly off my shoulder. Plus, I’d forgotten to do something about my dark tangled hair. Instinctively, I ran my hands over my baggy jeans as though I might suddenly fall together. But Vera was right – I hadn’t been sleeping. I couldn’t. Images of my mother had begun haunting me again. Maybe the isolation was inviting room for it. The frantic wires, her expression just before everything went dark – I couldn’t stop replaying it. I measured my life in two parts: before her death and after it. I’m sure Vera couldn’t tell where my brown eyes ended and the dark circles beneath them began.

			Vera was good to me. Maybe better than I deserved. 

			But still, my brain struggled to let her in completely. 

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” I mumbled. “Sorry. Vera. Aunt Vera – do you think Nyxyn’s hiring? Anything, really. I know I don’t have a degree, but I’ve done some pruning work for Farley. His boss didn’t know, but still, I did it.” My voice weakened. Sweat dripped between breasts. “I’m a quick learner,” I added, my words toppling out. “I could sweep the floors if that’s all they need.”

			Her brow creased like she was trying to decipher some hidden message in my pupils. “You don’t need to sweep floors, Pip. I’ll see what I can do.”

			Relief flooded my chest, but it didn’t last. As she climbed into the car, she grinned through the glass. That same satisfied smile she gave whenever she fixed one of my problems. I watched her tires scuff over the gravel as she left, but then something prickled at the back of my neck. There was a flash of a figure in the corner of my vision. I went still. My ribcage squeezed tight.

			Someone was out there, between the trees hemming our land. Watching. Listening.

			Then – nothing. Whatever I’d seen was gone, swallowed by the woods.

			My father’s voice came to me: They’re looking for you too.

			For years, his ominous threat had seemed to vanish. My father never mentioned it again, and I was too nervous to bring it up. I convinced myself it had just been another one of his paranoid fears, something that had dissolved over time.

			But what if the threat was actually real?

			Maybe it was nothing – a stray hiker, a hunter.

			Or maybe, the warnings my father tried to bury were done hiding in the dark. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Down in his gut, my father must’ve known this day would come. 

			A wife. A job. The final erosions of his control. An eerie silence settled over him the day I crossed the creek and told him I’d found work. I didn’t dare mention it involved computers – that would’ve set off a bomb. So, I lied. “It’s a curtain company,” I said. “My only job is letting customers feel fabric swatches. Just a nameless clerk, Dad.”

			His response: he brought me into his dark woodshed and asked me to sit cross-legged in the far corner, where varnish and resin clung to the air. I did as he asked. As I moved, a thought consumed me – what would he do if I told him about the strange figure I saw on Vera’s land the other day? The sense that someone was out there, watching? He’d probably flee the country on the spot, no questions asked. I kept that part to myself. It was easier to believe it was just a weird feeling, a hiker, and nothing more.

			“I want you to be happy in your life,” he said quietly, sitting across from me. “I can’t expect you to be like me. I knew this would happen. Can you…humor me with an exercise?”

			I couldn’t even see him. 

			“Dad, what is this? Are you about to murder me?” I joked.

			“Shh. Close your eyes. Hold out your palms. Do you remember comfort carvings? They helped you when you were a kid. They’d bring you back to center.”

			It was night, and the darkness closed in, suffocating. The wind blew through the slats, causing the beams to creak and the outdoor rain barrel to shift against the cabin. I started to see shapes and lines in my imagination to make up for the lack of sight. The scent of rum and honey wafted from his breath.

			“Yes, but I don’t need help anymore. I’m fine now.”

			“Here,” he said, placing an object in my hand. “A refresher.”

			The small trinket was made of wood, cube-shaped, smooth.

			“It’s a simple carving. Feel it. Describe it.”

			I laughed.

			“Come on, Pip. I’m serious. Pay attention to the details.”

			“Why do we have to do this in the dark?”

			“Because darkness sharpens our other senses.”

			“This feels…silly.”

			His voice cut through the night. “If not for me, do it for your mother.”

			I paused and swallowed a lump. “Okay. It feels like a cube. Sanded edges.”

			“Describe it better. I can’t see a thing. How can I know what it looks like?”

