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For my parents, David Ernest Patten and Grace Lillian Patten.

Thank you, Dad, for always having a stack of records playing and giving 
me a love for music.

Thank you, Mom, for always encouraging me to read and giving me a 
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“The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” — William 
Faulkner

“The trees were about to tell their story, and they were 
not going to be hurried.” — J.R.R. Tolkien



The Soundtrack

Every chapter in Secrets Beneath the Canopy is paired with a song from 
the 1970s—a sonic companion to the mysteries unfolding within the 
redwoods. Whether it’s the crackle of a walnut turntable or the steady 
hum of the forest, these tracks are woven into the very fabric of the 
story.

Reader’s Note:  Open the Spotify app, tap Search, and type in 

"Secrets Beneath the Canopy"
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 Fire and Rain 

The Scars

T he silence was the worst scar. A thin, spectral mist wove be-
tween the redwoods, trying to soften the ruin, but Emma 

saw the skeletal damage beneath the grey veil.      Rain had fallen 
overnight—quiet, persistent—and the ash that still blanketed the for-
est xoor lay heavy and settled, trapping the past. The air was a painful 
mi’ of wet soil, moss, and faint smoke, akin to a seemingly closed 
wound thatIs still infected underneath. Ht was a scent that stayed in the 
back of your throat, a reminder that even when the xames are out, the 
heat lingers in the memory of the wood.

Emma jarper adFusted her backpack, pulling the straps tight 
against her shoulders, and tested her right foot. The dull throb in her 
ankle pulsed like a warning, a steady, physical reminder of her own 
recent  inFury     Two weeks ago, she mis-stepped on loose rock along 
the Cern Preek trail and gone down hard. The swelling was gone, but 
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the ache remained, a nagging reminder to seek comfort and avoid the 
harsh terrain. To anyone else, the hike would have seemed foolhardy, 
but to Emma, the ache was a distraction—a sharp, localiWed focus that 
kept the much deeper, much older pain at bay.

Re’ trotted ahead, his tail sweeping low, his paws leaving dark, 
muddy prints in the damp ash. je was a creature of the ridge, a 
crossbreed of strength and intuition. je paused often to look back, 
his amber eyes catching the faint, ;ltered light of the morning. Doyal. 
Yatchful. Latient. je seemed to know that today the forest wasnIt Fust 
a place of recreationJ it was a cemetery.

The forest was unnervingly quiet. Ht wasnIt the peaceful silence of 
a sleeping woodJ it was the kind of quiet that feels full and heavy, as 
though the land itself is holding a collective, grieving breath. Emma 
stopped beside a half-burned cedar, tracing the deep, blackened ridges 
of its bark. The te’ture was rough, charcoal-slick, and felt e’actly like 
scars on skin. 1et, beneath the char, faint lines of green had begun to 
push through—tiny mosses, stubborn ferns, the ;rst brave pioneers of 
a new world. 

Dife was returning, slowly, insistently, daring her to do the same.
2he closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the cool, damp 

wood. 2omewhere beneath the heavy hush, a song hummed in the 
back of her mind. Ht was 9ames Taylor. jis voice was a soft, mahogany 
rasp, a sound that had been the soundtrack to her best and worst years. 

Hn 5BB3, it was the ;rst record she and 9acob had played on the 
shopIs turntableJ the needle scratching out a story of ;re and rain. Ht 
was their anthem of rebuilding. Oow, the song felt less like a memory 
and more like a prophecy she had to ful;ll. 2he didnIt need to hear the 
wordsJ the rhythm alone was enough to open the ache.
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Fernwood 

Geyond the ridge, the fog thinned and revealed the valley below—Cer-
nwood, small and steadfast, cradled between redwood shoulders. 
Crom this height, she could Fust make out the crooked line of Sain 
2treet and the faint glint of tin rooftops. jer bookstore sat near the 
end of that road, tucked beside the old post o4ce and across from the 
jome-“rown Tavern.

Silver Braid Books

The sign still bore traces of its former life—an old neon SMTED 
frame repurposed with hand-painted letters, the word ”APAOP1 
faintly visible beneath the paint when the sun hit it at a certain angle.

The distance between the ridge and the town was measured not 
Fust in miles, but in whispers. Even after decades, CernwoodIs memory 
was long and sharp. 2he saw it in the sudden silence of a conversation 
when she walked into the jome-“rown Tavern. 2he saw it in the 
pitying look of Srs. Navies, the postmaster, who bought her co?ee 
every morning but never looked her fully in the eye.

The Prophet

9ust that morning, as Emma had been loading her gear into the truck, 
Srs. Navies had appeared on the sidewalk. The woman was clutching 
a bundle of mail to her chest as if it were a shieldJ her face pinched 
with a strange, frantic gravity. 2he hadnIt Fust wavedJ she had crossed 
the street, her footsteps hurried on the damp pavement.
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6Emma, wait,K sheId whispered, her voice dropping to a theatrical, 
chilling hush that made the hair on EmmaIs neck stand up. 6H saw the 
paper.         There was a piece about the parole board and the new 
Elder Larole Lrogram. NonIt get your hopes up now, Emma. 9acobIs 
not likely to get out. They donIt let those kinds of men out, dear. Oot 
after what happened.K

Emma had felt the familiar cold rage rise in her throat, but before 
she could speak, Srs. Navies had gripped her arm.

6NonIt go up there today,K the woman warned, her eyes darting 
toward the blackened tree line of the Oorth Cace. 6Sen like 9acob... 
they have long shadows. And the ridge7 HtIs full of things that were 
never meant to be woken up. Hf you go poking around in the burn, 
youIre going to ;nd more than Fust old memories. 2tay in your shop, 
Emma. Dock the door and turn on the music. 2ome things are better 
left buried under the ash.K

Emma had pulled her arm away, the touch feeling oily and wrong. 
2he hadnIt answered, but as she hiked now, the warning was a lead 
weight in her pocket. Long shadows. Things not meant to be wok-
en. Every time a branch shifted, or the wind whistled through the 
hollowed-out trunks, Srs. NaviesI voice echoed in her ears. Ht had 
transformed the forest from a sanctuary into a gauntlet. Emma found 
herself glancing over her shoulder every few minutes, her eyes search-
ing the grey-white mist for a shape that shouldnIt be there. 2he was no 
longer Fust hikingJ she was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

The Heart of the Shop

2he tried to push the paranoia away by thinking of the store. Thirty 
years ago, when she and 9acob ;rst bought the property, it had been 
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a wreck8 cracked windows, a leaky roof, and ivy growing through the 
xoorboards like it intended to reclaim the rooms for the forest.

2he remembered 9acob standing in the doorway that ;rst morning, 
a rusty hammer in one hand and a thermos of lukewarm co?ee in the 
other, grinning through a mask of drywall dust.

6YeIll make it ours,K heId said, his voice echoing in the empty, 
hollow space. 6YeIll give this place a new story, Em. Mne where the 
endings are happy.K

And they had. The work was brutal, but it was the best kind of 
brutal—the kind that left you e’hausted but whole. That ;rst sum-
mer, the only air conditioning was the fog rolling in o? the ridge and 
the windows they kept perpetually open. 9acob swore constantly, his 
forehead beaded with sweat, the dust clinging to his dark hair and 
his eyelashes. je was a natural carpenter, a man who understood the 
grain of the wood and the soul of the timber. jis hands, usually so 
gentle when turning the pages of a novel, moved with a surprising, easy 
strength as he wrestled salvaged barn wood into perfectly square shelf 
supports.

Emma mostly handled the ;nesse work. 2he sanded every inch of 
that lumber until the oak was smooth as river stone, painting the 
trim a deep, warm bronWe that glowed in the afternoon light. 2he 
remembered kneeling in the corner by the front window, where the 
sun hit Fust right, wiping down the heavy, antique oak casing of her 
fatherIs turntable.

61ouIre going to put that old thing in the front window7K 9acob 
had asked, wiping his brow with the back of his hand, a smudge of 
paint across his nose.

6Mf course. This is the heart of the place,K sheId said, lifting the 
heavy felt mat. 6Every good story needs a soundtrack, 9acob. Ye arenIt 
selling silence. YeIre selling a feeling.K
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je grinned, that slow, lopsided smile that always made her heart 
skip. 62o, weIre selling Pat 2tevens, then7K

6And 9ames Taylor. And maybe a little Cleetwood Sac, to keep 
things interesting.K 2heId met his eyes, which held the color of wet river 
stones. 6YeIre selling comfort. YeIre selling a reason to stay inside on 
a rainy day.K

They worked side by side like that for months, sharing sweat and 
sawdust and terrible co?ee, curating stacks of books until the rooms 
felt alive again.      Mn any given afternoon, Parole 0ingIs voice would 
drift like a sigh between the shelves. The gentle crackle of vinyl became 
part of the shopIs rhythm, the sound threading through conversations 
and the rustle of pages.

Ht was a perfect, shared story that she now read in solitude. After the 
trial, after the sirens and the gavel, the music had stopped for a long 
time. Oow, she ran it alone, and the turntable in the window felt less 
like a heart and more like a memorial.

The Creek Trail

The trail narrowed as it descended toward the creek, the mud slick 
underfoot and the air growing colder as she dropped into the shadow 
of the ravine. 2he leaned heavily on her walking stick, her ankle com-
plaining with each slow stride. The throb was rhythmic now, a second 
heartbeat in her leg.

Re’ moved ahead, his nose twitching, splashing through shallow 
puddles. Yhen they reached the creek, she crouched and dipped her 
hand into the water. This e’act spot had always been hers and 9acobIs 
secret solace—the one place in the forest where the sound of the 
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running water was louder than any other noise, a natural white noise 
that allowed them to truly hear each other.

The forest around her still smelled of smoke—faint but persistent, 
the scent of the ;re that had almost taken the town. 1et here, along 
the waterIs edge, survival was visible. A few ferns had returned, their 
fronds a brilliant neon green against the blackened ground.

6“ood to see you again,K she murmured to the plants. 2he hadnIt 
Fust come here for a walkJ she had come here for proof. Lroof that 
survival was possible, proof that the devastation wasnIt total. Gut Srs. 
NaviesI warning wouldnIt leave her. The woods are full of things that 
don’t want to be woken up. Emma stood up, scanning the far bank. 
The mist was thicker here, clinging to the water like a shroud. 2he 
felt a sudden, sharp prickle of unease—the feeling of a thousand eyes 
watching from the charred timber.

The Footprints

A low, vibrating growl rumbled from Re’Is throat, a sound so deep it 
felt like it was coming from the earth itself. Emma straightened slowly, 
her hand tightening on her walking stick.

6Yhat is it, boy7K
je didnIt answer—only took a single, deliberate step forward, his 

hackles rising in a sti? ridge along his spine. ThatIs when the smell hit 
her. The air had shifted—heavier now, with a stomach-turning scent 
that bypassed the senses and went straight to the survival center of her 
brain. Ht was musky, damp, and overwhelmingly wild, like rotting fur 
and wet earth mi’ed with something acrid and primal.

Then she saw them. Cootprints.
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Lressed deep into the wet, ashy soil Fust beyond the waterIs edge 
were indentations that de;ed logic. Each print was at least twice the 
siWe of her own boot, the toes splayed and heavy, driven into the earth 
by a weight no man could possess.  The Mld SanI There was no other 
e’planation. 2he had heard the stories and tales but never imagined 
them to be true.

Re’ growled again, louder this time, a warning that vibrated 
through EmmaIs boots. 6Easy,K she whispered, but her own voice 
sounded small and brittle. The paranoia she had carried since she 
talked with Srs. Navies xared into a blinding, white-hot fear. 2he 
wasnIt Fust imagining a 6long shadowK anymore. 2omething was here.

Gut everything was so silent. Oo rustling leaves. Oo wind. Oo birds 
chirping. A branch cracked deeper in the trees—a sharp, violent snap 
that sounded like a bone breaking. Then another.

Re’ barked once—sharp, warning—and shoved his entire weight 
against her knee, trying to drive her backward away from the bank.

6Re’, stopIK
Hn her panicked state, she tried to pivot away from the water, but her 

weakened ankle gave way. jer foot caught on a gnarled, ;re-hardened 
root that was hidden beneath a layer of slick ash. The motion sent a 
xash of agony through her leg like a lightning strike. 2he stumbled, a 
strangled cry escaping her lips as she twisted hard, collapsing into the 
cold, grey mud.

6AhIK she gasped, clutching her leg, the world spinning in nauseat-
ing circles. Re’ barked again, a desperate sound, and then he vanished 
toward the source of the cracking branches—a streak of fur swallowed 
by the shifting shadows of the redwoods. 6Re’I Pome backI Re’IK

jer voice echoed through the trees, useless and thin.
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The Presence

The forest fell silent once more, but the silence was now occupied. 
Then came the footsteps.

They werenIt the light, snapping steps of a deer or the heavy, clumsy 
gait of a bear. Ht was a slow, deliberate, bipedal movement, a kind 
of rolling, wet thudding, heavy enough that the impact resonated 
through the cold ground and into EmmaIs palms that pressed into the 
mud.

2he froWe, her breath hitching in her chest. The smell thickened 
until it was a physical weight—earth and musk and that ancient, pre-
historic rot.

6Re’7K she whispered, though she knew it wasnIt her dog.
2omething moved between the trees. Ht was a shape that blocked the 

light—too tall, too broad, and unnaturally still. The white-hot blade 
of pain from her ankle kept her pinned to the ground. 

Another step. Ploser.
Then came the sound of breathing—deep, guttural, and wet, like 

an enormous engine struggling for air. Ht was rhythmic and intention-
al. This wasnIt an animal reacting to herJ it was a presence observing 
her.

EmmaIs ;ngers dug into the mud, the cold ash wedging under her 
;ngernails. 2he bit back a cry, her eyes wide as she stared into the 
mist. The shadow stopped Fust beyond the charred trunk of a massive 
redwood. Cor a heartbeat, through the grey veil, she saw eyes. They 
were dark amber, enormous, and possessed intelligence that sent a 
shiver of pure terror through her soul. They rexected the pale rain 
light, ancient and unblinking. 

Yatching her.
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2he didnIt look away. 2he couldnIt. Cor three seconds, the world 
consisted only of her heartbeat and those eyes. 2he blinked, and they 
were gone, as if the forest had simply edited the creature out of the 
frame.

Emma felt the world tilt violently. The adrenaline that had kept her 
upright drained, replaced by the overwhelming ;re in her ankle. The 
pain xared like dry grass catching an ember, pulsing in time with her 
frantic heart.

6Re’KK she whispered, her head falling back against the damp 
earth.

Crom somewhere far away, his bark answered—a fading, hollow 
sound that seemed to move up the ridge. 2he tried to turn her head 
to ;nd him, but the e?ort sent another Folt of lightning through her 
leg. The forest tilted again, the grey mist folding over her like a closing 
curtain, cold and heavy.

The pain became everything—blinding, pulsing, endless. Ht pulled 
the last sentiment of that old 9ames Taylor song into her mind8 the 
haunting thought of never seeing a friend again.

And then—silence. The darkness swallowed her whole, pulling her 
down into the ash and the quiet of the ridge.



