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Prophecy of Thorns 1:1–9: The Song of Arborem

Three brothers born of an ageless king

One thousand years of peace they bring

To reign o’er cities, sea, and land

And uphold virtue hand in hand

But humankind, so hungry they are

To conquer lands both near and far

Felling trees to build their homes

A scourge on nature where’er they roam

The lord of forest, land, and brae

With folk lost patience and his way

He sought to end the race of men

A plan to cleanse the world again

The city lord didst not agree

“Give men a chance,” he made his plea

“They should be taught, not be forsaken

Your visions of doom, these ways mistaken”

The brothers warred, a bloody clash

Men, elves, and dwarves made steel flash

’gainst woodland creatures that crawled and crept

Upon ruined towns while children wept

The forest monsters felt men’s wrath

so Tree Lord took a darker path

He opened gates to other worlds

to draw out armies, flags unfurled

The sea lord finally joined the fray

to aid the cities, men and fey

The brothers banished the forest lord

To parts unknown and places untoward

Yet still a frightful vision remains

of Tree Lord’s return, the world he gains

To finish work he once began

To cleanse all worlds of human span

He shall succeed except this claim

A girl who bears a special name

a silver thorn right in his side

If she returns, his plan shall die

–Fragments from the Codex Fey Historium
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“KANE, COME QUICK!” bellowed Taran.

Kane dashed through the forest, readying his longbow in a single motion. He arrived at the narrow clearing and slipped around Taran for a better look. It was only a carcass, though mangled and fleshless.

His clear, green eyes narrowed as he lowered his bow.

“What is it?” he asked as he slung the weapon around his shoulder and knelt beside his fellow woodsman.

“It was a deer,” Taran muttered, his grimace shielded by his long, black hair.

“Deer Lord,” mused Kane.

“This is no joke, Kane,” snapped Taran, shooting an icy glare at the blond bowman. “This is the third occurrence this week… it’s getting worse. And this time only a mile from town.”

“Nonsense,” said Kane. He grabbed a stick and poked the bloody remains. “Animal attacks happen all the time. It doesn’t mean… I mean, it could’ve been anything. Probably just a mountain lion.”

“I wish it were,” sighed Taran as he turned his attention back to the carcass, using a silver dagger to inspect the wounds. “These are from large claws to be sure, but these tears here are not from claws or teeth—they’re from a beak.”

“A beak?” repeated Kane. “What, a bird?”

“Nay,” replied Taran as he turned over the bloody remnant.

The entire bottom side of the carcass was covered in blood-soaked brown and gray feathers.

“A vulturebear,” Taran said grimly.

Kane sprung up.

“Are you sure?”

“Quite,” said Taran. “It must have come through in the last week or so. Let’s hope it’s just one.”

“We’ll need to redouble the watch,” Kane replied as he pulled a cell phone out of his olive hunter’s vest and began snapping pictures of the carnage. “At least for a little while.”

He tried tapping out a message with his thumbs.

“Dang! Bad service up here.”

“After losing Sylvia, we’re stretched thin as it is. We don’t even have the ranks to provide continuous watch at all of the entrances anymore. That’s probably how our friend came through….” Taran’s voice trailed off. “Make sure to copy Drusen.”

“Drusen? Bah! We don’t want his help,” spit Kane. “He gives me the creeps—a born killer. Not one to trust.”

“Just the same, the underground is his domain,” countered Taran. “Drusen’s the only one among us who can spend any real time in those poisonous caves.”

Kane sighed deeply.

“He’s not of us or ‘among us,’ if you ask me, but I’ll add him.”

A slight breeze whistled through the thick green and yellow wood, encouraging the cicadas to speed up their rhythmic chirp—a peaceful sound that had dominated these woods every summer evening for generations.

“Let’s get back to HQ and regroup with the others.” Kane shuddered. “It’s getting dark and I’m not anxious to try to track a vulturebear at night. Darn things can see for a mile in the dark.”

“Agreed,” replied Taran. “The trail runs out here anyway. There’s too much fresh ground cover… or…”

A chill fell over both woodsmen as the breeze suddenly died down. The cicadas ceased their song, leaving the pair locked in tense stillness.

“Shhh!” Taran whispered. “Do you hear something?”

A low, chittering growl rumbled from the trees above. In an instant, both men had redrawn their weapons to the ready: Kane his bow strung with a silver arrow; Taran a gleaming longsword from the rifle case he had been carrying to complement the dagger in his other hand.

That’s when they saw them: a pair of huge, red-rimmed vulture eyes that loomed above them, piercing through the waxy green canopy.

“Hold still,” Taran hissed through his teeth. “No sudden moves.”

Low, rumbling sounds emerged from the trees behind them. Taran slowly turned his head. To his horror, he saw two more sets of soulless, vulturelike eyes stabbing through the leaves.

Then, from behind a distant tree, a brown-robed figure emerged leaning upon a twisted, thorny staff.

“Who in the blazes is that?” hissed Kane.

The man stepped forward. His eyes were wild and bloodshot, bugging through a horned helmet made from the skull of a ram. A tattered gray beard hung below a jaw full of jagged, yellow teeth.

“No…,” sputtered Taran as he made out the large talisman around the man’s neck. It bore the image of a tree with tangled, slithering snake roots. “It… It can’t be.”

“But it is,” whispered the figure as he lifted his staff and cackled softly.