			“Okay…it’s very smooth, like a baby’s heel. Soft, like satin. Two inches in height. The edges feel slightly curved…like a solid creamy cube of butter.”

			“Good. Smell it. Describe it.”

			I smirked and brought the object to my nose. “It smells like you. Like something you carved a while ago, and it’s been sitting in a room, waiting for someone to come in and appreciate it. And once they do, it’s all they can notice anymore. Like new construction. New beginnings. It smells warm and familiar. Like a family is here, and everything is okay.”

			“Very good.”

			He took the object from me and gave me something else to hold. The piece was more complex than the first and had ridges and grooves all around it. 

			“Feel it. Describe it.”

			“Sudden dips that come and go, like a choppy sea or the moon in my hand if I were a giant.” 

			We continued this exercise for four more pieces. The third smelled like pine – sharp, fresh, balsamic. The fourth was sleek and small, no bigger than a bullet. The fifth fit snug in my palm, solid and square, heavy as an anchor with no rounded edges to lighten the load. The sixth felt warmer – a buoy to the anchor I’d just held – shaped like an eye, its center bulging, watching. 

			An hour must have passed. 

			Time fizzled away. 

			The six shapes were clear as day in my mind’s eye.

			“Open your eyes now,” my father said. “How do you feel?”

			“Calm.”

			“Good. Where is your mind?”

			“Here.”

			“Good,” he said again. He gave me a long look that settled like sediment in the shadows, and then he stood. He clapped the dust off his hands and said, “One day, the darkness may not ask permission first. But you’ll know what to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			A few nights later, the scent of smoke jerked me from sleep. 

			I shot upright, heart pounding. My first thought was of my father. I knew something was wrong in the woods. I fumbled for my shoes but gave up. I tried to wake Farley, but he was dead to the world beside me. I bolted from our bedroom, my mother’s wool cardigan whipping like a foxtail as I followed the smoke trail through the trees. My feet hammered into the earth, cold with frost, but I staggered on, determined to make sure my father was safe. Breathless, I tore down the path, across the creek’s footbridge that Farley had built, past familiar trunks painted black by night, wind rasping at my skin, until I found him swaying in a mound of leaves. He stood bare-chested, his face white with shock, as he watched his cabin ablaze in front of him. Flames roared like waves, feasting on wood. Once he saw me, he tried to shoo me away. But I ran to him and pulled him back from the smoke. The night moved on in a blur. I can’t recall how firefighters were summoned, but the memory of a truck dousing flames remains. While they tamed the fire, we scurried off into the woods before any questions arose. 

			In the woods by a tree, we spoke quietly. 

			“Someone did this,” my father said, his voice unstable. “I didn’t do it.”

			“I didn’t say you did.”

			He shook. “I didn’t do this.”

			I rubbed his arms, trying to warm him. “How did it happen then?”

			He mumbled a single word under his breath, so soft I almost missed it: “Evadere.”

			The following night, my father was settled into Vera’s spare bedroom. I could still smell remnants of smoke drifting through the vents, and I imagined what would have happened if my father hadn’t made it out in time. I left the house with a flashlight while everyone slept. It must have been four or five in the morning. I still couldn’t find my shoes and didn’t want to wake anyone looking for them. Leaves were spears of ice against my toes as I moved sinuously through the desolate woods. I faced my father’s burnt home, the place I could never really call my home; the place I was almost glad to see gone but wanted closure on, nonetheless. When the wind blew, I thought I heard my father mumble, but it was just the mailbox down the gravel road, the one we were never allowed to touch. No one knew the address. But now it squeaked and swayed in the wind, half-burnt from the fire that snaked its way through the brush, ending here, its red flag pointing upwards like a raised hand. I went to it. 

			With naked and sore feet, I hobbled over stones to get to the gray letterbox that was always boarded up. The boards that had sealed it shut were gone, discarded nearby. I reached inside to find an envelope. It was addressed to my father, Dr. Richard Screed, from a company called The Reverie Cloud. I was about to open it when someone grabbed my arm. My father appeared behind me like a ghost, shaking the spirit out of my body. His presence made me tremble. His eyes were wide and white in the moonlight as he snatched the letter from me and ripped it in half. An unhinged voice rose from the hollow of his throat. 