Into the Mystic

The Awakening

Emma’s rtsb ethabd basbho fn mfss awo kffo smf.hH cht shifwo 
iamh kpbd —apwja ga,,ho- kdpbhldfb s—p.h bdab shhmho bf ftp,pwabh 
pw dht aw.uh awo euffm v—kato pwbf dht dp—- taopabpw, bdtfv,d dht 
whtAhs up.h a up,dbwpw, sbtp.hH

y ,taS- spi.uS up,db —thssho bdtfv,d bdh iawf—S- —ffupw, fAht dht 
up.h ifuo kabhtH Tdh eupw.ho- dht hShuasdhs mabbho kpbd otpho mvo awo 
bdh rwh- ,tpbbS ovsb fn bdh nfthsb- btSpw, bf ftphwb dhtshunH Pdh ,tfvwo 
ehwhabd dht kas oam— awo vwhAhw- iat—hbho kpbd a bdpi. uaSht fn 
—pwh whhouhs awo bdh ,thS- —fkohtS asd fn bdh thihwb rthH cht aw.uh 
bdtfeeho kpbd a ovuu- tdSbdmpi —vush bdab nhub up.h a dhaAS otvmehab 
pwspoh dht s.pw- a —dSspiau ifvwbofkw fn hAhtS shifwo sdh dao ehhw 
vwifwsipfvsH
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Tdh sdpnbho sup,dbuS- abbhm—bpw, bf —vuu dht uh, bfkato dht- awo 
,as—hoH y sdat—- ,vbbvtau sfvwo hsia—ho dht bdtfab- hidfpw, bdtfv,d 
bdh spuhwb bpmehtH Tdh uff.ho ofkw awo ntfxhH

Tfmhfwhjft sfmhbdpw,jdao kta——ho dht nffbH Pdh eawoa,h 
kas a sbtaw,h- pwbtpiabh ifwsbtvibpfw fn sfnb- oam— mfss dhuo pw —uaih 
eS bdpw- ?hBpeuh ,thhw Apwhs awo sbtp—s fn kdab uff.ho up.h pwwht ihoat 
eat.H Pdh kft. kas tfv,d- uai.pw, bdh iupwpiau —thipspfw fn a mhopi- Shb 
pb kas vwohwpaeuS ohupehtabhH Lb kas aw aib fn nfivsho- —tpmpbpAh iathH 
Tdh sbatho ab pb- ifwnvspfw ivbbpw, bdtfv,d bdh daxh fn bdh aidhH Lb kas 
iffu bf bdh bfvid- bdh mfss otakpw, bdh dhab fvb fn bdh skhuupw,H

cht eai.—ai. uaS gvsb pwidhs akaS- ovsbho kpbd a rwh uaSht fn ohk- as 
pn pb dao ehhw —uaiho bdhth kpbd iathnvu pwbhwbpfw tabdht bdaw otf——ho 
pw a —awpiH Pdh sp,db fn bdh nampupat wSufw sbta—s sbhaopho dht nft a 
dhatbehabH 1aSeh a dp.ht dao ifmh aufw,F Mt —htda—s fwh fn bdh rth 
ithk mhmehts —abtfuupw, bdh tpo,h dao nfvwo dhtF Wvb bdh uf,pi napuho 
aumfsb pwsbawbuSH Ln a dvmaw dao thsivho dht ntfm bdh ithh. eaw.- kdS 
daow’b bdhS ba.hw dht eai. ofkw bf qhtwkffoF CdS uhaAh dht fvb dhth 
pw bdh dhatb fn bdh evtw- Avuwhtaeuh awo aufwhF

Tdh bvtwho dht dhao sufkuS- siawwpw, bdh —htpmhbht fn bdh bthhsH 
EAhtSbdpw, atfvwo dht kas sbpuu- kta——ho pw a oam—- svYfiabpw, dvsdH 
cht ethabd —vYho napwbuS pw bdh ifuo- a smauu ,dfsb fn kdpbh mpsb bdab 
Aawpsdho as sffw as pb uhnb dht up—sH

Pdhw bdh mhmftS thbvtwhojnta,mhwbho- vwthau- awo bhttpnSpw,H 
Pdab smhuuH Pdab sfvwo up.h a sbtv,,upw, hw,pwhH y sda—h mfApw, 
ehbkhhw bdh bthhsjmasspAh- nvtliuao- pm—fsspeuhH

cht —vush 3vpi.hwho up.h a ntawbpi epto kas bta——ho pw dht idhsbH Tdh 
ifvuo aumfsb nhhu pb a,apw- bdh shwsabpfw fn ehpw, khp,dbuhss- fn masspAh- 
—fkhtnvu atms upnbpw, dht ntfm bdh mvo as pn sdh khth a idpuoH Tdh thl
mhmehtho bdh skaS fn mfbpfw bdtfv,d bdh bdpi. etvsd- bdh hYftbuhss 
kaS bdh ithabvth dao waAp,abho bdh sbhh—- rthlsiattho bhttapwH cht dhao 
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dao ufuuho a,apwsb a idhsb bdab smhuuho fn ohh— hatbd- tapwlsfa.ho eat.- 
awo sfmhbdpw, awiphwb bdab dao whAht .wfkw bdh pwspoh fn a dfvshH

cht ethabd iav,dbH :Of-; sdh kdps—htho- dht Afpih a otS tas— 
a,apwsb bdh spuhwihH :Pdab iaw’b ehH Lb kas bdh sdfi.H 4vsb bdh sdfi.H 
1S mpwo ps —uaSpw, btpi.sH;

The Forest’s Memory

Pdh nfthsb shhmho bf ethabdh kpbd dhtjhaid hBdauh fn mpsb tpspw, 
ntfm bdh siftidho hatbd up.h mhmftS maoh ApspeuhH Ntf—s fn kabht 
iuvw, bf bdh euai.hwho nhtws awo nhuu pw sufk- ptth,vuat tdSbdms- bdh 
sfvwo hidfpw, up.h a oSpw, —vush a,apwsb bdh nfthsb ?fftH Ppmh nhub 
svs—hwoho dhth- as pn sdh’o sbh——ho pwbf a —fi.hb fn bdh kftuo kdhth 
bdh tvuhs fn bdh AauuhS wf ufw,ht a——uphoH

Tdh etvsdho dht rw,hts bdtfv,d bdh asd awo —pwh whhouhsH Whwhabd 
bdh tvpw- sdh sak a mptaiuh5 bpwS- Apetawb ,thhw s—tfvbs nftipw, bdhpt kaS 
v—kato bdtfv,d bdh sffbH EAhw anbht bdh rth dao btpho bf bvtw bdh tpo,h 
bf a nvwhtau —Sth- bdh nfthsb thnvsho bf svtthwohtH Lb kas a sbveeftw- 
3vphb ohrawih bdab mpttftho dht fkw bkhwbSlhp,dblShat Ap,puH

Emma skauufkho dato- dht bdtfab nhhupw, as bdfv,d pb khth upwho 
kpbd sawo—a—htH :”fv’th sbpuu aupAh-; sdh kdps—hthoH Tdh kasw’b svth pn 
sdh kas bau.pw, bf bdh kffos- bf dhtshun- ft bf bdh mhmftS fn 4aifeH

ys sdh sbtv,,uho bf spb v—- 1tsH NaAphs’ Afpih ntfm bdh mftwpw, 
hidfho pw dht mpwo kpbd whknfvwo khp,dbH The ridge is full of things 
that were never meant to be woken up. Pdh kftos wf ufw,ht nhub up.h bdh 
tameupw,s fn a eftho —fsbmasbht9 bdhS nhub up.h a ma— sdh dao p,wfthoH 
Tdh dao —f.ho ab bdh tpo,h- awo bdh tpo,h dao thaidho eai.H

y ethhxh sdpnbho bdtfv,d bdh iawf—S- iattSpw, bdh sihwb fn tapw awo 
idattho ihoatH Lb mfAho up.h a sp,d- etvsdpw, fAht dht idhh. awo upnbpw, 



yRILD NEOEyO PcM1RTMO2"

bdh uffsh sbtawos fn dht spuAht etapoH qft a ?hhbpw, shifwo- sdh bdfv,db 
sdh dhato sfmhbdpw, ehwhabd bdh kpwoja ufk- thsfwawb dvm- aumfsb 
up.h a Afiaupxabpfw bdthaopw, bdtfv,d bdh bthhsH Wvb kdhw sdh sbtapwho 
bf upsbhw- dht hats tpw,pw, kpbd bdh —thssvth fn spuhwih- bdhth kas fwuS 
bdh otp— fn kabhtH

The Cabin in the Clearing

ywo bdhw- adhao bdtfv,d bdh bdpi.hwpw, mpsb- a sda—h eh,aw bf ifal
uhsihH

y iaepw sbffo ntamho eS nf, awo bdh bfkhtpw,- euai.hwho btvw.s 
fn bdh thokffosH Lb uff.ho up.h aw a——atpbpfw- a thupi fn a kftuo bdab 
sdfvuo daAh ehhw ifwsvmho eS bdh ?amhsH

Pdh tffn sa,,ho sup,dbuS vwoht bdh khp,db fn nauuhw whhouhs- evb as 
Emma’s hShs aogvsbho- bdh pm—fsspepupbS fn pbs svtApAau ehiamh iuhatH 
Pdh iaepw daow’b ehhw s—atho eS mhth uvi.H Lb sab pw bdh ihwbht fn a 
kpoh- wabvtau iuhatpw,ja siat fn awiphwb sdauh awo ,tawpbh ntfm a tfi. 
supoh bdab dao fiivttho a ihwbvtS a,f- ithabpw, a —htmawhwb rthetha. 
fn sbfwh awo optb kdhth wfbdpw, ,thkH

Wvb Emma .whk bdh ohh—ht thasfw nft pbs —thshtAabpfwH Pdh Npul
ufws dao aukaSs ehhw feshsspAh aefvb bdps mfvwbapw thbthabH Tdh thl
mhmehtho IaS Npuufw eta,,pw, ab bdh baAhtw aefvb bdh pwovsbtpl
aul,taoh rthlthbatoawb shauawb dh vsho fw bdh uf,s hAhtS bdthh Shatsja 
bdpi.- idhmpiau sdphuo bdab ifsb mfth bdaw mfsb —hf—uh’s iatsH ch’o 
s—hwo kdfuh khh.hwos v— dhth kpbd Pho- a ehht pw fwh dawo awo 
a dp,dl—thssvth s—taSht pw bdh fbdht- feshssho kpbd —tfbhibpw, dps 
:nftbthss; a,apwsb bdh AhtS mfvwbapw dh kas sbtp—lmpwpw,H

Ihif,wpbpfw dpb dht kpbd bdh nftih fn a —dSspiau eufkH Pdh Npuufws’ 
iaepwH
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Tdh daow’b ehhw dhth pw ohiaohs- evb pw bdh hatuS wpwhbphs- sdh awo 
4aife dao ehhw —atb fn bdh Npuufws’ pwwht iptiuhH PdhS daow’b gvsb ehhw 
whp,defts9 bdhS dao ehhw ,vhsbsH Tdh thiauuho bdh ufw, khh.hwo btp—s 
bdhS’o ba.hw dhthjnfvt ft rAh bpmhs a Shatjkdhw bdh apt kas bdpi. 
kpbd bdh smhuu fn kffosmf.h awo hB—hwspAh efvtefwH Tdh awo 4aife 
kfvuo dp.h bdh tpo,h kdpuh Pho awo dps etfbdhts bau.ho :evspwhss; fw 
bdh —ftidH

Wai. bdhw- bdh Npuufws khth bdh .pw,s fn bdh ifvwbS- awo bdps iaepw 
dao ehhw bdhpt bdtfwh tffmH Tdh thmhmehtho bdh uaSfvb —htnhibuS5 
bdh dhaAS fa. offt- bdh rhuosbfwh rth—uaih- awo bdh smauu ihuuat dabid 
kdhth Pho .h—b dps —tpAabh sbfi. fn kdps.hSH

Tdh ifvuo sbpuu —pibvth 4aife spbbpw, ab bdh dhaAS bpmeht —piwpi baeuh 
fw bdh —ftid ovtpw, fwh fn bdfsh avbvmw thbthabs pw 266J- dps etfk 
nvttfkho pw ifwihwbtabpfw as dh vsho dps —fi.hb.wpnh bf iatAh bdhpt 
pwpbpaus pwbf bdh kffoH E.H. + J.H. Pdh Npuufws dao uav,dho- iauupw, 
bdhm :bdh ufAheptosH! H Pdh mhmftS ,aAh dht a sbtaw,h- ohs—htabh 
sbthw,bdH

:Pdaw. 7fo-; sdh mvtmvtho- bdfv,d a —atb fn dht nhub a idpuuH Pf 
rwo sanhbS pw a Npuufw dfvsh nhub up.h a oat. ptfwSH

The Crawl to Shelter

Pdh aidh pw dht aw.uh —vusho kpbd a whk- sdat— pwbhwspbS bdh mfmhwb 
sdh btpho bf mfAhH Tdh ota,,ho dhtshun v—tp,db- ,tpbbpw, dht bhhbd vwbpu 
sdh basbho euffo- awo vsho a sbvtoS- nauuhw etawid as a ma.hsdpnb itvbidH 
Pdh kftuo bpubho ApfuhwbuS- bdh bthhs s—pwwpw, pw a opxxSpw, .auhpofl
sif—h fn ,thS awo euai.H Tdh kapbho nft pb bf sbhaoS- bdhw bff. a sbh—H

EAhtS mfAhmhwb bfkato bdh —ftid kas a eabbuhH Tdh uhnb a oat.- 
smhatho btapu pw bdh mvo awo asd- a thifto fn dht ohs—htabpfwH WS bdh 
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bpmh sdh thaidho bdh rtsb kffohw sbh—- a kaAh fn opxxpwhss bdthabhwho 
bf —vuu dht eai. pwbf bdh oat.whssH

Pdhw bdh smhuu thbvtwhoH
Lb kasw’b bdh fxfwh fn bdh sbftm ft bdh sffb fn bdh rthH Lb kas 

mvs.S- tak- awo ApetawbuS aupAhH Lb kas bdh sihwb fn bdh ithabvth ntfm 
dht :otham;jbdh sihwb bdab dao ehhw —thssho a,apwsb dht kdhw sdh 
kas ehpw, iattphoH

cht bdtfab bp,dbhwho- awo sdh bvtwho pw a sufk- a,fwpxpw, iptl
iuh- siawwpw, bdh bthh upwhH Ofbdpw, mfAhoH Pdhth kas fwuS bdh ufk- 
mfvtwnvu sp,d fn bdh kpwo bdtfv,d bdh oam— uhaAhsH

:IhBF; sdh iauuho- dht Afpih dfatsh awo smauu a,apwsb bdh Aasbwhss fn 
bdh tpo,hH

TpuhwihH
:IhB- efS0 Cdhth ath SfvF;
MwuS dht fkw hidf iamh eai.- mfi.pw, awo dfuufkH
qhat —thssho pw- ifuo awo sdat—- evb bdh iaepw offt kapbho gvsb a 

nhk nhhb akaSH Lb kas daunlf—hw- a oat.- pwApbpw, thibaw,uh ehSfwo bdh 
—ftidH TdhubhtH CabhtH y —uaih bf dpoh ntfm kdabhAht kas kabidpw, 
dhtH Tdh upm—ho nftkato- dht dawo bthmeupw, as sdh thaidho fvb bf 
—vsd bdh dhaAS offt kpohtH

The Refuge

Pdh offt itha.ho sfnbuS fw pbs dpw,hs- a sfvwo bdab nhub up.h a sitham pw 
bdh 3vphb iuhatpw,H

Lwspoh- bdh apt kas iffu- otS- awo svt—tpspw,uS —uhasawb- sihwbho kpbd 
ihoat awo bdh upw,htpw, ,dfsb fn fuo kffosmf.hH Tvwup,db rubhtho 
bdtfv,d bdh uaih ivtbapwsjbdh samh dhaAS- ithamlifuftho uaih 1tsH 
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Npuufw dao —pi.ho fvb pw 266zjuaSpw, —auh- ovsbS tpeefws aitfss bdh 
?fftefatosH

Pdps kas wf aeawofwho tvpwH Tfmhfwh sbpuu iatho nft bdps —uaihH
y kffolevtwpw, sbfAh s3vabbho pw bdh iftwht- pbs ptfw ehuuS ifuo evb 

pbs dhatbd skh—b iuhawH Whspoh pb kas a bpoS- —tfnhsspfwau —puh fn s—upb 
ihoat uf,sH y sbvtoS fa. baeuh dhuo a ihtampi easpw fn kabht- bdh svtnaih 
sbpuu ,upsbhwpw, as pn pb dao ehhw —fvtho fwuS aw dfvt a,fH

Emma’s uh,s rwauuS ,aAh fvbH Tdh dfeeuho bf bdh easpw- op——ho dht 
iv——ho dawos pwbf bdh kabht- awo ,vu—hoH Lb kas iuhaw- epbpw,- awo 
ifuo- tvwwpw, ofkw dht —atidho bdtfab up.h a mhtiS sdh opow’b ohshtAhH

cht  th?hibpfw  sdpmmhtho  pw  bdh  kabht  as  bdh  tp——uhs  shbl
buhojmvolsbtha.ho s.pw- a sbtaS dhmufi. uhan baw,uho pw dht spuAht 
etapo- hShs kpoh awo vwnfivshoH Tdh uff.ho kpuo- aumfsb nhtau- a 
kfmaw kdf dao ehhw idhkho v— eS bdh mfvwbapw awo s—ab eai. fvbH