A chorus of tinny growling emerged from the canopy in all directions, followed by a roaring shriek that rattled the eardrums and weakened the knees of the men below.

Kane had waited long enough. In the blink of an eye, he let loose a half dozen arrows as the pack descended on their position; Taran’s sword and dagger flashed with lightning speed and deadly accuracy.

Silver. Blood. Darkness. Stillness.

A gentle breeze began again. The cicadas resumed their chirping as the last rays of the summer sun abandoned the wooded hill.
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THE GIRL KNELT motionless before her saber, her eyes tightly shut. She pressed the hilt to her forehead with such force that the jagged imprint almost broke the skin.

“C’mon, Vivy, breathe,” she whispered to herself, doing everything she could to control the fury that surged through her.

A whistle shrieked, ending her troubled quiet.

She stood and padded onto the fencing strip. The dimly lit gymnasium quieted as her clubmates regathered around the mat. Agitated whispers bounced off the gym’s glazed-brick walls.

She slapped on her mask and toed the en-garde line, slowly lifting her eyes, piercing blue even through the mesh.

Ordinarily it wouldn’t have been a good idea to pick a fight with a boy practically twice your size, but this was fencing: not a game of strength, rather an art of speed and reflex. Few had a greater measure of these talents than twelve-year-old Vivian Van Tassel.

On the other end of the strip was Johnny Matona, a high school sophomore and the Viper Fencing Club’s top dog. He was Coach Raymond Pierre’s star student and the reigning state champion. He also happened to be a jerk.

Vivian grabbed the tip of her saber and straightened the thin blade, her eyes fixed unblinkingly at the boy.

Ever since Vivian joined the club four years ago, at the age of eight, Johnny had been nothing but cruel. On her very first day, he had been kind enough to “show her the ropes.” This included a training exercise Johnny called “human pincushion” where he and his snickering friends stood around her and jabbed her with their blunted fencing sabers, leaving her covered in blotchy red dots and bruises. When she got home, her parents thought she had caught the chicken pox.

Maybe it was that Johnny seemed to think he was better than everyone else, and deserved whatever he wanted—a “Malfoy,” Vivian called these types, named after Harry Potter’s snobby rival. Or maybe it was simple jealously. To be sure, anyone who had ever watched Vivian fence marveled at her speed and grace.

Whatever the case, Johnny had it out for Vivian, but today, he had crossed the line. After witnessing Vivian twist an ankle during a practice duel next to his strip, he suggested she “run home and cry to Mommy.”

Vivian’s mother was dead.

“Fourteen all! Next touch wins,” bellowed Coach Pierre in his thick French accent.

Vivian nodded coldly at Coach Pierre, who was playing the role of referee. A former Olympian, he had definitely lost a few steps over the years, but his pencil-thin mustache remained in top form.

Behind the coach stood a line of excited fencers awaiting the match’s conclusion—many of the younger students loving every moment as one of their own challenged the house bully. Meanwhile, Johnny’s gang of high-school cronies stood closely together on his side of the strip, half whispering taunts to the other side.

Vivian took another deep breath—she needed to calm down. She had already proven that she was the better fencer, Johnny only scoring using cheap tricks, which usually pushed her into a clumsy rage. Of course, that was the idea, Vivian having developed a reputation for her temper since her mother passed—a symptom of “unresolved grief,” according to the school counselor.

Johnny’s latest ruse had been an “injury time-out,” with him claiming that Vivian’s last thrust had somehow slipped under his neck guard. Vivian wished it were true. She had taken the last three points and this was another one of his tactics to get under her skin. It was working.

Vivian lifted her saber in salute. Johnny taunted her with a fake grimace and a wink before lowering his mesh mask and answering her with a cursory salute of his own.

Vivian’s anger swelled.

“En garde!” bellowed Coach Pierre.

Both fencers lowered their swords to the ready. Vivian’s muscles tensed and coiled.

“Fence!” yelled Coach Pierre.

Before Coach Pierre’s spittle had even hit the floor, Vivian had invaded Johnny’s end of the strip, charging furiously, lacking any of her usual precision and grace. Violent swipes and clicks were delivered so fast in the melee that no one could track the movements. But her maneuvers were clumsy and off-balance, and she nearly toppled over as she swiped and thrusted.

BEEEEP! blared the electronic scoring system as Vivian tumbled face-first at her opponent’s feet. A combination of gasps, cheers, and jeers echoed in her ears.

Vivian lay motionless on the strip, filled with anger and disbelief. She had been aggressive; she had been reckless; she had been beaten. Vivian’s temper had gotten the best of her… again. Her pounding heart had been pierced by her challenger, or at least it would have had this been authentic combat. How could she have let herself be played like that?

“Nice match, Vivy,” Johnny drawled patronizingly as he offered his hand. “I’m sure your mom would’ve been so proud.”

The flame already burning inside Vivian became an inferno. From the mat, she positioned her saber behind Johnny’s heel and forcefully swept his leg forward with the hilt as she sprung up to her feet. Shaking with anger, she unleashed a volley of hard saber thrusts on the tumbling boy, instinctively targeting seams in the padded fencing suit and other uncovered areas of his body with the blunted weapon.

A new burst of gasps filled the gym.

The vicious smiles from Johnny’s gang faded as they witnessed their leader under assault. All planning separate routes to rush to his aid, they became entangled in a mishmash of legs and fencing sabers and tumbled like dominoes beside the strip.