			“Close your eyes, Pip,” he breathed. “Quiet your thoughts. Can you see the six shapes of wood in your mind?”

			I closed them, trying to tame my rapid breath.

			Yes, I could see them. 

		

	
		
			Part Two

			Plunge

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			It was snowing the morning I started at Nyxyn. 

			Then it rained. I swore Aunt Vera drove like weather didn’t exist, like turn signals were folklore. She shot me a smile when we slid into a parking spot. Nerves filled my chest, but I smiled back. I owed her everything for this job. I would’ve gone over the guardrail with her, shaking her hand on the way down, thanking her for getting me out of Snoqualmie Pass after all these years. Though my father had kept me and my name hidden from the world, Vera had quietly ensured I had everything I needed to be paid and start a job like anyone else. Despite my gratitude, I still kept her at an emotional arm’s length, clinging to the stubborn belief that honoring her meant erasing my mother. Part of me wished I could flip a switch and let her in – after all, she did so much for me – but old patterns are hard to break.

			I tumbled out of her cramped blue hybrid, glad to have my feet on solid ground. The building loomed above me. Its sharp brown edges and polished glass caught the drifting clouds in its façade. It was sleek and unapologetically corporate, yet mountains in the backdrop gave it a sense of vitality. It reminded me of places my parents used to take me to when I was little, in the before days. Now, as I stood there in my twenties, those memories felt far away, foreign even, like they belonged to a different person entirely – a version of myself I was still trying to understand. 

			I tried slipping into Vera’s shoes, imagining how she did this every day – making the daily pilgrimage out of the woods and into this stoic, impenetrable world. It was admirable. I wondered if I could carve a niche in tech too. Of course I could. No, I knew I could. Screed blood ran thick in me. I just had to make sure no one ever found that out. 

			Vera ran her hands through her rain-soaked hair and turned to me.

			“It’s prettier inside,” she said. “Ready?”

			She was right. The interior was dazzling. Immaculate egg-white walls. Polished concrete floors. Modern art draped just right. Everywhere, screens blinked with flashy loops of Nyxyn’s latest digital creations. Everything was clean, sleek, and cool. “Nyxyn builds digital ecosystems,” Vera had said in the car, but I knew what that really meant. It was a fancy phrase for apps. Digital experiences. Tiny pixels that make real life feel digestible. I didn’t care what it was called. It felt like the opposite of my father’s world, and I wanted in. Thanks to courses I’d taken at Vera’s house as a teenager, I wasn’t a complete novice to apps or tech. And when I married Farley, I got my first phone right away and spent hours tinkering with it, exploring programs – a silent riot against my father’s ban.

			The receptionist didn’t look up as we crossed the lobby. “Badge or retinal?” she asked, her words spilling like mousse from a can.

			I froze, unsure how to answer.

			“Badge,” Vera replied for me, reaching into her bag and handing me a slim card. “I had this made for you yesterday,” she said, placing it in my palm. 

			The badge was smooth and had a golden chip beneath its sheen of plastic. It felt like a key to another world. I tapped it over the scanner at the gate. A soft ding confirmed my access, and a glass door slid open with a whoosh as though the building itself had exhaled.

			Vera gave me a quick pat on the shoulder right before I went through.

			I smiled, but something gnarled inside me. A feeling I wasn’t supposed to be here, a force pushing me away. But I pressed on. This wasn’t my world. Not yet. But it would be soon enough. I just needed to relax. Just as quick as I settled my thoughts, I sensed the bitter sting of someone staring at me from across the lobby. I looked up. A slender guy with chiseled cheekbones, arms coiled tight as copper wire, had his eyes locked on me through thick, black-framed glasses. He appeared callous and unblinking, as if my presence was a crime. As though his only job was to wait for someone to cross his path and screw up his day, and I was right on time.

			“Hey, Wyatt!” Vera called, far too chipper, coming up from behind me. She guided us over to him. “This is Pip Renner. It’s her first day. Pip, this is Wyatt Fink.”