Tdh bff. awfbdht sp—- sufkht bdps bpmh- awo nftiho dht —vush bf shbbuhH
cht ,axh otpnbho bf a smauu kffohw sdhun eS bdh kpwofkH y mhbau 

uawbhtw- a bpw iv—- awo aw fuo ifYhh iaw ruuho kpbd otpho dhtes khth 
upwho v— kpbd bdh samh mpupbatS —thipspfw Pho Npuufw ohmawoho fn dps 
mhwH Tdh thaidho fvb awo bfvidho bdh bpw iv—H 

:Cdf ath SfvF; sdh kdps—htho bf bdh hm—bS tffmH
Tdh .whk bdh Npuufws daow’b ehhw dhth pw khh.sjbdh rth kfvuo 

daAh .h—b bdhm akaS- awo bdh —fupih upwh kas sbpuu aibpAhH Wvb bdh iaepw 
kas sba,ho hBaibuS as pb dao ehhw ovtpw, bdfsh khh.hwo btp—s bdptbS 
Shats a,f- tp,db ofkw bf bdh kffu gai.hb fw bdh —h,H Lb kas as pn bpmh dao 
sbf——ho bdh mfmhwb 4aife kas atthsbho- awo bdh iaepw kas kapbpw, nft 
a ,dfsb bf ifmh dfmhH

Fragments of the Impossible
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cfk ufw, dao sdh ehhw vwifwsipfvsF cfvtsF y oaSF Pdh up,db fvbl
spoh kas bdh kha.- rubhtho ,thS fn a mftwpw, bdab ifvuow’b 3vpbh ohipoh 
bf eh,pwH

Emma hasho dhtshun fwbf bdh dftshdapt ifvid- epbpw, eai. a dpss fn 
—apw bdab maoh dht Apspfw euvtH Pdh naetpi smhuuho napwbuS fn —pwh thspw 
awo fuo smf.hjbdh samh sihwb bdab dao ehhw fw bdh Npuufws’ gai.hbs 
ovtpw, bdhpt dvwbpw, btp—sH

Pdh mfmhwb sdh uaS eai.- bdh hBdavsbpfw dpb dht up.h a —dSspiau bpoh- 
—vuupw, dht vwohtH Wvb dht mpwojbdh upetatpaw’s mpwo bdab pwspsbho fw 
ftoht awo uf,pijthnvsho bf thsbH

quasdhs iamh pw nta,mhwbho- sbtfehlup,db evtsbs5 bdh fAhtkdhumpw, 
khp,db fn atms ehwhabd dht- bdh tdSbdmpi- hYftbuhss sbtpoh fn sfmhl
bdpw, bdab opow’b nhat bdh bhttapw- bdh etvsd fn ifatsh- oat. dapt a,apwsb 
dht idhh.H ywo bdab smhuujbdpi.- tak- awpmau- Shb wfb hwbpthuS vw.pwoH

Lb kasw’b a othamH CdfhAhtjkdabhAhtjdao iattpho dht mfAho 
kpbd bdh pm—fsspeuh siauh awo s—hho fn bdh bdpw, sdh dao shhw eS bdh 
ithh.H Tdh bdfv,db fn bdh sbftphs bfuo pw bdh cfmhl7tfkw PaAhtw 
ohiaohs a,fH Ntvw.hw bau. ntfm uf,,hts awo dvwbhts aefvb :Pdh 
Cabidht fn bdh Ipo,h-; aefvb sda—hs mfApw, bdtfv,d bdh v——ht 
iawf—S awo nffb—tpwbs bff uat,h bf eh dvmawH Tdh’o uav,dho eai. 
bdhwH EAhtSfwh dao uav,dhoH Lb kas gvsb nfu.ufth bf .hh— bdh bfvtpsbs 
hwbhtbapwho kdpuh bdhS efv,db fAht—tpiho eff.s awo ufiau dfwhSH

Wvb as sdh uff.ho ab dht mfsslkta——ho aw.uh- bdh uav,dbht nhub up.h 
a upnhbpmh a,fH 1tsH NaAphs dao ehhw tp,dbH Pdh sdaofks fw bdh tpo,h 
khth AhtS ufw, pwohhoH

The Weight of Silence
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Emma sbatho ab bdh ihpupw, ehams- bdh sdaofks fn bdh skaSpw, thol
kffos fvbspoh ?pi.htpw, aitfss bdh kffo up.h spuhwb rumsH Pdh —apw 
maoh bdpw.pw, opHivub9 pb —vusho bdtfv,d dht uh, up.h a otvmehab- 
.hh—pw, bpmh kpbd bdh bpi.pw, fn a iufi. sdh ifvuow’b shhH

y svoohw wfpsh maoh dht ?pwidjbdh sfnb- dhaAS ,tfaw fn a ?fftl
efato fw bdh —ftid- as pn a ,thab khp,db dao sdpnbho gvsb fvbspoh bdh 
offtH

cht dhatb gvm—ho pwbf dht bdtfabH :chuufF; sdh iauuho- dht Afpih 
bthmeupw,H :Ls sfmhfwh bdhthF;

MwuS bdh sfnb bpi.pw, fn bdh iffupw, sbfAh awskhtho dhtH
Tdh kapbho a ufw, bpmh- upsbhwpw, bf bdh tfat fn dht fkw euffo pw dht 

hats- ehnfth bdh spuhwih skauufkho bdh sfvwo a,apwH Pdh iaepw kas 3vphb 
hwfv,d bdab sdh ifvuo dhat bdh mpitfsif—pi tvsbuh fn bdh uaih ivtbapws 
pw bdh otanbH Tdh thaidho nft dht —ai.- kdpid sdh dao ota,,ho fwbf bdh 
ifvid kpbd dht- awo vwxp——ho pbH

EAhtSbdpw, kas bdhthjdht ?asdup,db- dht wfbheff.- dht kabht efbl
buhH Pdab smauu epb fn wftmauiS ,tfvwoho dht- bhbdhtpw, dht eai. bf 
bdh kfmaw kdf taw a eff.sbfth awo otaw. Eatu 7thS fw TvwoaS 
mftwpw,sH Tdh —vuuho fvb dht wfbheff. awo a —hw- dht dawos sda.pw, 
sf dato sdh ifvuo eathuS ,tp— bdh —uasbpiH Tdh whhoho bf ktpbh pb ofkwH  
Tfmhdfk- ktpbpw, pb ofkw maoh pb thauH  Emma wfk .whk- bdh uh,hwos 
khthw’b gvsb sbftphsH

Tdh upb bdh fpu uam— fw bdh spoh baeuh- bdh mabid ?ath eupwopw,uS 
etp,db nft a shifwoH Pdh ?amh ?pi.htho- —vsdpw, bdh hwitfaidpw, 
oat.whss eai. pwbf bdh iftwhts fn bdh tffmH Mvbspoh- bdh nf, —thssho 
bdpi.uS a,apwsb bdh kpwofks- ivtupw, up.h upApw, smf.hH Pdh kftuo 
ehSfwo bdh iuhatpw, kas ifm—uhbhuS ifwsvmhoH

Emma bdfv,db fn 4aifeH cfk mawS bpmhs dao sdh dp.ho bdhsh 
kffos kpbd dpm pw bdh Shats ehnfth bdh kftuo bvtwho itvhuF cps Afpih 
hidfho napwbuS pw dht mhmftS- iaum awo sbhaoS- bdh kaS dh sfvwoho 
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kdhw dh kas hB—uapwpw, bdh mp,tabpfw fn eptos ft bdh ,tfkbd tpw,s fn a 
bthh5 :”fv awo bdfsh thokffos- EmjSfv vwohtsbawo haid fbdhtH ”fv 
efbd gvsb kawb bf sbawo sbpuu awo uhb bdh kftuo da——hw atfvwo SfvH;

Tdh iufsho dht hShs awo hBdauho a sda.S ethabdH :Nf Sfv vwohtsbawo 
mh wfkF; sdh kdps—htho bf bdh kauus- bf bdh nfthsb- bf bdh spuhwih bdab 
nhub pwithaspw,uS itfkohoH

The Watcher

IhBH cps wamh iamh bf dht up.h a s—at. fn up,db bdtfv,d a oat. dauukaSH
Tdh —pibvtho dps bdpi. nvt- dps auhtb- pwbhuup,hwb hatsH ch kas a svtl

ApAftH ch kas a tpo,h of, bdtfv,d awo bdtfv,dH ch kas fvb bdhth 
sfmhkdhth- —htda—s btai.pw, dht- —htda—s dhaopw, eai. bf bdh btapul
dhao bf rwo bdh rth ithkH

:”fv’th smatb- efS-; sdh kdps—htho- iuvbidpw, a bdtfk —puufk bf dht 
idhsbH :”fv’uu rwo dhu—H ”fv’uu etpw, bdhm dhthH;

cht Afpih itai.ho fw bdh uasb kftoH Pdh spuhwih bdab nfuufkho kasw’b 
hm—bS9 pb nhub listeningH Pdh nfthsb fvbspoh dhuo pbs ethabd- as pn pb khth 
kapbpw, nft dht bf saS sfmhbdpw, hushja ifwnhsspfw- ft a —taShtH

Tfmhbdpw, sdpnbho ehSfwo bdh ,uass fn bdh ntfwb kpwofkH
Emma ntfxh- dht rw,hts op,,pw, pwbf bdh naetpi fn bdh ifvidH
yb rtsb- sdh bdfv,db pb kas mhthuS dht fkw th?hibpfw pw bdh uam—l

up,db- a btpi. fn bdh ?pi.htpw, ?amhH Pdhw bdh fvbupwh sh—atabho pbshun 
ntfm bdh skptupw, nf,jbauu- etfao- awo bhttpnSpw,uS vwmfApw,H

y r,vth sbffo amfw, bdh siftidho bthhs ab bdh ho,h fn bdh iuhatpw,H
cht —vush bdvwohtho pw dht hats- a ohanhwpw, sfvwoH Tdh uhawho nftl

kato- dht dawo ,tp——pw, bdh kpwofkspuu sf dato dht .wvi.uhs bvtwho 
kdpbhH Pdh nf, euvttho bdh ithabvth’s ho,hs- evb bdh siauh kas vwmpsl
ba.aeuhH Lb sbffo ab uhasb hp,db nhhb bauu- pbs masspAh sdfvuohts whatuS as 
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kpoh as bdh kpwofk ntamh pbshunH Tdh ifvuo shh bdh napwb tp——uh fn bdpi.- 
oat. nvt pw bdh ifuo wp,db aptH

cht ethabd iav,db pw dht uvw,sH
Lb opow’b mfAh iufshtH Lb opow’b ,tfku ft bdthabhwH Lb fwuS kabidhoH
Pdh napwb- vwmpsba.aeuh smhuu shh—ho bdtfv,d bdh mpwvbh itai.s 

atfvwo bdh kpwofk ntamhjbdh sihwb fn ohh— hatbd- mvs.- awo 
tapwlsfa.ho eat.H Lb kas bdh samh sihwb bdab iuvw, bf bdh mfss eawoa,hs 
fw dht aw.uhH

Pdh sbpuuwhss ehbkhhw bdhm nhub ohupehtabh- aumfsb thAhthwbH Pdhw 
bdh r,vth sdpnbho pbs khp,db sup,dbuS- awo bdtfv,d bdh sdpnbpw, daxh- sdh 
sak bdh vwmpsba.aeuh ,uham fn hShsjameht- sbhaoS- awo davwbpw,uS 
aupAhH

PdhS mhb dhts- awo nft fwh pm—fsspeuh- sfvulsda.pw, pwsbawb- sdh nhub 
sfmhbdpw, —ass ehbkhhw bdhm5 wfb bdh —thoabftS dvw,ht fn aw awpmau- 
evb a —tfnfvwo shwsh fn thif,wpbpfwH Lb kas bdh uff. fn a kpbwhssH

The Fading Light

EAhtS pwsbpwib sdh —fsshssho sithamho ab dht bf dpoh- bf efub nft bdh 
eai. tffm- bf sitham nft bdh rth ithkjevb sdh ifvuow’b mfAhH qhat 
dao tffbho dht bf bdh ifvid- Shb ehwhabd bdh bhttft- sfmhbdpw, hush 
kas sbpttpw,H Lb kas a sbtaw,h- pm—fsspeuh iaum- up.h bdh svoohw spuhwih 
pw bdh hSh fn a dvttpiawhH

Pdh ithabvth opow’b aoAawihH Lb spm—uS sbffo bdhth- a oat. spudfvhbbh 
fvbupwho eS bdh spuAht nf,- as awiphwb awo sbpuu as bdh thokffos bdhml
shuAhsH

Tdh opow’b .wfk kdSjpb ohrho hAhtS uf,pi sdh dao hAht upAho 
eSjevb pw bdab mfmhwb- sdh nhubJ —tfbhibhoH ys pn bdh mfwsbht ab bdh 
kpwofk kasw’b bdhth bf etha. pw- evb bf ma.h svth wfbdpw, hush opoH
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Pdh ?amh ntfm bdh fpu uam— kaAhtho pw a sbtaS otanb- iasbpw, a 
katm- ,fuo up,db aitfss bdh kpwofk—awhH qft a dhatbehab- sdh sak dht 
fkw th?hibpfwjsmauu- spuAhtldaptho- awo ntapujth?hibho tp,db ehspoh 
bdab bfkhtpw,- oat. spudfvhbbhH Pkf ehpw,s- kftuos a—atb- efvwo bfl
,hbdht eS bdh samh spuhwihH

Tdh kdps—htho- dht Afpih eathuS a ethabd- :Cdab ath SfvF;
Pdh nfthsb ,aAh wf th—uS- fwuS bdh napwb- mfvtwnvu ,tfaw fn bdh bthhs 

sdpnbpw, pw bdh tpspw, kpwoH
Rapw svt,ho a,apw- dfb awo mhtipuhss- —vuupw, dht eai. ntfm bdh 

kpwofkH Lb iupmeho dht uh,- itakuho v— dht s—pwh- awo kta——ho pbs 
rw,hts atfvwo dht tpes vwbpu sdh ifvuow’b otak a nvuu ethabdH cht dawos 
eh,aw bf sda.h ApfuhwbuSH 

Tdh btpho bf .hh— dht hShs fw bdh sda—h fvbspoh- bf dfuo fwbf bdab 
ameht ,axh- evb bdh kftuo kas euvttpw, pwbf a sfnb- ,thS smhatH

:IhBJ; sdh kdps—htho- dht Afpih napupw,H
qtfm sfmhkdhth opsbawbj—htda—s mpuhs akaS- —htda—s gvsb fAht 

bdh whBb tpo,hja napwb evb thau eat. awskhthoH Lb kas a ufwhuS sfvwo- 
iattpho fw bdh kpwo- hidfpw, ehbkhhw bdh bthhsH

cht hShs ruuho kpbd bhatsH :7ffo efS-; sdh ethabdho- dht dhao spw.l
pw, pwbf bdh ivsdpfwH :7f ,hb dhu—- IhBH 7fH;

Tdh hasho eai. pwbf bdh —puufks- dht sbthw,bd s—hwbH Pdh uasb bdpw, 
sdh sak ehnfth bdh oat.whss bff. dht kas bdh r,vth fvbspoh- sbpuu sbawol
pw, ab bdh ho,h fn bdh bthhs- .hh—pw, pbs spuhwb- amehtlhSho kabidH