“Vivian! Viviaaaannn!” blared Coach Pierre as Vivian continued her bombardment of painful jabs.

Coach Pierre grabbed a nearby saber and lumbered onto the mat, positioning himself over Johnny. Even he struggled to parry Vivian’s cobra-like strikes.

“Arrêtez, Vivian! Stop!” shouted Coach Pierre. “Stand down! This is unacceptable!”

Vivian almost lost her sword amid a forceful parry from Coach Pierre. She pulled back, confused and shaken.

What had she done?

Her stomach dropped as she saw the shocked faces of her coach and clubmates. Even worse, near the entrance stood another spectator, who may have been more horrified than all the rest: her dad.

“Allez! Out!” screamed Coach Pierre as he knelt over his favorite student, who had been reduced to a whimpering mass. “It’s over! You’re done! You’re done for good! Allez!”

Terrified and humiliated, Vivian threw down her mask and saber and ran to the locker room, her father trailing behind. After a moment of tense silence, the gym once again began to echo with excited whispers and chuckles.

By the time Vivian emerged, class had ended and the facility was nearly deserted. Vivian’s father, Michael Van Tassel, rose from a nearby bench as soon as she came out, holding her discarded saber and mask. His tired, brown eyes gleamed with compassion.

“Hey Vivy,” said Mr. Van Tassel awkwardly. “I’ve got your stuff… You okay?”

Vivian didn’t answer. She pulled her backpack tight around her shoulders and stared at the floor.

“I… saw what happened. Do you want to talk about it?” asked her dad softly as he stepped toward her, a ceiling fan above them tousling his graying, curly hair.

If there was one thing Vivian’s time in school counseling had taught her, it was this: talking didn’t help.

“No,” said Vivian coldly as she walked past him, toward the exit.

It had been a bad day for Vivian. But she took some satisfaction in knowing that it had probably been a worse day for Johnny. He’d certainly think twice before tormenting someone smaller and weaker. Even better, in the wake of the event, rumor had it that when Johnny’s mother saw him the next morning dotted in red blotches, she immediately called the family doctor. She suspected that he might be coming down with the chicken pox.
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“ALMOST THERE, GIRLY,” said Mr. Van Tassel above the hum of the Jeep’s laboring engine.

His comment was as much to the automobile as it was to Vivian, who sat doubled over in the back seat pretending to sleep.

Several weeks had passed since what would come to be known in their household as “the fencing incident.” Vivian had been grounded, but Mr. Van Tassel had gone easy on her given the circumstances, clearly doing it more out of principle. As a result, she had spent the waning days of summer watching eighties movies with her dad. Vivian knew her punishment could’ve been far worse, but today was definitely making up for it.

Her face buried in the pillow on her lap, Vivian could feel the hot afternoon sun beating down through the window.

The car stopped and noisily shifted into park.

“Hey Vivy, time to wake up. We’re here,” said her father lightly.

He reached into the back seat and gently stroked her long, auburn hair.

Vivian didn’t move. She didn’t want to face what was next.

“C’mon, sleepyhead, we’re here,” her dad persisted. “A new house… a new start.”

After a few more moments, Vivian finally convinced herself to end her pretend sleep. She nuzzled her pillow and rubbed her eyes as she lifted her head.

“That’s it, girly,” continued Mr. Van Tassel. “So… there it is.”

Vivian’s eyes widened when she saw their new home. It was a mansion—like a massive, old-fashioned dollhouse—with sky-blue siding and white and navy trim. A beautifully manicured garden framed the walkway up to a large, covered porch. The house was unlike anything she knew in her tightly packed Chicago neighborhood, where the houses were small and the buildings blocky.

A nice house was certainly a welcome surprise, especially after losing their Chicago apartment—a casualty of her dad’s layoff at the newspaper.

Maybe this won’t be so bad, she thought to herself as she unbuckled her seat belt.

“Vivy,” said Mr. Van Tassel, interrupting her train of thought. “Not that one. This one,” he continued as he pointed to the other side of the street.

Opposite the handsome, blue dwelling that Vivian had already approved was a dilapidated, yellow-and-white Victorian house, once grand, perhaps, but now peeling, fading, and foreboding. Dead flowers and weeds lined the crumbling walkway, which ended at a sagging, covered porch. Centered upon the crooked second story was a rickety balcony with odd, oval windows on each side. Above that, and nestled right below the eave, was an ornament that confirmed that this was indeed the right place. It was the crest of her mother’s family, the Silverthorns: a crossed sword and arrow in front of a glowing gate—a solitary “all-seeing” eye hovered above it. It was like something you’d see on an ancient temple.

Vivian couldn’t help but scowl as she studied the decaying structure. It was cute… if you were a cockroach.

“Um… are you sure this is it?” Vivian asked, unable to think of anything nice to say.

“Positive,” said her dad. “Your mom’s childhood home and the only thing the creditors couldn’t take. Her family built this house one hundred and forty years ago, can you believe it? Your mom and I had always planned to fix it up before…” His words trailed off.

“I know,” Vivian jumped in, trying to avoid any uncomfortable subjects. “Mom told me all about it.”

Vivian’s mother had indeed told her about her family home and her hometown of Midnight Lake, Wisconsin, many times, always with a combination of happy sentiment and puzzling apprehension. Only eighty miles from their former Chicago apartment, the woodsy fishing town was a renowned summer retreat for wealthy Chicago families, whose influence gave the place an unexpected refinement. It seemed odd to Vivian that they had never visited, especially as the house had sat vacant for years. “In time,” her mom would always say wistfully when such a trip was proposed.