			Wyatt offered a terse nod, dissecting me with his eyes. It looked like he was figuring out how quickly he could snap me in half. My chest burned.

			“Pip Renner, huh,” he said slowly.

			Vera tilted her head. “Wait, do you two know each other?” She glanced between us.

			“No,” I said quickly.

			Wyatt’s eyes stayed on me longer than I would have liked, his expression strange, like he was trying to read something in the meat of my eyes. “Doesn’t look like it,” he said, oddly detached.

			“Oh,” Vera said, brushing it off with a laugh. “My mistake. Anyway, yeah. We’ve got a few new names around here. Pip, and—”

			“Andrew,” Wyatt interrupted. “Yeah. Heard. Interesting choice.” He looked back at me, scanning me up and down. “Well. Welcome to Nyxyn…Pip. Watch your step.”

			“Huh?”

			He gestured toward a yellow caution sign near the elevator. Wet floors.

			“Wouldn’t want you to fall,” he added, striding off, but not before his brooding eyes sliced into me – a pointed message I couldn’t place.

			Vera placed a hand on my back, herding me toward the elevators. “Don’t mind him. Wyatt can be intense, but he’s brilliant.”

			“Got it,” I said, but my mind was spinning. Wyatt’s greeting felt less like a welcome and more like a bad omen. As I walked toward the silver elevator, I wondered if life beyond Snoqualmie Pass was worth chasing, or if I was sinking into the same sea that drowned my father.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			We rode the elevator to the second level; Vera called it the idea floor. Walking through the office felt like entering a futuristic universe.

			Overhead, industrial pipes twined across the ceiling and dangling pendant lights cast a cool gleam over the expansive open space. Long communal desks speckled the expanse, stacked with massive monitors and glossy keyboards. Labyrinthine corridors branched off into private offices, giving the floor an organized yet topsy-turvy feel. The air buzzed with some sort of caffeine-fueled energy that practically seeped into my skin.

			The floor was filled with two types: seasoned pros like Vera, who carried coffee-stained mugs like they were relics of war, and sharp-eyed creatives who seemed miles ahead of me, untouchable in a world I was only just beginning to dip my toe into. They looked at me like I must be the new janitor. In my oversized black suit, oak-brown ponytail, and mouselike demeanor, I practically invited their stares. They looked ready to hand me their trash.

			I wondered if they could sense fear in me as I passed. Could they smell smoke from the cabin fire? Could they feel the anguish that twisted in my chest over my father? Could they sense the puzzle I carried in my heart over my mother?

			All eyes followed Vera Renner, Nyxyn’s top rep, as she walked the vast space like she owned it. Her knack for snagging clients kept the company swimming in bonuses and high-end restaurant reservations. She wasn’t just my savior – she was everyone’s fat paycheck. I thought, what would it be like to belong here? To make ideas breathe with life. To have purpose. But Vera had other plans and led me to a glass-walled cubicle down a corridor tucked away in a quiet corner, removed from the bustle of the open floor.

			“We call this the fishbowl,” she said with a smirk. “But don’t let the name get to your head.”

			I mumbled, “I’ll try not to splash.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			The copy machine just outside the fishbowl hummed to life. Vera looked behind her at the young man making copies, a glass wall between us. “Hey, Ray.”

			“Hey, Vere.”

			Vere.

			“Working on the app contest?” she called.

			Ray chuckled, gliding a hand over his light pomade hair, his voice muffled behind the glass. “Haven’t slept. It’s all I think about.”

			“Come on in. Tell Pip here about it.”

			Ray sauntered past the glass divide as Vera continued. “Pip is our new quality assurance assistant. Pip, this is Ray Cleary, one of our best app designers.”

			Ray ambled in, lithe and lanky, with an Icelandic sweater that made him look effortlessly cool. Clear-framed glasses rested on his nose like a statement. But what struck me most was where his eyes went – right to Vera. Like a gnat tracking the light. I couldn’t blame him. She wore a white blouse that draped like silk over her chest and chestnut pants that wrapped her legs just right. People didn’t just look at Vera; they orbited her. I always thought she was beautiful, but seeing how others reacted to her made me realize just how stunning she really was. 