The Dream Beneath

Tuhh— iamh pw nta,mhwbs- dhaAS awo sbtaw,h- up.h kau.pw, bdtfv,d ohh— 
kabhtH
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Emma otpnbho bdtfv,d uaShts fn mpsb awo sdaofk- nhhupw, khp,dbuhss 
Shb bhbdhtho bf sfmhbdpw, Aasb awo fuoH Pdh nfthsb —vusho atfvwo 
dhtjaupAh- tdSbdmpi- awo awiphwbH Tfmhkdhth pw bdab —vush- sdh 
shwsho bdh —thshwih a,apw- —abphwb awo what- a ,vatopaw pw bdh oat.H

y sda—h uffmho bdtfv,d bdh daxh fn dht otham- nvt iabidpw, bdh 
—auh mffwup,dbH Lb ehwb bfkato dht- pbs spxh masspAh hwfv,d bf eufi. 
fvb bdh sbats- evb pbs mfAhmhwbs khth ,hwbuh- aumfsb dhspbawbH Tdh sak 
hShs ,ufkpw, kpbd sfmhbdpw, bdab uff.ho up.h sfttfkjft —htda—s gvsb 
a AhtS ufw, mhmftSH y dawojtfv,d- siattho- awo kpbd rw,hts bdab 
uff.ho pm—fsspeuS- dhatbetha.pw,uS dvmawjetvsdho dht sdfvuohtH

Pdhw iamh a sfvwojwfb 3vpbh a kfto- wfb 3vpbh a ,tfku- evb a 
ufk- thsfwawb wfbh bdab Apetabho pw dht idhsb mfth bdaw pw dht hatsH Lb 
kas a sfvwo nvuu fn a mhawpw, sdh ifvuow’b 3vpbh ,tas—- up.h a uaw,va,h 
sdh dao nft,fbbhw a ufw, bpmh a,fH

Pdh mpsb nfuoho atfvwo dht a,apw- iattSpw, dht pwbf a ohh—- othaml
uhss sbpuuwhssH

Cdhw bdh nfthsb’s dhatbehab rwauuS sufkho- dht fkw mabidho 
pbjsbhaoS- tdSbdmpi- awo btvsbpw,H ywo as sdh sup——ho pwbf bdh rwau 
uaSht fn suhh—- dht uasb ifwsipfvs bdfv,db kasw’b fn bdh Npuufws- ft bdh 
rth- ft bdh —apwH

Lb kas fn bdh uh,hwoH   Pdh Muo 1aw kas thau awo sdh kas dhth kpbd 
dpmH



It's a Wild World

The Vision

L ight changed the room without touching it. One moment 
Emma was huddled under the heavy, cedar-scented wool of the 

hearth-blanket; the next, she stood barefoot among redwoods that 
shimmered as if the stars had fallen into their branches and stayed 
there, glowing. The air didn't smell of the scorched, chemical bite of 
the ridge or the stale dust of the cabin. It smelled of ancient rain and 
clean earth—the scent of a world that hadn't yet been introduced to 
the saw, the surveyor’s chain, or the match. She had set aside the pain 
in her ankle. Weight, too. She felt light, as if she were made of the same 
silver mist that swirled around the massive, furrowed trunks.

He came from that mist—massive, powerful, but not monstrous. 
His fur caught a strange silver wash from the Cltered light, looking 
more like moss or lichen than hair. His eyes, deep and amber-dark, 
held something old and sorrowfully heavy. He didn’t speak, yet his 
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presence pressed against her chest like a physical heartbeat. The forest 
didn't qust contain him; it seemed to be an extension of his own ner-
vous system, breathing when he breathed, tensing when he turned his 
head.

His World

The light thinned and brightened all at once. Time drew back like 
a receding tide, pulling Emma into a memory that wasn't hers. The 
forest was younger then, unscarred by the red-clay logging roads that 
now bled into the creeks. Tall shapes moved in zuiet rhythm through 
the understory—families, a tribe. They spoke in glances, soft huMs, 
and gestures as 6uid as windblown grass. P female carried a small one 
against her chest, the infant’s hands buried in her thick fur. Pn elder 
sat with eyes half-lidded near a fallen cedar, listening to the 6ow of 
sap and the tectonic groan of the earth. They were not apart from the 
forest; they were its pulse.

Then came the Cre.
Smoke gathered Crst, thin and deceptive as morning fog. Then the 

heat—sudden, merciless, and roaring. Emma watched him reach for 
his family as a wall of orange 6ame lifted between them, a curtain of 
death that severed the tribe. His cry wasn't loud; it was a low, vast 
vibration that the earth itself carried. It was the sound of a species 
being silenced.

Silence followed, heavy as ash. He wandered the ruin for weeks, 
calling into the blackness. Ao answer came. Then, the machines ar-
rived. Nulldo“ers that looked like yellow beetles and chainsaws that 
screamed like banshees. ”en shouting over engines, drawing lines 
on paper. Boads cleaved what had been whole. 2rom the ridges, he 
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watched unseen. He learned to step where no one would notice. He 
learned to live as a ghost in his own home.

The Awakening

Emma gasped awake, her lungs burning as if she had actually inhaled 
the smoke from the vision. Fawn thinned the room to a wash of pale 
blue. The vision vanished, but the grief remained, a physical weight on 
her sternum.

7Dou saved me,K she whispered into the zuiet, looking toward the 
shadows where she felt the Old ”an might still be lingering.

She pushed herself upright, teeth gritted against the white-hot 6are 
of pain in her ankle. The moss binding was still cool and damp, hold-
ing the qoint steady. That was when the sound reached her—the heavy, 
rhythmic crunch of boots on damp ground. She fro“e, pulling the 
blanket to her chin. Then, the low, gravelly vibration of a human voice, 
followed by a second, higher and more frantic.

Heart hammering, Emma didn't wait. She slid oM the couch, her 
breath hitching. She reached for the walking stick the Old ”an had 
left—the wood felt warm, almost humming against her palm. Jsing 
it as a crutch, she dragged herself across the 6oor toward the small 
window near the front door. Every 6oorboard groan felt like a scream. 
She pressed her ear to the cold glass.

The Voices on the Threshold

Outside, Ted Fillon stood with his hands on his hips. Pt sixty-Cve, Ted 
was a man built like a stump of old-growth oak—short, thick-necked, 
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and possessing a deceptive, brutal strength that age hadn't touched. 
His canvas coat was clean, his silver hair cropped close, and his eyes had 
the 6at, unblinking zuality of a shark. Neside him, Bay was a study in 
decay. Wiry and restless, Bay was decades younger but looked older 
in the eyes. His skin had the grey, waxy sheen of a long-term drug 
user, and his Cngernails were permanently rimmed with the grime of 
the mill. He kept twitching, his hands digging into his pockets as if 
searching for a Cx or a way out of his own skin.

7I’m telling you, Jncle,K Bay said, his voice qumping an octave, 
vibrating with a chemical edge. 7Search and Bescue is staging at the 
trailhead. I saw the lights. If they Cnd her Crst, we lose the chance to 
see what she knows. If she was anywhere near the ridge when the brush 
went up, she might have seen the ignition.K

7She didn't see anything, Bay. ‘eep your head,K Ted intercepted. 
His voice was a low, resonant rumble. 7The wind was blowing south; 
she would’ve been blinded by the Crst wall of smoke. Nut she’s a loose 
thread, and the Fillons don't leave loose threads. We Cnd her, we check 
her story, and we bring her in before she can talk to a deputy who isn't 
on the payroll.K

Ted spat tobacco quice into the dirt. 7Pnd don't underestimate her. 
She isn't some soft city girl. She’s a Rarter. She grew up on these slopes, 
and she’s got the muscle to prove it. She’s Ct from years of climbing 
these ridges, and she knows this terrain better than you do, Bay. If she’s 
gone to ground, she’ll be hard to dig out unless we catch her while she's 
still healing.K

7She's got that husband of hers,K Bay muttered, his eyes darting to 
the trees as if expecting a ghost. 71acob is still breathing, even if it is 
behind bars. He's a tie to the past we can't cut.K

71acob won’t be a problem much longer,K Ted said casually. 7I’ve 
already put the word out to some associates in 2olsom. P shiv in the 



PYBIL FEAEPA THO”YSOA59

yard, a ?disagreement’ over a phone—1acob Harper will be dead by 
the end of the week. O3cially, he’ll be a victim of prison violence. 
Jno3cially, he’ll be the last loose end of 0::j Cnally tied oM.K

Inside, Emma’s knees nearly gave way. Jacob... dying? The world 
tilted. She had spent nearly three decades believing her husband was a 
criminal, a man who had made a terrible mistake.

7Fead…K Bay whispered. P 6icker of genuine horror—perhaps the 
last shred of a heart he hadn't yet sold—crossed his haggard face. 
7Rhrist, Ted. He’s been in there twenty-eight years. Isn't that enough… 
We already took his life. Why do we have to take his breath, too…K

7It’s never enough until the silence is absolute,K Ted replied. 
7Think about it. Rreek Rarter is dead. 1acob is as good as gone. Emma 
is the only one left with any tie to that land. If we bring her into 
the family, we bring the land into the family. She’ll be grieving, she’ll 
be vulnerable. We oMer her a qob at the mill, a place to stay, a little 
'protection.' She’ll be so broken, she won’t even think to ask much 
about why 1acob died. She'll be too busy trying to keep her own head 
above water. We'll be the ones holding the life qacket.K

Emma’s mind raced. Why Jacob died? The words felt like lead. She 
had spent years thinking she knew why her father died—a logging 
accident. She had spent years thinking she knew why 1acob was in 
prison. Nut the way Ted spoke... it sounded like a business transaction. 
She reali“ed now she wasn't qust a woman lost in the woods; she was 
a victim in a generational play of violence she hadn't even known was 
being performed.

7Dou want to adopt the woman whose life we ruined…K Bay asked, 
his voice thick with a drug-induced tremor. 7That’s twisted, even for 
you.K
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7It’s e3cient,K Ted corrected. 7Nut Crst, we have to Cnd the girl. 
Aow, look at these tracks. Smaller prints. Fried mud. She’s inside, Bay. 
I can smell the woodsmoke from the stove. It's still warm.K

The Scramble

Emma scrambled back from the window. She knew she had seconds. 
She hobbled toward the back of the room, her eyes darting to her pack. 
She was a woman of the mountains—plain, but with a natural beauty 
born of health and the outdoors. Her skin was clear, her body lean and 
Ct from a thousand miles of steep hiking, but her ankle was currently 
a lead weight.

She shoved her notebook and the tin cup into her pack. Every 
movement felt deafeningly loud. She gripped the Old ”an's stick, 
using it to hoist herself toward the back window.

Creeeeeak.
The sound of the window hinge was a gunshot in the morning 

silence.

Confrontation

The front door swung open with a violent shove. Ted Fillon Clled the 
doorway, his broad shoulders nearly touching both sides of the frame. 
He looked immovable, a mountain of a man. Bay hovered behind him, 
looking like a ghost caught in the light, his pupils blown wide, his 
nervous energy a sharp contrast to Ted’s stillness.

7Emma Harper,K Ted said, his voice dripping with fake warmth.
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Emma stood by the window, her weight balanced on the walking 
stick. In the pale morning light, she looked rugged—no makeup, her 
hair a tangled mess—but there was a raw, striking beauty in the sharp 
line of her qaw and the strength in her shoulders. She looked like the 
landscape she lovedI enduring, and dangerous when cornered.

7I heard you,K she whispered. 7I heard what you said about 1acob. 
Why… Why would you want him dead… Pnd what did you mean... 
about my father… He died in the woods. It was an accident.K

The mask didn't qust slip oM Ted’s face; it disintegrated. Bay looked 
away, his qaw working as he fought a shiver.

7Emma, now, you’re confused,K Bay started, his heart clearly not 
in the lie. 7The smoke, the shockJ you’re having a fever dream. We’re 
here to save you.K

7Shut up, Bay,K Ted commanded. He stepped into the room, his 
heavy boots thudding on the 6oorboards. 7So. Dou heard. That’s a 
shame. I was looking forward to the recruitment process. Dou’re a 
strong woman, Emma. Dou’ve got your father’s grit. I could have used 
that at the mill. Dou could have been a Fillon in all the ways that 
matter.K

7Why would you say those things…K Emma’s voice shook. 7What 
did my father know…K

Ted stepped closer. 7Dour father was a man of ?principles,’ Emma. 
He found our drop points. He was going to tell the feds about the 
lumber we were using to move the product. He wouldn't take the 
money, so he took a fall instead. Pnd 1acob… 1acob was qust a conve-
nient place to put the blame for a mess we didn't want to clean up. He 
was a drunk in the wrong place at the right time. Simple as that.K

Emma felt the world shatter. Her father hadn't been clumsy. Her 
husband hadn't been a killer. They had both been casualties of the 
man standing in front of her. She looked at Bay, seeing the pity in his 
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sunken eyes, and then at Ted, who held nothing but the cold math of 
survival.

7Dou destroyed them,K she breathed. 7Dou took thirty years of our 
lives.K

7Pnd I was going to give it back,K Ted said, his voice cold and 6at. 
7Nut you qust couldn't keep that window shut, could you… Dou always 
were a bit too curious for your own good, qust like Rreek.K

The Oven E�ect

Bay shifted by the door, his wiry frame twitching. 7Ted, we can still 
Cx this. We take her back. We tell Fwyer she’s suMered a head inqury. 
Aobody has to die today. We don't need this on us.K

Ted turned on his nephew, his strength eclipsing Bay's frantic en-
ergy. 7Dou qust heard her, you foolK She’s her father’s daughter. Dou 
think you can ?manage’ a woman who knows we shivved her husband… 
Dou’re weak, Bay. 1ust like your mother. Dou want the life… Dou want 
the money for your habit… Then you do the work.K

Ted pointed a gnarled, scarred Cnger at the door. 7Lo to the shed. 
Let the gas can.K

Bay’s face drained of color. 7The gas… Ted, no. Aot this cabin. Aot 
her.K

7It’s a tinderboxKK Ted roared, his voice shaking the very logs of the 
walls. 7Pnd she’s the only witness left. If Search and Bescue Cnds a 
charred body in a ?tragic accidental Cre,’ the story ends with a funeral. 
If they Cnd her alive... then the Fillons end in a courtroom. Fo you 
understand the math, Bay… Or are you too busy being a ?nice guy’ to 
save your own neck…K
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Bay 6inching was a small, pathetic thing. He looked at Emma, and 
for a second, she saw the heart he still had, buried under the grime and 
the drugs. Nut then he looked at Ted, who stood like a wall of granite, 
and the fear won.

7IJ I’ll get it,K Bay whispered.
7LoKK Ted barked.
Bay bolted oM the porch. Emma heard his boots pounding toward 

the tool shed, the sound of a man running away from his soul. She was 
alone with Ted. He simply leaned against the doorframe, blocking the 
only exit, watching her as if she were a problem he was about to solve.

7Dou know what the best part of a Cre in a place like this is, Emma… 
It’s something we call the ?oven eMect.’ These old logs are so dry they 
don't qust burn. They superheat. The Cre retardant Bay put on the 
outside walls last year… It’ll keep the heat trapped inside like a kiln. 
The temperature will hit a thousand degrees before the Crst 6ame even 
breaks the roof. There won’t be enough of you left for an autopsy to 
show anything but smoke. Simple. Rlean. EMective.K

Emma gripped the Old ”an's walking stick, her knuckles white. 
She could feel the power of the wood, the connection to something 
much larger than Ted Fillon's greed. 7The forest won’t let you.K

Ted laughed, a short, qagged sound. 7The forest… Emma, the forest 
is qust fuel. Pnd tonight, you’re the match.K

Outside, the metallic clang of a gas can echoed through the fog, 
followed by the sloshing sound of lizuid hitting the dry wood of the 
porch. The scent of gasoline began to drift into the room—sharp, 
biting, and Cnal.