Mr. Van Tassel’s face broke into a smile.

“Well, if you think you like it now, just wait till you see the inside.”

Yep, the inside was something, all right.

The front door nearly fell off the hinges as they entered. Inside, they were greeted by a grand, mahogany staircase, its steps covered with a tattered velvet runner. The house was stiflingly hot and had the undeniable smell of age, which as far as Vivian could tell was made up of equal parts barn and swamp.

Mr. Van Tassel flipped the light switch, which caused the ornate chandelier to spark. It briefly illuminated the intense, humorless faces of family portraits that adorned the wood-paneled entrance hall, and then sputtered out.

“Whoa! Sorry about that!” exclaimed Mr. Van Tassel. He nodded to himself as if he’d just accepted an unspoken challenge. “I’ll have to fix that.”

Vivian threw a wry smile at her father, doing everything she could to hold her tongue. She knew full well that her dad was incapable of operating even the simplest of modern appliances, let alone fixing one-hundred-year-old wiring.

“Pretty great, huh?” said her dad as he edged deeper into the entranceway. “Boy, they sure don’t make ’em like this anymore.”

“Good thing,” Vivian mumbled under her breath.

“How’s that?” asked Mr. Van Tassel over his shoulder as he rubbed his hand along the fancy carved-wood walls.

“Oh, nothing,” replied Vivian.

“Well, I’m going to check out the bedrooms upstairs,” said her dad. “Hold tight, okay?”

Mr. Van Tassel started to bound up the staircase but quickly switched to light, careful steps when the loud creaking called into question the stability of the stairs.

Now that Vivian was alone in the entrance room, her heart raced. This place was creepy, but intriguing. After her father was out of sight, she decided to explore the first level. The oak floors groaned as she walked over to another panel of light switches. None of them worked and the only light came from the dimming afternoon sun shining through warped windows and jewel-toned stained glass, creating long, purple shadows. The glass panels above the front door depicted what looked like scenes from Greek mythology: griffons, satyrs, and centaurs.

She crept down the front hall into what appeared to be a study. It reeked of musty parchment and rotted leather. Hundreds of ancient-looking books filled the bookcases and covered the massive, antique desk, overseen by an ominous portrait that leered down from the wall. As she approached it, she could make out through the shadows the subject’s long, stringy black hair and generous nose and chin. If not for his brilliant blue eyes, she’d think she was looking at Hogwarts’s notorious potions master, Severus Snape.

She shuddered and made her way into a connected living room, where a warm, smoky wind swept in from the marble fireplace. The space was cluttered with threadbare furniture, while more frowning portraits lined the walls here. Maybe it was the disapproving looks, but something about them set Vivian’s nerves on edge. As she avoided their stares, her own eyes landed on a tall grandfather clock, which loomed in the corner, creating crooked shadows on the wall. It wasn’t running.

Vivian chuckled nervously. It seemed to her that in here time stood still and the clock, stuck on 11:59 p.m. from a night long ago, confirmed it.

She passed through a dining room illuminated by a trio of large stained glass windows depicting more scenes of mythology—a hydra, a dragon, and a sphinx. Cobwebs encased the low-hanging crystal chandelier and candelabras that lined the room.

She rubbed her hand along the enormous, walnut dining table, kicking up a cloud of dust en route to a heavy, swinging kitchen door.

“Yuck,” she whispered to herself the moment she wandered into the kitchen, her eyes wide.

A surprisingly plain area, simple oak cabinets hung heavily on the walls while monstrously large enamel, steel, and chrome appliances dominated the counters, most of which had logos and brand plates in fancy cursive writing. Vivian had watched enough home improvement shows with her dad to know that this meant they were really old. She’d never seen anything like most of the appliances that filled the space, let alone had the first clue as to how to operate them. There was a narrow ascending stairway in the back wall, mostly hidden by cobwebbed copper pans that hung from the ceiling. There was even a potbelly stove in the corner of the room. To call the kitchen outdated would be a huge understatement. It was downright ancient.

Vivian sighed as she reentered the dining room. This place had probably once been lavish, but not anymore. Yet it wasn’t the house’s condition that troubled her most; it was the portraits. They were everywhere, her ancestors she supposed, watching coldly from every wall.

She padded over to the fireplace and studied the portrait that hung above it. It was a dark-haired woman and the first friendly-looking relative she had seen. As she peered more closely, her own hair stood on end. It finally struck her why all the portraits had made her so uneasy: they all had distinct features of her mother.

This one had her mom’s high cheekbones; Snape in the study, her large, sapphire-blue eyes. In the hallway Vivian had spotted her mom’s slender arched eyebrows; in the living room, her long, blond hair. Reminders of her were everywhere, but she wasn’t there.

“Oh, there you are!” said Mr. Van Tassel, startling Vivian, who was still gazing at the portrait in the dining room. “So, none of the lights work.”

“I noticed,” Vivian replied smoothly, pretending not to have been startled.

KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK!

Both Vivian and her father shuddered as the gloomy stillness of the place was broken.

Someone was at the door.
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THERE WAS ANOTHER series of knocks on the door, this time a bit louder.

“Do you want me to get it?” Vivian asked.