			I tried to say something – anything – but nerves pinned my tongue like a dead beetle under forensic glass. I was out of practice speaking to people, let alone being around them. Aunt Vera was the only person I really talked to. My father didn’t do conversations, and Farley only talked when he wanted something. Lately, those conversations ended with me in a red-laced bra and thin, ribbon-sized thong. Despite our gradual rift, we were trying for a baby, and he had a very specific way he liked things. I always thought this part of my life would feel romantic. Instead, I felt like a doll tossed to the rug when the fun was over.

			Vera talked for the both of us. “Ray is in the process of designing an app for an eco-conscious apparel company called Fazzle.” 

			Ray nodded proudly. 

			She continued. “We’re offering the company our top designs, and the design that’s selected by the client, that developer-designer team gets a bonus! It’s the buzz around the office these days. Just a little something fun we’re trying out.”

			“I’m going bold, Vere.” Ray spoke with his hands. He was sincere but lofty. A naïve charm to him. “I’m thinking fun, bright colors you wouldn’t expect. Like, disgustingly bright.”

			Vera chuckled. “Tropical colors are in these days.”

			“Exactly!” He flashed us the printout of his concept – a vivid explosion of color, like a kaleidoscopic rainbow had melted on the page. I blinked, disoriented. The colors reminded me of my episode – the bad one. An image of my mother came into view, her terrified face covered in webs. I shivered without warning. Ray looked at me. I breathed, calming myself. Please, no episode. Not here, I begged myself.

			Vera grinned, oblivious to my struggle. 

			“And imagine if it’s customized,” Ray went on prudently, “where you upload a picture of yourself and see the clothes on your own image first. How slick would that be?” 

			“What do you think, Pip?” Vera said. “You’re going to have the honor of testing out each app.”

			A flash. My mother. Tangled wires. Eyes wide. Lips cracked, mouthing something I couldn’t hear. Shadows behind her. Cold. Dark. 

			She was trying to talk to me just then. Run. I could feel her. Hear her. My heart pumped.

			Vera took notice of my silence. She leaned in, talking lower. “Don’t sweat it. Own it.”

			Ray skirted his eyes between us. I’m sure I appeared like a real piece of work.

			I exhaled and cleared my throat. “Sorry. Yeah. I really like it.” I realized talking kept the visions at bay. I hadn’t had a shaking episode since I was a child, but I was always wary of them returning. I forced my mind into work mode. I felt ideas rising. Brainstorming, I realized, was no different than arranging pinecone shucks into beautiful mandalas. All you had to do was take it piece by piece, until the tiny flecks added up to something orderly. 

			“What if you really leaned into the eco part of it,” I said, offering more than what was asked. “You could show the carbon footprint of every item in real-time – like hey, here’s the life story of your cardigan! And – oh! What if each designer had their own profile with quirky facts, like their favorite sandwich or something? It’d make everything feel more human. Might be neat?”

			I don’t know where this came from, but it gushed out like a sudden downpour. 

			I couldn’t control it, but I liked it. A new spark. 

			They both stared at me.

			Ray lifted his eyebrows with a slow nod. “Favorite sandwich. That is…quirky.” He snapped his eyes back on Vere. “I should get back to work. Me and the Nyxynauts are heading out early for Joey’s birthday today.”

			“The Nyxynauts are one of our core app design-developer teams,” Vera said, leaning into me. “You’ll work closest with them.”

			“Nice meeting you, Pip,” Ray said, saluting before he left the fishbowl.

			I felt my face exploding red. Something told me app testers were supposed to keep quiet in this place, that hierarchy was everything, and that I’d just broken some unspoken rule.

			When Vera finally floated out of my fishbowl, I flitted through my new space. Like a fish testing out a new pebble, I tapped my hands around the dusty desk, uncovering a note folded just beneath the keyboard. I opened it up and read: Watch your step. I quickly crumpled it, my breath hitching in my skull. I looked through the glass divide and caught Wyatt sailing down the hall just outside my office, his eyes trailing me like he knew something I didn’t.
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