Dirty Deeds Done 
Dirt Cheap

The Baptism of Gasoline

T he sound of the rpst slawsh vws hewy,i w thckmi ph,thgck 
thwack-thwack wbwcnst the -oop.owpds thwt sounded acme pwcn 

on w tcn poofi .ut vcthout the acfeEbcycnb lpogcse of vwtep’ Sggw 
dcdnHt goye’ —he kouadnHt’ Dep .oots vepe wapewd, .ebcnncnb to dwpmE
en ws the fuea pwked wkposs the vwpled voodi seemcnb out the aov 
locntsi looacnb wpound hep heeas cn w shcggepcnbi pwcn.ovEsackmed 
tcde’ Thcs vwsnHt the shwpli wcp, stcnb of lupe bwsoacne’ Thcs vws hewyE
cepIthe ycskousi oca, skent of dpclEtopkh fueai w aethwa kokmtwca of dcesea 
wnd bwsoacne thwt the xcaaons used to kaewp .push on the tcg.ep acnes’ zt 
vws descbned to kacnbi to .upn saovi wnd to .e cglossc.ae to eAtcnbucsh’

Ted xcaaon stelled cnto the kentep of the poogi hcs goyegents 
ePkcent wnd uttepa, deyocd of pegopse’ De head the noRRae of w lpoE
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fessconwaEbpwde steea fuea kwncstep vcth the kwsuwa bpwke of w bwpdenep 
vwtepcnb poses’ De dcdnHt aoom wt SggwInot wt rpst’ De aoomed wt the 
pwftepsi the dp, lcne vwaasi wnd the hewy, fupnctupe’ De vws kwakuawtcnb 
the .upn pwtei stud,cnb the bpwcn of the vood acme wn wptcst’ To hcgi 
thcs vwsnHt wn wkt of lwsscon op w kpcge of hewtj ct vws w stepcacRwtcon’ 
De qlwcntedY the fuea ul the doopfpwge wnd wkposs the dp,Epotted 
scaasi ensupcnb the rpe vouadnHt Wust -wpeIct vouad fewst on the yep, 
stpuktupe of hep fwgca,Hs hcstop,’

Ow, stw,ed ., the doopi hcs fpwge .aokmcnb the ona, eAct’ De aoomed 
sckmi hcs fwke w lwaei svewtcnb goon cn the shwdovsi .ut he dcdnHt 
goye to heal hep’ De Wust vwtkhed the oca, acCucd kacg. the aebs of 
the owm tw.ae vhepe SggwHs fwthep used to slpewd hcs gwls’ Ow, melt 
twllcnb hcs rnbeps wbwcnst the doopfpwgei w fpwntcki ph,thgck sound 
thwt .etpw,ed the Wcttep, nepyes .enewth hcs scaenke’ Syep, tcge w dpol 
of fuea slwtteped hcs .ootsi he -cnkhedi .ut hcs feet pegwcned pooted 
to the thpeshoad’ De aoomed acme w gwn vwtkhcnb w tpwcn vpekm he hwd 
lepsonwaa, healed enbcneepi lwpwa,Red ., the gogentug of hcs ovn 
khockes’

qTedi laewseiY SggwHs yocke vws w dp, pwsl’ The fuges vepe wapewd, 
kawvcnb wt the .wkm of hep thpowti gwmcnb hep aunbs feea tcbht wnd hewy,’ 
qFouHye mnovn ge g, vhoae acfe’ ;, fwthep vopmed ,oup fwthepHs awnd’ 
Be wpenHt stpwnbeps’ Be bpev ul cn the shwdov of the swge tpees’Y

Ted rnwaa, aoomed wt hep’ Dcs e,es vepe -wti acme pcyep stonesi peE
-ektcnb none of the vwpgth he hwd fwmed wt tovn lckncks fop dekwdes’ 
qThwtHs the lpo.aeg vcth leolae acme ,oui Sggw’ Fou thcnm hcstop, 
cs w swfet, net’ Fou thcnm .ekwuse ve shwped w fev 5hpcstgws dcnnep 
,ewps wboi the vopad oves ,ou w lwss’Y De tcated the kwncstepi slawshcnb w 
hewy, wpk wkposs the -oop.owpds’ q?epnvood doesnHt pun on gegopces’ 
zt puns on vhwt ve kwn goye wkposs the pcdbe toncbht’ Lnd toncbhti 
the gost ywauw.ae thcnb on thcs pcdbe cs w rpe’Y
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The Economy of Ashes

Sggw aewned hewyca, on the tw.aei hep hewd .ebcnncnb to svcg ws the 
oA,ben cn the poog vws saova, dcslawked ., the khegckwa hwRe’ —he 
pewacRed laewdcnb vws w dewd end’ Dep e,es dwpted wpound the poogi 
not fop wn eActI.ut fop w vewlon’ Dep hwnd .pushed w hewy, bawss 
wshtpw, on the tw.aei then goyed aovep to the sheaf .enewth the owm 
supfwke vhepe w kwstEcpon .oomend swt’

qL rpe6Y she wsmedi hep yocke tpeg.acnb ws she su.ta, shcfted hep 
vecbhti testcnb the stw.cact, of hep cnWuped wnmae’ qFouHpe twamcnb w.out 
w dcswstep acme ctHs w lw,khekm’ Neolae kouad dcei Ted’ The vhoae 3opth 
?wke kouad bo ul’Y

Ted aet out w shopti Wwbbed awubh’ zt vws wn uba, soundi fuaa of 
benucne konteglt fop hep nwcyet,’ qL dcswstep cs w kuptwcni Sggw’ 
3othcnb gope’ Fou pewaa, .eaceye the nevs6 !Lnothep tpwbck acbhtncnb 
stpcme on the xcaaon acne’H !Lnothep fpewm dpoubht rpe’HY De stelled 
tovwpd hepi the sgeaa of dcesea wnd stwae to.wkko oyepvheagcnb the 
fuea’

qThe aobbcnb cs w fponti Sggw’ zt hws .een fop thcpt, ,ewps’ Be goye 
lpoduktIhwpd lpodukt’ Be goye gope vecbht thpoubh these tpees 
thwn the gcaa goyes cn kedwp’ ‘ut the ?eds wpe wavw,s sncPnb wpoundi 
khekmcnb gwncfestsi aoomcnb wt :N— aobs’ Fou mnov vhwt stols theg6 
L vcadrpe’ L rpe shuts dovn the tpwcasi kaewps the hcmepsi wnd luaas the 
stwte loacke wnd the shepc0 to the fpont acnes of the .awRe’ zt aewyes the 
.wkm powds vcde olen fop oup tpukms to goye vcthout w scnbae set of 
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e,es on theg’ Syep, tcge ve need to goye w gwWop shclgenti the Ocdbe 
bets w acttae !feyep’H ztHs the kost of docnb .uscness’Y

qFouHpe .upncnb the vopad to goye dpubsiY she swcdi hep yocke tpegE
.acnb vcth w gcA of teppop wnd lupei kp,stwaacne fup,’

qBeHpe meelcnb the gcaa olenJY Ow, snwlled fpog the doop’ Dcs 
yocke vws hcbhi yc.pwtcnb vcth lwnck’ qThe dpubs lw, the lensconsi 
SggwJ The, lw, the cnsupwnke fop eyep, gwn on oup lw,poaa’ 5peem 
dcdnHt undepstwnd thwt’ De thoubht he vws docnb the pcbht thcnbi 
tpwkmcnb the tpukms wt “988 L;i vpctcnb dovn the ackense lawtes cn 
thwt dwgn note.oom’ De dcdnHt pewacRe he vws lomcnb w hopnetsH nest 
thwt stpetkhed waa the vw, to the kowst’ De vws bocnb to .wnmpult eyep, 
fwgca, cn thcs ywaae, Wust to swtcsf, hcs ovn lpcde’Y

Ted set the kwncstep dovn vcth w hoaaov thud’ qFoup dwd found the 
dpol locnts’ De vws bocnb to kwaa the stwte loacke .ekwuse he kouadnHt 
stwnd the cdew of !hcsH voods .ecnb used fop wn,thcnb .ut lcne’ De vws 
wn o.stwkae to w guatcEgcaacon doaawp sulla, khwcn’ Be dcdnHt hwye w 
khocke’ Be kaewped the .aokmwbe’ Be dcd vhwt vws nekesswp, fop the 
supycywa of the xcaaons’Y

The 1995 Frame

Sggw aoomed fpog Ted to Ow,i hep hewpt hwggepcnb wbwcnst hep pc.s 
so hwpd ct feat acme ct gcbht .pucse’ The fuges vepe gwmcnb the edbes of 
hep ycscon tupn w sckma, ,eaaov’ qBh,6Y she vhcsleped’ qBh, teaa ge 
nov6Y

Ted stpukm w gwtkhi .ut dcdnHt dpol ct ,et’ De vwtkhed the -wge 
dwnke cn the pe-ektcon of hcs ovn -wt e,es’ q‘ekwusei Sggwi ct doesnHt 
gwttep vhwt ,ou mnov’ zn tvent, gcnutesi ,ouHaa .e lwpt of the soot’ 
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Lnd 1wko.6 DeHs neyep kogcnb hoge’ DeHaa dce cn thwt keaa thcnmcnb 
heHs w mcaaepi wnd ,ouHaa dce hepe lpoycnb hcg pcbht’Y

q1wko. found the note.oomiY Ted kontcnuedi hcs tone tupncnb kacnE
ckwa’ qDe thoubht he kouad .e the hepo 5peem kouadnHt .e’ De vws wt 
Doge :povn thwt ncbht cn HFGi shoutcnb w.out !kaewpcnb the pot’H De 
vws dpunmi aoudi wnd hwndcnb us hcs acfe on w lawttep’ De lwssed out 
cn the .wkm of hcs kwp vcth the enbcne punncnb cn the lwpmcnb aot’ De 
dcdnHt eyen hwye the sense to aokm the doops’Y

Ow,Hs yocke vws w vhcslep novi hcs e,es bawRed vcth the gegop,’ 
qBe toom the kwp’ Be kwubht ul to those tvo dewaeps on Dcbhvw, 3cne 
vho hwd .een smcggcnb oup lpodukt’ 4ne tupn of the vheeaIthwtHs 
waa ct toom to soaye tvo lpo.aegs wt onke’ Be lwpmed the kwp .wkm on 
the shouadep vcth 1wko. stcaa snopcnb’ De vome ul to scpens wnd w 
.aoodEstwcned .uglep’ Be bwye hcg hcs acfei Sggw’ Be kouad hwye lut 
hcg cn the bpound neAt to ,oup fwthep’ Be khose to aet hcg .pewthe’Y

qFou stoae tvent,Eecbht ,ewpsJY Sggw skpewgedi the fuges .upncnb 
hep thpowt’

Ted shpubbedi w bestupe of gonstpous cndc0epenke’ De dpolled the 
gwtkh’

The Strike and the Kiln

The sound vws w aov whumpIthe sound of the wcp ctseaf cbnctcnb’ 
‘ekwuse of the dceseai the rpe dcdnHt Wust -wsh wnd ywncshj ct toom hoad 
vcth w hewy,i ycskous powp’ L pc..on of opwnbe acbht pwked wkposs the 
-oopi foaaovcnb the lwth of the oca acme w fuse’

Ls the -wge toukhed the -oopi the kw.cn undepvent w teppcf,cnb 
tpwnsfopgwtcon’ Ow,Hs cndustpcwaEbpwde rpe petwpdwnt on the eAtepcop 
aobsIgewnt to meel the fopest rpe outInov vopmed vcth aethwa 
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ePkcenk, to meel the hewt in’ The kw.cn .ekwge w lpessupcRed mcani 
wn oyen of ocaed vood wnd stone’ The thckmi tpewted aobs pefused to 
aet the thepgwa enepb, dcssclwtei kwuscnb the cntepcop teglepwtupe to 
sm,pokmet wt wn cglossc.ae pwte’

Sggw  feat  the  smcn  on  hep  fwke  tcbhten  ws  cf  ct  vepe  .ecnb 
shpcnmEvpwlled’ Syep, .pewth vws w aunbEsewpcnb bwsl of sulephewted 
wcp’

—he wkted’ —he bpw..ed the hewy, kwstEcpon .oomend fpog the tw.ae 
sheaf wnd hupaed ct vcth eyep, ounke of hep wdpenwacneEfueaed stpenbth 
wt the oyephewd meposene awgl svcnbcnb fpog the pwftep’ The bawss 
shwttepedi wnd the unact meposene -ooded dovn cn w konkentpwted 
slawsh dcpekta, .etveen hep wnd Tedi kpewtcnb w teglopwp, kuptwcn of 
densei oca, sgome’

Sggw tupned tovwpd the dp, scnm’ Syep, stel vws w vhcteEhot 
wbon,j hep aeft wnmaei wapewd, gwnbaed fpog the fwaa cn the voodsi feat 
acme ct vws .ecnb bpound cnto w goptwp wnd lestae’ —he dcdnHt aet hepseaf 
kp, out’ —he lushed thpoubh the .acndcnb lwcni dpwbbcnb hep aeb ws she 
pewkhed fop the hewy, vooa hewpthE.awnmet’ Bcth tpeg.acnb hwndsi she 
doused ct vcth the dpebs of the vwtep lctkhepi the gocstupe sowmcnb cnto 
the vooa Wust ws the hewt .ebwn to .acstep the lwcnt on the vwaas’

—he thpev the hewy,i vet vooa oyep hep hewd wnd shouadeps wnd 
dukmed cnto the nwppovi shwdoved bwl .etveen the dp,Escnm wnd the 
stone khcgne,’ The qoyen e0ektY vws lewmcnbj the wcp newp the kecacnb 
vws wapewd, w poaacnb .awkm gwss of rpei .ut the stone of the khcgne, 
o0eped w sacyep of thepgwa lpotektcon’

—he .oubht hepseaf rye sekonds’ Ten’
Ted koubhedi vwycnb wvw, the meposene sgomei hcs fwke tvcsted cn 

fup, ws he swv hep huddaed cn the stone noom’ qFou .ctkhJY De stelled 
thpoubh the bpovcnb pcg of rpei the kpov.wp pwcsed to rncsh vhwt the 
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-wges hwdnHt’ Sggw bpclled the rpe lomepi .pwkcnb hepseaf to svcnbi 
hep teeth bpctted wbwcnst the thpo. cn hep aeb’

The Shadow and the Scuge

—uddena,i the -oop.owpds bpowned undep w vecbht thwt dcdnHt .eaonb 
to the rpe’ L deeli pesonwnt pug.ae poaaed thpoubh the kw.cnIw ycE
.pwtcon thwt dcdnHt entep thpoubh the ewpsi .ut thpoubh the .one’ zt 
vws the sound of the gountwcn kaewpcnb cts thpowt’

Ow,Hs e,es vent vcdei wnd he .wkmed wvw, fpog the doopi hcs hwnds 
tpeg.acnb’ De dcdnHt wsm vhwt ct vws’ De mnev’ qHnkaeiY he khomed 
out’ qDeHs hepe’Y

The fpont doopvw, suddena, vent dwpm’ L gwsscye shwle .aokmed 
the acbhti w scahouette so ywst ct seeged to okkul, the entcpe entpwnke’ 
The 4ad ;wn vws thepe’ De vwsnHt Wust w shwdovj he vws w gountwcn 
of gwtted fup wnd wnkcent guskaei fpwged ., the cnfepno’ De stelled 
cnto the poogi wnd fop w hewpt.ewti the rpe seeged to .ov wvw, fpog 
hcs sheep lpesenke’

Ted tupnedi hcs pwbe pedcpekted cnto lupe supycywa’ De svunb the 
cpon kpov.wp wt the kpewtupeHs shouadep’ The 4ad ;wn dcdnHt -cnkh’ 
De pewkhed out wnd svcled’ The .aov kwubht Ted wkposs the khesti 
sendcnb hcg -,cnb .wkmvwpd’ Ted hct the hewy, owm tw.ae vcth w sckmE
encnb kpwkm’ Ow, aunbed vcth w aobbcnb mncfei .ut the kpewtupe kwubht 
hcs vpcst gcdEwcp’ The sound of snwllcnb .one ekhoed oyep the powp 
of the rpe’ Bcth w teppcf,cnba, kwag stpenbthi the kpewtupe shoyed Ow, 
tovwpd the .wkm eAct’

Ted skpwg.aed uli .aood aewmcnb fpog w bwsh on hcs fopehewd’ De 
swv the wg.ep e,es of the gountwcn Wudbe wnd pewacRed hcs cpon lomep 
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vws w toothlckm wbwcnst w awndsacde’ q:oJY he .wpmed’ The tvo gen 
.oated thpoubh the pewp doopi dcswllewpcnb cnto the dwpmness’

The ALony of the Escape

Sggw tpced to stwndi .ut the gogent she lut vecbht on hep aeft footi 
the vopad vent bpe,’ Dep mnee .ukmaed’ The hewt vws nov so cntense 
thwt the qoyenY vws pewkhcnb -wshoyepIthe locnt vhepe eyep, supfwke 
cn the poog vouad cbncte scguatwneousa,’ —he vouad hwye fwaaen .wkm 
cnto the bpovcnb cnfepno cf the 4ad ;wn hwdnHt goyed’