“Huh? Oh, no,” said Mr. Van Tassel as he headed toward the front door, “I’ve got it.”

Craning her neck from her spot in the dining room, Vivian watched the door creak open to reveal a figure holding an enormous gift basket that covered his face and upper torso. Her curiosity piqued, Vivian crept toward the door.

“Welcome to Midnight Lake,” a voice exclaimed from behind the basket.

“Thanks!” replied Mr. Van Tassel. “Um… who are… how did you—?”

“Oh, I have my sources,” the muffled voice continued as the figure hobbled over the threshold and plopped the basket into Mr. Van Tassel’s hands.

The basket no longer obscuring the visitor, Vivian could see he was a distinguished-looking elderly man dressed in a tailored brown suit.

“Name’s Carlisle Braemor and consider me the town’s welcome committee,” he said with a wink, his mouth nearly lost in his bushy, gray beard.

“Well, thanks, Mr. Braemor,” said Mr. Van Tassel as he placed the basket at the foot of the stairs. He subtly wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans before offering his hand to the older man. “Really nice to meet you. I’m Michael Van Tassel and this is my daughter, Vivian.”

“A pleasure to meet you both!” Mr. Braemor said as he shook Mr. Van Tassel’s hand, squinting at both Vivian and her dad.

Vivian could tell he was trying to get a better look at them. A gold pocket watch chain swung lazily from his green-plaid vest.

“But how did you know we were coming?” asked her dad as he withdrew his hand and scratched his head. “I mean no one knows except—”

“The paper, old sport!” boomed Mr. Braemor as he clapped Vivian’s dad on the back. “I have some friends at the paper. Word on the street is that you’re starting tomorrow.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” replied Mr. Van Tassel. “I’ll be a staff reporter. So, they sent you?”

All at once, Vivian remembered why her dad made a good reporter: he couldn’t seem to stop asking questions.

“No, not exactly…” Mr. Braemor paused, and then leaned in as if to tell a secret. “Truth is, I’m pretty new in town myself and when I arrived, I found it was a less than warm reception—small towns, ya know. So, I made it my mission to provide new arrivals with a proper welcome.”

“Oh,” replied Mr. Van Tassel. He opened his mouth to ask another question, but clearly thought better of it and just smiled and gave a nod.

Vivian took a seat on the stairs, enjoying the unexpected spectacle.

“Now, that basket there is chock-full of the town’s best fudge, taffy, and caramel corn,” declared Mr. Braemor, gesturing at the basket. “So, I’ll let you get back to it, but I can only leave it with you on one condition….” His eyes landed on Vivian.

“What’s that?” replied Vivian curiously.

“Well, that you enjoy it, of course!” exclaimed Mr. Braemor as he grinned and clapped his wrinkled hands together.

Vivian couldn’t help but smile back at him.

“I really think you’ll like it here, Michael, Miss Vivian. And if you need anything… well, I expect you’ll find me. And with that, I bid you farewell!”

Mr. Braemor grabbed his lapels and gave a slight bow, before turning and shuffling out the door whistling to himself.

“Well, he was certainly nice,” remarked Mr. Van Tassel as he shut the front door. “A good sign, I think. About the town, I mean—the people.”

“I guess so.” Vivian shrugged, not at all ready to give the house, the town, or its people her stamp of approval.

“Oh, hey, I was just about to tell you before he came, there are six bedrooms upstairs,” her dad boasted. He paused to see if Vivian was impressed. She wasn’t. “And you can have the pick of the litter. We’ll use flashlights and lanterns tonight and hopefully we can get the power sorted out tomorrow.”

“Litter” seemed to sum it up nicely, Vivian thought as she inspected the second floor. While it was true that there were six bedrooms, two were already inhabited—by spiders, rodents, and roaches (and hopefully not something worse!). That left, by Vivian’s estimation, four that seemed sanitary enough to avoid contracting the plague. The one Vivian picked was a corner space with large windows that overlooked an overgrown vegetable garden. It had a walk-in closet and a comfortable-looking brass bed. The thing that made the room really stand out to her, though, were the deep, purple walls—her favorite color.

Vivian and her father brought up their sleeping bags and a few other essentials as the last glimmer of sunlight faded behind the thick evergreens and twisted oaks of their yard. The crickets and katydids began their soft summer song.

Vivian had just finished changing into pajamas when there was a knock on her door.

“Yes?” she asked.

The door squeaked open and her dad’s head poked in.

“You hungry?” asked Mr. Van Tassel.

“Nah,” said Vivian. “Still full from the late lunch.”

He nodded.

“Well, are you sure you don’t want to stay in my room tonight? You can have the bed. I know it’s a new place and kind of creepy… er… I mean, it might take some getting used to.”

“Nope. I’m good,” Vivian replied.

The truth was she was pretty anxious about spending the night in here alone, but didn’t want to admit it.

“Okay, well, I’m right next door if you change your mind, or if you need anything,” said her dad reassuringly. “I think things will turn around for us here, you’ll see.”

“Um-hmm,” she mumbled.

Mr. Van Tassel gave a concerned frown. He entered the room and half sat on the dresser, gesturing for her to come next to him. She didn’t.

“Listen, Vivian, I know this isn’t ideal, but we really didn’t have many options. After your moth— If we’re going to make this work, you’re going to need to come out of your shell. To trust people again—to trust me.”

“I’m just tired,” she said softly as she turned away.

She knew he was trying, but heart-to-hearts had always been Mom’s department, and he was a poor substitute.

“Okay… well, I love you, girly,” he replied as he rose, and then waited a moment for a reply that didn’t come.

“Sleep tight,” he added quietly. He walked out and gently closed the door behind him.

Vivian flipped on her electric lantern and flopped on the bed, upon which she had unrolled her sleeping bag. She sunk down, surprised by how soft the mattress was. Her thoughts were churning, back and forth between her mom and dad. Mom had always seemed to know what to say in tough situations; could help her sort through her feelings. Dad wasn’t Mom, and the more he tried to be, the more frustrated Vivian got.

She stared at the ceiling and sighed. She was wound up and felt fairly certain that she wouldn’t be sleeping anytime soon. Like everywhere else in the ancient house, her room was stuffy. Exploring the remainder of the house in the black of night was not going to happen, but examining her room was a different story. Thankfully, there were no creepy family portraits to watch her in here, only pleasant pastoral paintings of winding trails and scenic lakes. An old-fashioned oil lamp sat atop the large oak dresser, while a small writing desk stood near the window.

She reached into her backpack and pulled out her flashlight.

The walk-in closet was filled with tattered garment bags and old dresses covered in plastic that hung around the three sides of the space. Old high heels lined the walls along the floor, except for the center where the closet notched in a bit deeper.

Vivian moved the clothes aside to find a nook, just big enough to sit in comfortably. She smiled. She knew instantly that this would be her new reading space.

She went back to the bed and grabbed one of the essentials that she had brought up from the car and took it back to the nook: Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone—her favorite book. Vivian had already read it three times, but she hoped starting the series over again might help her with her own fresh start. Harry’s troubles had always made her own seem less intense, although she wondered whether her problems were starting to equal those of the “boy who lived.”

As she shined her flashlight around the space to find the perfect seat, she spotted something carved into a floorboard in the corner. She put down the book and rubbed her hand over the surface to clear the dust. Scratched into the hardwood were the initials CLS. Those were her mother’s initials—Calissa L. Silverthorn… had this been her mom’s room?

Goose bumps covered Vivian’s skin as she leaned her book against the wall and traced the initials with her finger. Her mom’s initials. She must have carved them herself. Of course she would have chosen her mother’s room, they were so alike. The purple walls should’ve given it away—it had also been her mom’s favorite color.

Tears welled up in her eyes, but she fought them back, gritting her teeth and pressing her palm to the inscription. The board shifted under her weight. It was loose.

She set the flashlight by her side and with both hands dug her fingernails into the floorboard seam, trying to pry it up. It lifted easily, exposing a dusty, gaping hole in the floor. Harry’s spectacled eyes seemed to watch from the back of his flying broomstick as Vivian grabbed her light off the floor—a “torch” he would’ve called it—and shined it down into the mini-chasm. Resting on its own in the space was a small wooden box with her family’s crest branded into the lid.

Vivian carefully removed the palm-sized box and stared at it for several moments. She took a deep breath and finally lifted the top. She was almost blinded by the shimmer of what was inside. It was a shield-shaped silver pendant engraved with the Silverthorn family crest, glimmering as if freshly polished. It hung on a fine, matching chain. It had clearly been here for some time, but remarkably it had not a scratch, speck of dust, or spot of tarnish.

Vivian was no jewelry expert, but even she could tell the piece was something special. She turned the pendant around; this side bore her mother’s initials inscribed in fancy script with a date of July 14, 1997. That would have been her mom’s twelfth, no thirteenth birthday, Vivian realized—it must have been a birthday present.

The pendant sparkled like a million microscopic stars as she dangled it in the artificial light. She wanted to put it on, but something stopped her: guilt. She didn’t feel like she deserved it. After all, her mother would still be here if not for her.
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“I’M NOT GOING!” Vivian shouted. “I’m not leaving, now or ever!”

“Vivian, I know you’re upset,” Mrs. Van Tassel said gently. “Change is hard, but it’s part of life and something we all need to face sometimes.”

“No!” erupted Vivian as she slammed her fist down on the kitchen countertop. “My friends are here, my school is here, my life is here! I’m not leaving!”

“I’m sorry, Vivy, but you have to,” her mother said. “We have to. I know it will be hard at first, but I think you’ll love Midnight Lake. I grew up there and it’s time that I returned. Your father and I have discussed it and—”

“I don’t care!” shot back Vivian. “I’m not going! Why do I have to go to some stupid small town in the middle of nowhere where I don’t know anyone?!”

Vivian’s mother rubbed her fingers over her eyes, which had lately seemed more careworn than usual.

“Because we said so, Vivy,” said Mrs. Van Tassel firmly. “When you’re older you’ll get to make decisions like this, but right now the decision is ours.”

“Shut up!” screamed Vivian. “Stop trying to control me—to wreck my life! I hate you! I hate you both! I’ll… I’ll run away!” she added frantically as she grabbed her backpack and darted out the door, slamming it behind her.

Vivian woke up in a cold sweat to the buzzing of power tools somewhere downstairs. She’d had the dream again. Unfortunately, this one wasn’t a figment of her imagination; it was a replay of the last time she saw her mother alive.

Vivian had never threatened to run away before and she knew her mom had gotten into the car that morning looking for her. Of course, Vivian hadn’t really planned to run away—she was furious and just needed some space. She had only cleared a few blocks before she turned around and began an extra-slow walk home, trying to make her threat seem less empty. She was hurt and wanted to hurt back a little.