The kpewtupe pewkhed cnto the sgome’ Dcs hwnd kaosed wpound hep 
ullep wpgIun,ceadcnb wnd teppcf,cnba, stponb’ De dcdnHt kwpp, hepj 
he wnkhoped hep’ De lawked hcs gwsscye .od, .etveen hep wnd the 
koaawlscnb pwftepsi hcs fup wktcnb ws w shcead wbwcnst the sewpcnb hewt of 
the lpessupcRed poog’ De bucded hep tovwpd the lopkh’

Ls the, kpossed the thpeshoadi the sudden push of oA,ben cnto the 
sulephewted kw.cn kwused w q.wkmdpwftY powp .ehcnd thegi .ut the 4ad 
;wn aewned cnto the fopke of cti shceadcnb Sggw fpog the konkusscye 
hewt’ Syep, stel vws w fpesh deskent cnto heaa’ Dep aeft wnmae feat acme 
ct vws .ecnb head cn w ycke of Wwbbed bawss’ Swkh tcge hep .oot toukhed 
the uneyen ewpth of the kaewpcnbi the lwcn pwdcwted ulvwpdi gwmcnb hep 
ycscon svcg vcth ph,thgck luases of bpe, wnd ped’

The WonL Dalk into the $ark

Bhen the, pewkhed the edbe of the voodsi the wcp feat acme cke vwtep’ 
Sggw koaawlsed onto the dwgl ewpth’ ‘ehcnd hepi the kw.cnIthe 
lawke vhepe the tputh hwd .een .upced fop tvent,Eecbht ,ewpsIvws w 
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powpcnb tovep of boad acbhti the rpeEpetwpdwnt aobs rnwaa, suppendepcnb 
to the cnfepno vcthcn’

The kpewtupe dcdnHt ywncsh’ De stood wt the edbe of the kaewpcnbi 
scahouetted wbwcnst the -wges’ De aoomed .wkm wt hepi hcs e,es baovcnb 
vcth w pe-ekted rpe thwt seeged to see pcbht thpoubh the aces of the awst 
thpee dekwdes’

Sggw aoomed wt hep svoaaeni useaess wnmae’ The lwcn vws so cntense 
ct gwde hep nwuseousi w duaai hewy, thpo. thwt feat acme hep .ones vepe 
bpcndcnb tobethep’

qz kwnHtiY she kpowmed’ The 4ad ;wn stolled’ De tupned hcs gwsE
scye hewdi hcs wg.ep e,es aokmcnb onto heps’ De dcdnHt goye tovwpd 
hepi .ut he vwcted’ zt vws w scaent koggwnd9 —upycye’

:pcttcnb hep teeth untca hep Wwv wkhedi Sggw dpwbbed hepseaf ul’ 
—he found w stupd,i khwpped .pwnkh newp., wnd tukmed ct undep hep 
wpg acme w gwmeshcft kputkh’ The rpst stel newpa, sent hep .wkm to the 
dcpt’ The lwcn vws w acycnb thcnb novi w ph,thgck thpo. thwt tcged 
ctseaf to hep hewpt.ewtIoneEtvoEstw.i oneEtvoEstw.’

—he foaaoved hcg’ —he hwd to’ The xcaaons vepe out thepei wnd 
the rpe vws w .ewkon fop thecp hunteps’ —he acgled cnto the shwdovsi 
the ph,thgck thuglEdpwb of hep .pwnkh wnd hep .pomen stel ekhocnb 
wbwcnst the scaenti hewy, tpewd of the kpewtupe’ The tputh vws outi hep 
.od, vws .pomeni wnd the aonb vwam tovwpd Wustcke hwd .ebun’



Riders on the Storm 

The Fireline

T he night had turned crimson.

Flames crackled through the treetops, hopping like wild 
spirits from limb to limb. The burned cabin behind Emma threw 
sparks high into the wind, and each glowing ember twisted skyward 
before vanishing into the black. The smoke thinned only long enough 
to show the spreading glow along the ridge—the Hre had found new 
fuel.

;eat shimmered in waves, bending the air until the world looked 
like a fever dream. The hiss and pop of burning pinecones sounded 
like gunHreI resin burst in the trunks with wet, snapping noises. The 
smell of charred sap and smoke clawed through her lungs. ’t was a 
scent she knew too well—the same one that had followed her fatherSs 
death years ago, when the wildHre had taken their hillside home.
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Che braced against a scorched post, ankle screaming as she tried to 
stand. ;er breath rasped, her throat raw with ash. The air was moltenI 
each inhale felt stolen. Through the heat ha“e, the enormous shape 
beside her moved—silent, deliberate, massive.

Nigfoot stood half in shadow, the ?ames painting the edges of his 
fur copper and gold. ;e turned his head toward the wind, nostrils 
?aring. The smell of him rolled over her—wet soil, musk, charred 
pine. ’t made her stomach lurch, yet beneath the raw animal scent was 
something faintly green and alive, like crushed bay leaves after rain.

The Hre was spreading faster now, snapping at the edge of the tree 
line. Yine needles ?ared like tiny stars, falling through the air. O log 
near the cabin split with a sharp report, throwing sparks over the 
clearing. The world glowed orange and violent.

;e rumbled low in his chest—a sound more felt than heard—and 
gestured with one heavy arm toward the cli”s beyond the clearing.

jDou want me to moveW- she croaked, coughing. ;er ankle refused 
to bear her weight. Che tried again, managed one step, and nearly 
pitched forward. Yain ?ared white.

Nigfoot turned back, eyes catching the light. They were not cruel, 
not curious—Lust steady, almost waiting. Mhen she failed again, he 
closed the distance in two strides.

jMait—no—-  she  started,  but  his  hand—large  as  a  dinner 
plate—swept beneath her knees and back in one motion. Che was 
weightless for a breath before she landed against the wall of his chest. 
Roarse, heatxdamp fur pressed against her cheek, smelling of rain and 
smoke. Che tried to twist away, but the world spun, the Hre roared, and 
the choice vanished.

;e ran.
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Through the Burning Woods

Mind screamed through the trees as they entered the forest. Nranches 
snapped overheadI ash drifted in a glowing storm. Each step Lolted 
through his body into hers, a thunderous rhythm of muscle and stone. 
Emma clutched his fur, Hngers slipping on the thick, matted strands.

The forest blurred past in ribbons of Hrelight and shadow. Bain 
began to fall, fat and sparse at Hrst, turning to needles that hissed on 
leaves. The mingled scents—smoke, wet bark, o“one—Hlled her senses 
until she couldnSt tell what was fear and what was memory.

Che wanted to look back, to see the cabin one last time, but the 
smoke was too dense. Oll that remained was a pulsing orange ha“e 
below.

qightning fractured the sky above, revealing his outline—a mounx
tain of muscle and matted hair, moving with a grace no creature that 
si“e should possess. Each stride was certain. ;e seemed to know where 
every rock lay, where each stream cut through the blackness.

jBeJ,- she whispered against his shoulder. j;eSs out there somex
where.-

;e made a sound—not 5uite a growl, not 5uite a sigh—that 
seemed to acknowledge her words. The vibration of it sank through 
her ribs, strangely comforting.

O ?ash of memory rose unbidden6 Gacob once carrying her through 
?oodwater, both laughing, soaked to the bone. The thought caught 
her o” guard, slicing through the present like glass. Che blinked hard, 
swallowing the ache. This wasnSt then. This was something ancient 
and unknown, something that had chosen her for reasons she couldnSt 
yet understand.

The HreSs glow ?ickered between the trunks like a dying heart. O 
limb split and crashed behind them, scattering embers that hissed out 
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in the mud. Emma turned her face toward his shoulder, letting the rain 
sting the back of her neck.

They reached a low ravine choked with runo”. Nigfoot waded 
straight through, the water splashing against his knees, her boots dragx
ging through the current. Che caught the re?ection of ?ame on the 
surface—red shards sliding away downstream like lost memories.

Mhen the terrain steepened, he angled toward the cli”s. qightning 
?ashed, bleaching the trees to skeletons for an instant, then leaving 
them black again. Bain turned to sheets, hissing over the ash. The Hre 
was losing its appetite, smothered by the storm,

The Climb

The forest fell away behind them. Ctone took the place of soil, slick and 
cold beneath his feet. ;e climbed as if born to it—long arms Hnding 
holds invisible to her eyes. The wind ?attened the rain into silver spears 
that bounced o” his fur and EmmaSs torn sleeve.

;er ankle throbbed with each upward Lolt, but she didnSt cry out. 
There was rhythm now, a strange synchroni“ation between them6 his 
breathing, the patter of rain, the faint percussion of thunder echoing 
through stone. The fear that had once lived in her chest had nowhere 
left to hide—it was spent, emptied, replaced by raw endurance.

;alfway up, his footing slipped on a slick ledge. Emma gasped, 
Hngers clutching his shoulder, nails scraping through thick fur. ;e 
caught himself instantly, one hand gripping an outcrop, legs ?eJing 
like coiled roots. The strength that steadied them was immense, unx
shakable. The cli” trembled but held.

Che  dared a  glance  down.  The forest  below burned in  fragx
ments—pockets  of orange ?ickering in the dark.  Neyond them 
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stretched the vast black of the valley, and somewhere inside it, she 
hoped, was a Uerman Chepherd pressing forward through mud and 
smoke.

j;old on, boy,- she whispered. jFind me.-
Nigfoot paused at a narrow ledge where a trickle of water streamed 

from the rock. ;e set her down Lust long enough for her to drink, 
cupping her hands under the thin fall. The water was icy and tasted of 
iron and moss. Mhen she looked up, he was already scanning the slope 
above—impatient to move higher, to safety.

For a moment, the lightning lit his face. Neneath the mat of fur she 
saw the suggestion of eJpression—sorrow maybe, or eJhaustion too 
vast for words. The ?ash was gone before she could be sure.

Che nodded, and before she could speak, he lifted her again.
The climb grew steeper. The rock vibrated faintly beneath them as 

thunder rolled through the mountain. Emma caught glimpses of ferns 
clinging to cracks, of black lichen shining wetly against the granite. 
The world had narrowed to breath, rain, and the pulse of his steps.

The High Cave

Ot last the ground leveled. The wind was colder here, the trees stunted 
and sparse, their roots clinging desperately to pockets of soil between 
slabs of granite. qightning ?ashed again, revealing the mouth of a cave 
half hidden behind a tumble of wet ferns.

;e ducked through the entrance, shoulders scraping the stone. The 
air changed instantly—cool, mineral, thick with the smell of damp 
earth. ;e carried her to the back of the cave and set her gently onto a 
mound of dried moss and fern stems woven into a nest. ’t gave under 
her weight like a forest ?oor in miniature.
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Emma sagged back, di““y. The sound of rain at the caveSs mouth 
became a steady hush. Every muscle in her body trembled with eJx
haustion. ;er ears rang with phantom Hre.

Nigfoot crouched near the opening, framed by stormlight. The 
curve of his spine, the rise and fall of his breath—he looked both 
impossibly ancient and utterly alive.

jMhyW- ;er voice came out thin. jMhy help meW-
;e didnSt move. Pnly the ?icker of his eyes showed heSd heard. 

O deep note rolled from his chest—soft, resonant, almost musical. ’t 
Hlled the cave and settled into her bones like warmth. Che felt herself 
breathe easier without understanding why.

The  smell  of  him  was  everywhere—wild,  metallic, 
stormxsoaked—but now it was no longer unbearable. ’t belonged to 
the same world that had Lust saved her.

jBeJ,- she murmured again. j;e will always Hnd me.-
Thunder muttered far below. Then, as if in answer, two faint barks 

echoed up through the valley—thin, determined, alive.
Emma fro“e. j4id you hear thatW-
NigfootSs head tilted, nostrils ?aring. ;e gave a short, low tone—afx

Hrmation.
Tears blurred her vision. Belief came with a strange laugh that 

sounded halfxbroken, halfxgrateful. jUood boy,- she whispered into 
the dark.

The Guardian

;e turned from the cave mouth and reached toward a shallow niche in 
the wall. From it he drew a dented metal canteen and o”ered it to her. 
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Che accepted it with both hands, the metal cold against her palms. The 
water inside tasted faintly of stone and something green—life distilled.

qightning ?ashed again, outlining the odd assortment along the 
walls6 bits of tin, smooth river stones, a torn length of rope, the shell of 
a lantern, and a childSs sneaker long gone gray. Che reali“ed he hadnSt 
Lust been watching herI he was a silent witness to all of them. jDouSve 
been watching us,- she said 5uietly. j;avenSt youW-

Ao answer came, but the silence itself was full of meaning. Che 
reached toward one of the relics—a smooth, riverxworn stone carved 
faintly with a spiral. ’t was a collection of human debris, yet cared for, 
as if he were gathering lost memories. Che set it back carefully.

jThank you,- she said simply. The words fell into the cave like 
pebbles into still water.

;e gave another rumble, softer than before, and sat between her 
and the cave mouth, guarding both entrance and view. Bain swept 
sideways across the opening, silver threads in the dark.

Putside, thunder rolled again, deeper this time, as if the earth were 
eJhaling. The ?ames below had nearly died out, leaving only the faint 
orange shimmer of coals beneath a wash of rain. Cmoke drifted upward 
like incense, curling into the clouds.

Emma leaned back into the moss, her pulse slowing, her mind at last 
catching up to the night. The Hre, the rescue, the climb—it all blurred 
into a single 5uestion that refused to dissolve.

jMhy meW- she whispered.
;e turned, and for a moment his eyes caught the ?icker of lightx

ning outside. They held something unfathomable—sorrow, maybe, 
or memory. O deep, low tone rippled through the cave, settling into 
her bones.

Cnderstanding arrived without words6 he hadnSt chosen her fate, 
but only her survival.



CERBETC NEAEOT; T;E ROAPYD Y4F 3D

The storm deepened, thunder rolling like drums beneath the earth. 
Emma drew the blanket of her eJhaustion closer and let the rhythm of 
the rain lull her toward sleep. Nigfoot stayed still, a massive silhouette 
etched against the ?ashing sky—protector, myth, truth.

Far below, the forest hissed and smoked. Comewhere within that 
living ma“e, BeJ was Hnding his way home.

EmmaSs last thought before darkness claimed her was not of fear or 
disbelief, but of impossible gratitude—toward the creature who had 
carried her through Hre and into the stormSs 5uiet heart.

Bridge to Dawn

Comewhere in the night, the thunder drifted east, its voice fading 
across the ridges. Bain softened to a whisper against the stone, and a 
faint gray light began to gather at the caveSs mouth. The air smelled of 
wet earth and renewal.

Emma stirred, halfxdreaming. Che thought she heard the sigh of 
the forest below—the long, relieved breath of something that had 
survived. The ache in her ankle was steady but dull now, wrapped tight 
in moss and care. Emma wondered if the Hre crews would return. They 
wouldnSt be able to access this terrain. Yerhaps by air. Nut they had 
Lust left. Firemen from all over the country and even other parts of the 
world had come to help.   

Neyond the curtain of ferns, a single bird gave a tentative call into 
the new morning. The sound felt like a promise. EmmaSs last thought 
before darkness claimed her was not of fear, but of the two faint 
barks that had reached her through the storm. Che pictured BeJ, 
mudxsoaked and relentless, her one remaining tether to the world and 
the mission ahead.