When she got back to their apartment building, there were police and fire strobes everywhere, and then she saw it: their car had been crushed. A massive tree next to the parking lot entrance had fallen on it as her mom was pulling out. According to the “experts,” she died instantly, but they couldn’t explain the freakish nature of the accident—there hadn’t even been a trace of wind.

Vivian and her father were utterly broken. By the time the funeral came, Vivian had cried herself out but discovered something in the process: the more she pulled away from people and avoided connection, the better she could control her tears—and the pain. In a report that she wasn’t supposed to have seen, the school therapist had written that Vivian was suffering from “social withdrawal caused by unresolved grief,” which could also lead to “erratic behavior and outbursts.” Whatever. He hadn’t been through this and definitely didn’t understand it. This way was definitely easier.

What wasn’t easier, though, and what she couldn’t forget, was that if she only could’ve controlled her emotions that morning, then her mom would still be here. It was all her fault. She would’ve done anything to take back that last moment; to change the script of the scene that had haunted her dreams these past few months.

She rubbed her eyes and sat up, still half sunken in the droopy mattress.

Beams of morning sunlight shot through the windows, illuminating the dust particles that shimmered around the room. The twitter of waking birds had taken the place of the chirping call of crickets and katydids. Vivian scanned her surroundings and sighed as she remembered where she was: her new home, her new room; her mom’s room.

“I dunno, Harry,” she remarked drowsily to the book that sat on the bed next to her. “I think I’d trade places with you.”

Still in her clothes from the day before, Vivian swiveled her legs out of her sleeping bag and stepped straight into her sunflower sandals to avoid touching the dusty floors with her bare feet. She sat and stared sadly at the closet door where she had made her discovery the night before. Guilt filled her chest and stomach.

Vivian had put the necklace back where she found it and had no plans to disturb it again. Seeing it was too painful. It would only remind Vivian of how she had failed her mom.

Vivian frowned as the stop-and-go buzzing downstairs became louder and more erratic. She trudged out of her room and down the once-grand staircase, which creaked under her weight. The ruckus was coming from the kitchen. She passed through the dining room and pushed open the thick swinging door.

There she saw her father balanced precariously on the kitchen counter, drilling on the inside of one of the cabinets. As Vivian watched in silence, he stopped drilling and grabbed a bolt, which he inserted somewhere inside. Catching sight of Vivian, he turned, nearly losing his footing, and clumsily jumped down.

“Good morning, Vivy! How did you sleep?”

“Okay,” Vivian lied. “It was kinda hot up there.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, girly,” said Mr. Van Tassel as he grabbed a stack of dishes from a large box and placed them on the cabinet shelf he had been working on. “The good news is that the power is back on and we can get some fans going. Called the power company first thing—they told me to tighten the fuses and voila!” he continued proudly.

Vivian was pretty sure her dad’s call to the power company was like calling tech support and the service technician asking if the machine was plugged in and the power switch on—the solution to half of all tech issues.

“Then I ran to the mini-mart to pick up some essentials and lunch for you for today. And then I tackled installing these shelves….”

Just then, there was a sharp crack followed by a loud, shattering crash. The shelf that Mr. Van Tassel had just secured had given way, and the dishes cascaded down in a spectacular waterfall of porcelain and glass, before exploding upon the tiled counter below. Shielding his eyes, Mr. Van Tassel rushed to the cabinet in an effort to stem the falls and managed to grab the last plate before it slid down to its doom.

“Aha!” he exclaimed in confused triumph, now standing before a massacre of shattered glassware. The ruckus finally gave way to silence, and the birds outside again resumed their carefree song.

“I, uh… it must’ve been a bad bolt,” he muttered as he set down the lone remaining dish on a clear spot of counter and dusted his hands. “Yep, that must be it.”

Vivian couldn’t help noticing that the plate sat next to an unused nut—no doubt the nut that was meant to secure the “bad bolt” her father mentioned.

“Sure, Dad,” agreed Vivian, subtly rolling her eyes. “Where’s the broom? Let’s get this cleaned up.”

“Nah, leave it for now. At least it wasn’t the good stuff. I’ll take care of it. It was my fault anyway.”

Vivian could tell her dad was flustered, so she resisted the urge to rub it in.

Almost.

“You mean the bolt’s fault, right, Dad?” Vivian smirked.

“Right, the bolt,” Mr. Van Tassel laughed. “What do you say we run into town and get some breakfast before school?”

School. She had almost forgotten. As if things weren’t bad enough already, today would be the first day at her new school.

“Okay,” sighed Vivian, only now realizing that she was starving.

“Don’t worry, girly, school is going to be fine,” her dad replied tenderly. “Hey, that reminds me. Did you hear the one about the hungry fish?”

She just stared at him.

“They were looking for school lunch!”

She grunted lightly and headed back upstairs to get ready.



It turned out that their house was only a few blocks from Midnight Lake’s downtown, and Vivian had to admit the area was really scenic compared to her old Chicago neighborhood. Charming wood and brick homes with generous green lawns adorned streets lined with thick trees, some of which had just begun to burn with the reds, yellows, and browns of late summer, reminding her that fall was around the corner.

They drove to the center of town, which was riddled with fancy, one-hundred-year-old buildings that housed upscale shops on the ground level and apartments on upper floors. But not everything was fancy, as the elegant downtown was occasionally interrupted by tired local holdovers: a pizza parlor with the glow of 1980s arcade games through the window; a mom-and-pop bakery with a faded, handwritten price list taped to the door.

Even from the inside of the car Vivian could smell the bakery’s fresh-baked bread, and it made her stomach growl.

They parked in front of a corner game store called the Catacombs, which Vivian could see through the shop window was practically overflowing with boxes and books, and crossed the street toward a vintage diner. A tired neon sign buzzed noisily above the door. It read MIDNIGHT GRILL.

It was still early—only seven thirty—but the place was already bustling. Businesspeople disguised in golf shirts checked their phones, while elderly couples sat quietly with newspapers and crossword puzzles. At the counter sat plaid-adorned locals drinking coffee, gearing up for a day of fishing on the lake or farmwork outside of town.

Vivian and her father made their way over to a mint-green corner booth with a faux woodgrain table. She began inspecting her oversized menu, which featured the term “homestyle” before virtually every dish. The diner reeked of bacon grease and maple syrup.

Mr. Van Tassel’s eyes quickly scanned the menu and he looked up to speak, but his attention was drawn to something across the restaurant.

“What is it?” asked Vivian as she turned her head around to try to catch sight of what he was looking at.

“Dang,” mumbled Mr. Van Tassel. “That’s the editor-in-chief over there—my new boss. He was my final-round interview and not an easy one. He probably saw us on the way in. I should go over and say hi. Hold tight, okay?”

“Okay.” Vivian shrugged.

Her dad slapped a manufactured smile on his face and walked over to a pallid and serious-looking man who held up the newspaper as he read, as if promoting its front page. ANOTHER LIVESTOCK MASSACRE! read the headline, while a secondary header declared, ABANDONED STONE MANOR PURCHASED BY ANONYMOUS BUYER. But Vivian thought the real headline was the man’s terrible, brown toupee that rested crookedly on his head, fooling absolutely no one.

As Vivian watched, the man in the bad toupee lowered the paper and nodded coolly at her father. He didn’t seem thrilled about being interrupted. Mr. Van Tassel made overly animated expressions and gestures, signaling to Vivian a forced conversation if ever she saw one. It looked to her like this might take a while, so she returned her attention to her menu. She decided she’d order one of the ten variations of “homestyle” eggs and toast.

After finally making a selection, she checked back on her dad, who was now nodding and furiously scribbling notes on the pocket notepad he always kept on him—it looked like he was taking the man’s order.

“He was absolutely devastated,” blared an elderly female voice in the booth next to Vivian’s. “I’ve never seen him so down. Said he’d have to sell the farm!”

“But what could’ve caused it?” replied a man’s voice. “They keep saying animal attack, but how could one animal take out an entire stable like that—carnage everywhere and no one heard or saw a thing.”

The way-too-loud private conversation got Vivian’s attention and made her Spidey-sense tingle. Animal attacks? Carnage? Behind the cover of her massive menu, she leaned in and tried to catch all the juicy details.

“I know… And did you hear what he found when he inspected the carcasses—”

“Hey girly!” said Mr. Van Tassel, startling Vivian and interrupting her eavesdropping. “I’m back. Sorry about that.”

“No problem,” replied Vivian with a fake smile, disappointed that she would miss the best part of the gossip from the next booth over.

Over the rest of breakfast, Mr. Van Tassel filled Vivian in on his meeting with Mr. Rex Bellowman, AKA the man in the bad toupee and the head of the Midnight Lake Bugle. It sounded like Mr. Bellowman had skipped all welcomes and pleasantries and already assigned her father a laundry list of stories before the workday even started. Vivian’s dad may have been a terrible handyman, but he was a great reporter. Over the years, he had taught her all about getting to the bottom of a story, so much so that she thought she might want to be a reporter herself someday. Still, she couldn’t help thinking her father’s new position was a huge step down for someone who had once been a bureau chief and award-winning journalist, but he seemed to be making the best of it—or at least he pretended to be.

“C’mon back now, ya hear,” said the frilly-aproned waitress as they rose to leave—seemingly aware she was being hokey.

Vivian gave a polite smile as she followed her father toward the door, but her grin vanished as a man entered the diner. The hood of his sweatshirt was pulled tightly over his hair, and dark sunglasses hid his eyes. Vivian felt a chill run down her spine as he removed his hood and glasses in one swift motion, revealing unnaturally pale hair, pallid gray skin—almost purple—and large gray eyes. His face was scarred and rugged, his expression bitter.

Time stopped. Vivian stood still and gawked, paralyzed by both curiosity and dread. His cold gray eyes seemed to pierce through her as he passed and disappeared into a dimly lit corner booth.

She stayed rooted to the spot.

“Vivian… Vivian,” repeated her father. “C’mon, let’s go.”

“Huh?” said Vivian thickly as her senses returned. “Oh, yeah. Coming.”

A rush of embarrassment swept over her. In Chicago, she was used to all kinds of people—what made this man any different? So what if he looked a little unusual? No one else seemed to pay him any mind. Maybe he was just another friendly local.

She scurried over to join her father, forcing herself not to look back as she left the diner.

The encounter had only been a moment, but everything about it—about him—haunted Vivian. She knew better than to judge a book by its cover, but that still didn’t stop the questions. Who was he? Why did he look so… so different? Maybe some type of rare disease or illness? What’s more, why did he affect her so?
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