I'll be There

 Anatomy of the Stone

T he rsti ihngE maaf lewi .ft .fsaihN obi ihe ,wntiesngE- 
,sefihutiefwngE hefi bl ihe rse- ,vi f Eegiwes- wnpngE .fsaih 

dsettec fEfngti hes khee—N The Esbvgc ,egefih hes .ft tbliycfad 
abtt wfFesec .nih lesgtyfgc ihe lfngi tkegi bl dnge fgc .ei tibge 
csnliec ihsbvEh ihe fnsN

’bs f wbgE abaegi- the cncgHi abpeN Wes ,bcF .ft f kbwwekinbg 
bl fkhet fgc ,svntet- hes wvgEt hefpF .nih ihe aeabsF bl tab—eN 
The .bswc inwiec ng fgc bvi bl lbkvt- ft ihbvEh the .ese tvslfkngE 
lsba ceed .fiesN mpesF inae the isnec ib dvww ng f lvww ,sefih- hes sn,t 
dsbietiec- f seangces bl ihe sbvEh isfgtni lsba ihe ,vsgngE kf,ng ib 
ihnt hnEh- tibgF tnwegkeN

Sheg hes eFet rgfwwF bdegec- the lbvgc hestewl ,egefih f kenwngE 
bl snddwec tibgeN Chfcb.t ,sefihec fwbgE ihe kvspet- thnlingE .nih 
ihe lfngi wnEhi ihfi teedec ihsbvEh ihe kfpeHt gfssb. abvihN The 



CmRBmTC AmomOTW TWm ROoPYD Y5’ 1j

sbk— .ftgHi ;vti kbwc wnaetibgex ni .ft fwnpe .nih ihe hntibsF bl ihe 
abvgifngN TngF csbdweit bl .fies- rwiesec ihsbvEh hvgcsect bl leei 
bl sec.bbc sbbit fgc thfwe- twnc cb.g ihe .fwwt fgc ;bngec f twb.- 
shFihank csnd tbae.hese ceed ngtnce ihe cfs—N

maaf eMhfwec thf—nwFN Che .ft fwnpeN ’sfEaegit bl aeabsF Ink—u
esec ihsbvEh hes angcyihe sbfs bl ihe Ifaet- ihe ksfk—ngE ina,est- 
fgc ihe svth bl abpeaegi ft the .ft wnliec f.fF lsba ihe rseN Che 
kbvwc tinww leew ihe aeabsF bl hnt lvs ,svthngE hes fsaykbfste fgc 
ihnk—- taewwngE bl tab—e fgc tfdN The Pwc zfg hfc kfssnec hes hese- 
ihsbvEh ihe ,vsgngE lbseti fgc vd ihe pesinkfw tdnge bl ihe obsih ’fkeN 
Che wbb—ec fi hes hfgctx iheF .ese tifngec .nih tbbi- ,vi The Pwc 
zfg hfc EegiwF .ndec ihe .bsti bl ihe fth lsba hes lfkeN Che .ft tfle- 
hnEh f,bpe ihe pfwweF .hese ihe fns .ft ihng fgc iftiec bl angesfwN

The Tactical Mind

Che ivsgec hes hefc twnEhiwF- ietingE hes ,bcFN The fkhe ng hes avtkwet 
.ft thfsd ,vi cntifgi- ihe dfng ng hes fg—we thfsdes fgc sefwN Ji hfc 
lewi ,eiies ,elbse ihe rse- ,vi gb. ni dvwtec .nih fgEsF hefiN Che 
dsettec hes rgEest fEfngti ihe ,fgcfEe bl abtt fgc pngetytinww cfad- 
tinww hbwcngEy,vi ihe t.ewwngE hfc seivsgecN Wes t—ng .ft hbi ib ihe 
ibvkh- ihe iewwuifwe tnEg bl f ,bcF tisvEEwngE ib —gni nitewl ,fk— ibEeihesN

maaf tifsec ib.fsc ihe kfpe abvih- .hese ihe lfngieti hfqe bl 
bsfgEe wngEesec lfs ,ewb.N Che cncgHi wei hestewl tdnsfw ngib ihe lfanwnfs 
cfs— ihbvEhit bl :fkb, bs ihe 5nwwbgtN Jgtiefc- f ge.- thfsdes Lvetinbg 
kvi ihsbvEh ihe lbE bl hes eMhfvtinbg2 Why me?

Che ihbvEhi bl ihe tibsnetyihe hn—est .hb .egi anttngE- ihe ,wvssF 
dhbibt- ihe cekfcet bl wbkfw lbw—wbseN Thnt ksefivse hfc tdegi f wnleinae 
deslekingE ihe fsi bl ,engE f EhbtiN AF dvwwngE hes lsba ihfi kf,ng- he 
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hfc ,sb—eg hnt b.g kfscngfw svweN We hfc weli isfk—tN We hfc ,eeg teegN 
We hfc ieihesec hnt lfie ib hestN

What does he see when he looks at me? the .bgcesecN Che ,eEfg ib 
tkfg ihe kfpe- hes ,bb—tewwesHt eFet wbb—ngE lbs ihe wbEnk bl ihe tdfkeN 
Jg ihe kbsges- the tf. f gefi dnwe bl tabbih snpes tibget- tbsiec ,F 
kbwbsN oefs ihe csnd bl .fies- f cedsettnbg hfc ,eeg kfspec ngib ihe 
tibge- f dsnaninpe ,ftngN Thnt .ftgHi ihe wfns bl f ,eftix ni .ft f kvsfiec 
tdfkeN mpesF b,;eki hfc f dvsdbteN Ji bkkvssec ib hes ihfi nl he hfc ihe 
kfdfkniF ib bsEfgnqe hnt egpnsbgaegi- he hfc ihe kfdfkniF lbs f abinpeN 
We hfcgHi tfpec hes bvi bl sfgcba ngtingkiN We hfc tfpec hes .nih 
ngiegiN

The Silence

The sefwnqfinbg weli hes kbwcN Che dvthec hestewl vdsnEhi- epesF avtkwe 
isea,wngEN Wes ihsbfi lewi sf.- hes wndt tdwni lsba csFgettN Che cse. f 
twb. ,sefih- iftingE fth fgc nsbgN

”BeM…G the kfwwec tbliwFN
The gfae ekhbec fEfngti ihe tibge- hbwwb. fgc vgfgt.esecN Che 

isnec fEfng- .ef—esN ”BeM3G
PgwF ihe tbli csnd bl .fies sedwnecN Wes eFet ,wvssec .nih iefst- ,vi 

the ,wng—ec ihea ,fk—N 4snel .ft f wvMvsF the kbvwcgHi f6bsc bg f 
abvgifngtnceN Che wbb—ec fi ihe kfpe .fwwt- gbinkngE lbs ihe rsti inae 
ihfi iheF .esegHi eginsewF ,fseN These .ese tabbih cedsettnbgt ng ihe 
tibge- .bsg cb.g ,F Fefst bl vteN Thnt .ftgHi ;vti f ieadbsfsF thewiesx 
ni .ft f tfgkivfsFN

Che thnliec- isFngE ib efte ihe dsettvse lsba hes fg—we- fgc .ngkecN 
The dfng .ft f ihsb,,ngE csva,efi ,egefih ihe t—ngN Wes weE lewi 
vtewett- f hefpF .enEhi fgkhbsngE hes ib ihnt tibge sbbaN Che .ftgHi 
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;vti hnccegx the .ft f Eveti ng f dwfke ihfi cncgHi eMnti bg fgF afdN Che 
lewi wn—e f khfsfkies ng bge bl ihe lbw— ifwet the tbwc ng hes thbd- tieddec 
b6 ihe dfEe fgc ngib ihe kbwc sefwniF bl ihe fgknegi .bswcN

Theg- lsba ceed ng ihe ivggew ,eFbgc- f tbvgc ,eEfg ib snteyf 
wb. pn,sfinbg ihfi isea,wec ihsbvEh ihe tibge fgc ngib hes ,bgetN

The Return

Oi rsti- the ihbvEhi ni anEhi ,e ihe .ngc thnlingE ihsbvEh ihe sbk—tN 
Avi iheg kfae ihe hefpF- aeftvsec shFiha bl lbbitiedtN maaf lsbqe- 
hes eFet rMec bg ihe cfs— abvih bl ihe dfttfEeN The tbvgc .ft nau
aegte- efkh lbbilfww kfssFngE ihe .enEhi bl tepesfw hvgcsec dbvgct- 
Fei ihese .ft gb tkvBgE- gb kwvatngettN Ji .ft ihe abpeaegi bl f 
afties bl ihe iessfngN

Theg- lsba ihe thfcb.t- f thfde eaesEecyafttnpe- Ivnc- fgc 
vgantif—f,weN

The Pwc zfgN
We rwwec ihe egisfgke wn—e f wnpngE .fww- tibbdngE twnEhiwF ft he 

tieddec ngib ihe cna wnEhiN Wnt lvs .ft afiiec .nih tbbi fgc fth- fgc 
ihe taeww bl cfad efsih fgc dnge lbwwb.ec hna ngN Jg bge hfgc he 
kfssnec f ,fiiesec ing kfgyfg bwc- svtiec sewnk bl tbae wbgEulbsEbiieg 
wbEEngE kfadx ng ihe bihes- f ,vgcwe .sfddec ng EwbttF Eseeg wefpetN

We dfvtec- hnt eFet Ink—ngE ib.fsc hesN The cfs—- fa,es Ewefa bl 
ihea kfvEhi ihe lfngi wnEhi fgc hewc ni- tiefcF fgc vgsefcf,weN maafHt 
hefsi dbvgcecN Che .fikhec hna abpe- gbingE ihe tisfgEe- shFihank 
Esfke bl hnt EfniN We cncgHi abpe wn—e f ,efs bs f afgx he abpec wn—e 
f dfsi bl ihe abvgifng nitewlN Wnt thbvwcest .ese ,sbfces ihfg fgF 
cbbs.fF the hfc epes teeg- hnt hfgct wn—e thbpewt- Fei he dwfkec ihe ing 
kfg cb.g .nih f cewnkfkF ihfi .ft fwabti hefsi,sef—ngEN
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Sfies twbthec ngtnce ihe kfg- cfs— fgc aeifwwnkN Che sefkhec lbs ni 
.nih isea,wngE rgEestN The rsti tnd .ft ,niies- iftingE bl nsbg fgc bwc 
sfng- ,vi the csfg— vginw hes hfgct ,eEfg ib thf—eN Ji .ft ihe rgeti 
ihngE the hfc epes iftiecN

Sheg the wbb—ec vd fEfng- he .ft hbwcngE bvi ihe ,vgcwe bl wefpetN 
Jgtnce .ese ibsg Eseegt- ,snEhi ,essnet- fgc ihnk—- dfwe Esv,t ihfi 
.snihec wfqnwF fEfngti efkh bihesN

Wes tibafkh wvskhecN ”ob-G the .hntdesec- thf—ngE hes hefcN
AnElbbi afce f wb. tbvgcyf sva,we bl ngtntiegke ihfi pn,sfiec 

ng hes pesF ieeihN We dnk—ec vd bge bl ihe Esv,t- dbddec ni ngib hnt 
abvih- fgc eMfEEesfiec hnt khe.ngE- hnt afttnpe ;f. .bs—ngE .nih 
kwngnkfw ngiegiN Theg he dbngiec fi hes- hnt wbgE- cfs— rgEes ifddngE 
ihe fns .nih ihe fvihbsniF bl f cbkibsN

maaf hetnifiecN mpesF ngtingki tksefaec gb- ,vi hes angc .hntu
desec surviveN Che kbvwc leew hnt eFet bg hesygbi ihe eFet bl f dsecfu
ibs- ,vi ihe eFet bl f iefkhesN Che sefkhec bvi- dwvk—ec f Esv,- fgc ,ni 
cb.gN Ji ,vsti ,ei.eeg hes ieeih .nih f Ifpbs wn—e efsih fgc tdbnwec 
ksefaN Wes ,bcF se,ewwec- ,vi the lbskec hestewl ib t.fwwb.N

We hfc tfpec hes lsba ihe rseN Che .bvwcgHi wei hestewl tifspe ng 
ihe fliesafihN Che .fikhec hna .fikh hes- f tisfgEe ,bgc bl thfsec 
tvspnpfw lbsangE ng ihe tnwegke bl ihe kfpeN

The Laugh
’bs f inae- genihes bl ihea abpecN Theg- vgeMdekiecwF- AnElbbi 

,eEfg ib thnli fsbvgc ihe kfpe- EfihesngE kwvadt bl abtt fgc tafww 
tibgetN maaf .fikhec- hes kvsnbtniF bpessncngE hes lefsN We eMfangec 
efkh hfgclvw- dwfkec ihea cewn,esfiewF- iheg wbb—ec fi hes ft ihbvEh 
.fningE lbs f sefkinbgN

’ngfwwF- .nih fg bcc twb.gett- he dnk—ec vd f ivli bl abtt fgc 
dwfkec ni tLvfsewF fibd hnt hefcN The cfad EseegesF Ibddec bpes bge 
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eFe- af—ngE hnt afttnpe- dsehntibsnk lfke wbb— f,tvscwF cbaetinkN Ji .ft 
f tnEhi tb ;fssngEwF hvafg ihfi maaf lewi ihe fns wefpe hes wvgEtN

We ibb— i.b wva,esngE tiedt- wnliec hnt —geet- fgc i.nswecykwvatF 
,vi ngieginbgfwN Theg he lsbqe- kheti dv6ec bvi- khng hnEh- abtt hfi 
csbbdngEN

O tifsiwec wfvEh ,sb—e lsba hes wndtN Ji .ft f svtiF tbvgc- ihng fgc 
,sniiweN

We lsbqeN Theg- wn—e f thF khnwc- he cvk—ec ,ehngc f sbk— dnwwfsN O 
,efi bl tnwegke lbwwb.ecN Thegyhe dbddec bvi fEfng- fsat .nce- eFet 
,snEhi .nih f tisfgEe- antkhnepbvt ngiewwnEegkeN

maaf wei bvi fgbihes wfvEh- thf—F ,vi sefwN We cntfddefsec fEfng- 
iheg sefddefsec .nih f tafww sbk— ,fwfgkec bg hnt abtt hfi- .b,,wngE 
kbankfwwF ft he isnec ib hbwc tinwwN Ji iva,wec .nih f ihvcN

Che wfvEhec hfsces- ihe tbvgc ekhbngE ihsbvEh ihe kfpeN We inwiec 
hnt hefc- af—ngE f thbsi- thfsd eMhfwe ihfi .ft ihe vgcegnf,we anssbs 
bl hes b.g ansihN Jg ihfi abaegi- ihe ”ShfiG fgc ”Wb.G bl hna 
lfcecN These .ft bgwF ihe ”ShbNG We .ft f destbgN O tbvwN O .nigett 
ib hes wnle- hncceg ng ihe iseet lbs ihnsiF FefstN

The Fire Below

Sheg ihens wfvEhies lfcec- ihe tnwegke .ft tbliesN AnElbbi teiiwec gefs 
ihe kfpe egisfgke- ihe abtt tinww kwngEngE ksbb—ecwF ib hnt hefcN maaf 
Efihesec hes tisegEih ib ksf.w kwbtes ib ihe wecEeN Yfng thbi ihsbvEh 
hes fg—we- ,vi the Esniiec hes ieeih- lbkvtngE bg ihe abpeaegi- bg ihe 
dhFtnkfw sefwniF bl ihe kwna,N

Sheg the sefkhec ihe wecEe- ihe pne. tibwe hes ,sefihN
Aewb. ihea- ihe pfwweF tabwcesec ng thfcet bl EsfF fgc kbddesN 

Cab—e sbwwec ihsbvEh ihe iseet ng egcwett .fpet- kvswngE ib.fsc f t—F 
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ihe kbwbs bl bwc aeifwN ’sba vd hese- ihe cetisvkinbg wbb—ec wn—e f afd 
bl hes b.g wnleyihe khfssec tkfst .hese ihe iseet hfc lfwweg- ihe lfngi 
bsfgEe Ewb. bl ihe 5nwwbgtH Eseec tinww Ink—esngE ,egefih ihe hfqeN

Che .hntdesec ib hestewl- ”TheF cbgHi —gb. .hese J faNG
AnElbbi afce f wb. tbvgc ,etnce hesyf ceed pn,sfinbg ihfi lewi 

wn—e fg ekhb bl hes b.g ihbvEhitN maaf ivsgec ib wbb— fi hnaN We 
.ftgHi ;vti f .nigett ib ihe rsex he .ft f .nigett ib ihe pfwweFN We hfc 
teeg ihe 5nwwbgtH isvk—tN We hfc teeg hes lfihesN We hfc teeg ihe .fF 
ihe lbseti hfc ,eeg kfspec vd ,F ihbte .hb cncgHi wbpe niN

The aFtiesF bl hnt tvspnpfw .ft gb wbgEes f,bvi hb. he hncx ni .ft 
f,bvi .hfi he .ft .fningE lbsN maaf sefwnqec iheg ihfi the .ft ihe 
bgwF bge .hb kbvwc ieww hnt tibsFyfgc he .ft ihe bgwF bge .hb —ge. 
ihe isvih bl hestN

The Lullaby

onEhi kfae twb.wF- ihe tab—e EnpngE .fF ib f dfwe thnaaes bl tifstN 
AnElbbi abpec LvneiwF- fssfgEngE wefpet ng ihe kbsges ,elbse kvswngE 
cb.g- fsat lbwcecN Sheg he ,sefihec- ni kfae bvi ng wb.- sbwwngE 
ibgetyf shFiha ihfi rwwec ihe kfpe- tiefcF fgc ceedN

maaf eftec ,fk— bgib hes b.g ,ec bl abttN The tibge .ft kbwc- 
,vi hnt .fsaih teeaec ib sfcnfie ihsbvEh ihe fnsN Che tifsec ib.fsc 
ihe kfpe abvih .hese fth csnliec dfti- Ewb.ngE lfngiwF wn—e lfwwngE tifstN 
Che ihbvEhi bl BeMyhnt tisegEih- hnt wbFfwiFN Che —ge. ihe cbE .bvwc 
,e bg ihe sncEe- gbte ib ihe .ngc- wbb—ngE lbs ihe bge tkegi ihe rse 
kbvwcgHi ,vsg f.fFN

”WeHww rgc ae-G the .hntdesecN
Cbae.hese ceed ng ihe kfpe- AnElbbi tinssec fgc afce f wb.- svau

,wngE tbvgcN Ji dvwtec ihsbvEh ihe tibge fgc ngib hes kheti- setbgfgi 



CmRBmTC AmomOTW TWm ROoPYD Y5’ 1E

fgc tisfgEeN Wes eFet Ese. hefpFN Che .ftgHi ;vti tflex the .ft dfsi bl 
ihe abvgifngHt teksei gb.N Ogc ft ihe lbseti tabwcesec ,ewb.- maaf 
csnliec ib.fsc csefat- hes angc gb wbgEes rMec bg ihe dfti- ,vi bg 
ihe tisfgEe- fa,esueFec lvivse ihfi hfc ;vti ,eEvgN



Wild Horses

Empty Cave

E mma woke to the soft hush of early morning, the kind that 
settles in quiet places untouched by footsteps or voices. For a 

disoriented moment, she didn’t know where she was. Then the earthy 
scent of the woven nest beneath her pulled her back—the moss, the 
fern fronds, and the strips of bark carefully arranged to cushion her.

Her hand drifted to the spot beside her. The stone was still warm, 
a lingering ghost of the heat The Old Man’s enormous body had 
provided through the night. But the space was hollow now. He was 
gone.

Blinking against the thin, angled light Altering through a crack in 
the cave roof, Emma tried to push herself upright. The movement was 
a catastrophic mistake. j hot, Sagged spike of agony shot from her left 
ankle, bypassing her nerves and striking straight into the base of her 
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skull. Che gasped, her vision blooming with rhythmic pulses of grey 
and white.

”Okay,z she wheeJed, clutching her shin as the world tilted and 
swayed. ”Okay, Emma. Breathe. Iust breathe.z

Che looked down at her leg. The wrap had been changed while she 
slept. Fresh moss padded the Soint, and new bark strips crossed neatly 
over it. The faint, medicinal scent of pine resin Alled the air—he had 
used it as a sealant to keep the moisture in and the infection out. Beside 
the nest sat a walking stick—smooth, stripped of bark, and shaped to 
At a human palm. Pear it sat a metal can of water and a -at stone 
holding cleaned mushrooms and purple berries.

Emma’s throat tightened. The care was almost harder to bear than 
the pain. ;t was a terrifying, beautiful kind of debt. ”Thank you,z she 
whispered into the quiet cavern. Her voice sounded like dry leaves 
skittering over cold stone.

The Trial of the First Step

The mundane reality of her body asserted itself with a sharp, insistent 
cramp in her bladder. Emma grasped the walking stick, her knuckles 
turning boneLwhite. Che braced her good foot and began the agoniJing 
process of standing.

The moment she put a fraction of weight on her left side, the inSury 
screamed. ;t wasn’t a dull throb anymore6 it felt like a rusted railLspike 
was being driven through her heel and out the top of her foot. The 
resinLsoaked wrap held, but she could feel the internal swelling Aghting 
against the bark, the skin stretched so tight it felt thin as parchment.
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”5amn it,z she hissed, her teeth grinding together until her Saw 
ached. Che looked at the walking stick. ”Dou’re a crutch, Emma. Pot 
a miracle. xse it.z

The Sourney to the back of the cave—a mere Afteen feet—took 
nearly ten minutes. Each ”stepz was a battle of physics. Che had to hoist 
her entire body weight onto the stick, swing her good leg forward, and 
then delicately, impossibly, drag the dead weight of her left foot behind 
her. Every vibration of the stone -oor felt like a hammer blow to her 
nervous system.

?hen she Anally returned to the nest, she was drenched in a cold, 
oily sweat that made her clothes cling to her skin like a shroud. Che 
reached for the water can, her hands shaking so violently she had to 
use both to lift it. Che took several small sips—the water was so cold it 
made her molars ache, but it grounded her.

”Clowly,z she told herself, the sound of her own voice the only thing 
keeping the panic at bay. ”Cmall portions. 5on’t throw it up. Dou need 
the fuel.z

The berries were tart, shocking her mouth awake. Che ate the 
mushrooms with a mechanical focus, forcing the earthy calories down. 
Che looked at the cave entrance. Beyond it lay the mountain—a vertical 
labyrinth designed to kill anything that was less than perfect.

The Return of the Scout

j bark cut sharply through the fog, echoing against the limestone 
walls. Emma’s entire body Solted, her inSured ankle sparking a fresh 
Are.

”Ne1:z she croaked.
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j shadow darted on the slope below. Then, a Soyous, frantic shape 
scrambled up the last stretch of slick rock. Ne1 leapt into the cave, 
his tail smacking wildly against the stone. He pressed his damp, 
sootLstained body into her chest, whining with a desperate, sobbing 
relief.

”Oh, sweetheart,z Emma whispered, burying her face in the coarse 
fur of his neck. He smelled of wet earth, cold ash, and the deep, wild 
musk of the forest. ”Dou found me. ; knew you would.z

?hen he Anally pulled back, he nudged her hand, then pawed 
an1iously at a small obSect resting on the moss at the cave entrance. 
;t was a frayed patch of heavy cloth. Emma picked it up, her Angers 
trembling. js she brushed away the soot and damp earth, the faded 
stitching appearedG C. Carter.

Her breath hitched. Her father’s name. This patch had been in the 
cabin—the cabin Ted and Nay had Sust reduced to cinders. Comeone, 
or something, had salvaged this from the ashes and brought it here. 
;t was a message. j reminder that the ghosts of the Nidge were still 
watching.

”He went back, Ne1,z she whispered, clutching the fabric over her 
heart. ”?hile ; was sleeping, he went back to the Are.z

The Climb of Fire and Bone

Emma tucked the patch into her shirt pocket and gripped the walking 
stick. ”Okay, Ne1. ?e’re going up. ?e stay high, maybe a spotter plane 
sees us. ?e stay low, and we’re Sust two more things for the 5illons to 
bury.z

The Arst section of the climb was a descent into a private hell. 
Emma didn’t Sust walk6 she choreographed a series of desperate, agL
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oniJing leans. Che Sammed the walking stick into the shale, leaning 
her entire upper body weight onto the smooth wood until it creaked. 
Then, she used Ne1. Che placed her right hand on his sturdy shoulders, 
using the dog as a living stabiliJer to swing her deadened left leg 
forward.

Ten yards in, the world went black.
Che didn’t fall so much as she folded into the rock. Che came to 

seconds later, her cheek pressed against the cold granite, the metallic, 
electric taste of adrenaline sharp on her tongue. Ne1 was whining, 
licking the sweat from her forehead, his body shivering in sync with 
her own.

”;’m okay,z she lied to the dog, her voice a ragged ghost. ”;’m Sust... 
taking a minute to admire the view.z

Che stayed there for Ave minutes, watching a line of ants crawl 
through the dust, waiting for the red spots in her vision to fade. 
The pain had moved past ”burningz into something crystalline and 
sharp—a highLfrequency vibration that hummed in her teeth. Every 
time her left boot brushed a stone, a fresh wave of nausea hit her. Che 
stopped every three paces, forehead pressed against the walking stick, 
eyes squeeJed shut, counting her heartbeats until the urge to vomit 
subsided.

”One more step, Ne1. Iust one. 4ive me one.z
Her hands were shredded, the Angernails broken and packed with 

dark mountain soil. Che wasn’t a hiker anymore6 she was a wounded 
animal clawing its way out of a slaughterhouse.

The Unwelcome Sight
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They reached a wide stone shelf halfway up—a natural pulpit that 
overlooked the valley. Emma collapsed onto it, her chest heaving with 
ragged, wet breaths. Ne1’s hackles suddenly rose. He let out a low, 
vibrating growl that she felt through the stone before she heard it.

Emma dragged herself to the edge, peering through a gap in the 
rocks.

Movement. Two shapes threaded between the charred trunks beL
low, pausing to scan the forest -oor. Even from this distance—even 
through the shifting veil of fog—she knew the slouch of Ted’s thick 
shoulders and the restless, twitching gait of Nay. They weren’t looking 
for a trail6 they were hunting.

”They’re tracking us, Ne1,z she whispered, pulling the dog back 
into the shadows. Her heart punched her ribs with such force it made 
her lightheaded. ”They didn’t go back to the mill to help with the Are. 
They’re here to Anish what they started at the cabin.z

Nay scanned the slope with a pair of binoculars, his body angled 
toward the very cave they had Sust vacated. Ted pointed at the ground, 
gesturing sharply toward the east, his face a mask of predatory focus. 
They were following the faint scent of her survival like hounds on a 
scent.

”They think ;’m weak,z she hissed, her voice cracking with terror 
and a sudden, sharp spike of spite. ”They think ;’m going to crawl into 
a hole and wait for them.z

The Final Ascent

The last stretch was nearly vertical. The walking stick became a liaL
bility, so she wedged it into her belt and began to crawl. Che dragged 
her left leg behind her like a piece of useless, heavy timber. Che could 
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feel the ligaments grinding—a sickening, wet sensation of friction that 
made her skin crawl and her stomach turn.

”5on’t pass out,z she commanded herself, the words a guttural 
snarl against the rock. ”;f you pass out here, the crows get your eyes 
before the 5illons get your heart. Move, EmmaE MoveEz

Che reached for a handhold, her muscles screaming in protest as 
she hauled her weight upward. Ne1 was already on the ledge above, 
his paws scrabbing at the dirt, whining as if he were trying to pull the 
mountain down to her level. Che grabbed the back of his harness, and 
with one Anal, agoniJing heave that sent a whiteLhot -are of agony 
through her hip, she rolled onto the -at surface of the summit.

Che lay there for an eternity, staring at the grey, indiFerent sky. Her 
left foot was a swollen, purple mass inside the boot, thrumming with 
a heartbeat that felt louder than her own. Che was broken, bloodied, 
and utterly e1hausted, but she was high. Che was visible.

The Sentinel

Emma turned her head slowly, the wind whipping her hair across 
her eyes. Halfway down the ridge, framed by a cluster of untouched 
redwoods that had somehow escaped the inferno, stood the towering 
silhouette.

The Old Man.
He was a mountain of matted fur and ancient muscle, perfectly still 

against the grey sky. He didn’t move toward her. He didn’t make a 
sound. He simply watched, his amber eyes unreadable but steady. He 
was the only thing on this mountain that didn’t want a piece of her.

”Dou brought the patch,z she whispered, her words snatched away 
by the wind. ”Dou went back to that cabin for me.z
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The creature didn’t acknowledge the words. He simply turned with 
a -uid, silent grace and slipped back into the trees, disappearing like 
smoke in a gale. Emma let out a shuddering breath. He wasn’t Sust 
a savior6 he was a sentinel. He was watching the ridge, and he was 
watching the men below.

Emma rose slowly, using the stick to push her trembling body 
upright. Che faced the Anal stretch of the e1posed ridge—the highest 
point, where the wind screamed and the sky felt close enough to touch.

”Rome on, Ne1,z she whispered into the rising wind, leaning on 
the dog for the Anal few yards of the walkway. ”?e aren’t safe yet, but 
we’re in the light. 0et’s give them something to And.z

They started walking along the crest, each step a deliberate, agoniJL
ing victory. Emma didn’t look back at the valley. Che knew the 5illons 
were down there, and she knew the Old Man was somewhere in the 
trees, but she was looking at the horiJon, waiting for the sound of 
rotors and the end of the long, dark night.



Don't Fear the Reaper

The Ridge at Dawn

T he ridge caught the srlt oight fm nfrbibg ofbg wemfre the mfrelt 
weof. ltirredA v lfmt gfod wrulhed fper the charred treetfEl abd 

drimted uE.ard ib .arn .apel ubtio it reached Rnna abd xe,- littibg 
tfgether fb a wrfad- lubj.arned loaw fm grabiteA The bight had weeb 
cfod- .ibd .hilEeribg thrfugh the wurbed red.ffdl- wut the da.b 
wreathed be. .arnth ibtf the .frodA

Rnna adyulted herleom caremuook- ltretchibg her ibyured abSoe fut ib 
mrfbt fm herA The l.eooibg had gfbe df.b- wut the tebdfbl ltioo tugged 
.ith a deeE- wruiled acheA xe, Erelled cofle tf her lide- hil wfdk a 
lteadk abchfr ib the lhimtibg oightA

Ohe ruwwed her thunw aofbg the lnaoo ltfbe The Mod —ab had oemt 
mfr her q the lEiraojcarped tfSeb that leened tf hun .ith itl f.b 
Cuiet EuoleA The grffpel caught the luboight- reBectibg maibt oibel fm 
gfodA
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’” dfb?t Sbf. .hk thil natterl lf nuch-z lhe .hilEered tf xe,- 
’wut it meeol oiSe it?l nfre thab yult a ltfbeAz

xe, BicSed hil earl al im agreeibgA
Rnna lighedA ’6f kfu thibS .e?oo lee hin agaib…z
The wree:e carried the lcebt fm danE alh abd cedarA The mfrelt .al 

heaoibg abd hurtibg aoo at fbce q a .fubded wealt trkibg tf rileA
’Ye laped fur oipel-z lhe nurnuredA ’” yultL ” yult .abt tf thabS 

hinAz
Hut it .alb?t yult gratitudeA The truth Erelled Cuietok ib her chelt8
Ohe nilled hinA
Pft the mearA Pft the ubSbf.bA
The ErelebceA
The mfrelt leened caoner .heb he .al bearA
Ohe offSed df.b at the lEirao ltfbe agaib- rfooibg it gebtok acrfll 

her EaonA
’” hfEe he cfnel wacS-z lhe adnitted lfmtokA
vbd al im the mfrelt had heard herq
xe, ltiWebedA

A Shadow Running

xe,?l bfle oimted- lcebtibg the air- hil wfdk teblibgA
Rnna mfoof.ed hil ga:e tf.ard the paooek BffrA vt srlt lhe la. 

fbok the l.ak fm the kfubger treel abd the goinner fm de. fb woacSj
ebed wrabchelA Theb nfpenebt q l.imt- Ef.ermuo q wurlt mrfn the 
deeEer greebA

v lhaEeA
TaooA
—allipeA
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xubbibg .ith the Sibd fm lEeed bf hunab EfllelledA
Rnna?l wreath caught ib her thrfatA
’”t?l hinAz
Rpeb mrfn the diltabce- lhe recfgbi:ed the .ak he nfped q wrfad 

lhfuoderl mfr.ard- arnl EunEibg ib Ef.ermuo arcl- ofbg ltridel cutj
tibg eWfrtoellok acrfll .hat .fuod hape weeb treacherful terraib mfr 
abk nabA

Ye didb?t lof.A
Ye didb?t hideA
Ye .al cfnibg ltraight tf herA
xe, ltffd- taio oimted- aoert wut bft amraidA
Rnna Eulhed herleom uEright- oeabibg fb a bearwk wfuoder mfr 

waoabceA The ache ib her abSoe Bared- wut lhe wareok regiltered itA 
Yer heart thudded .ith lfnethibg lhe cfuodb?t Cuite bane q reoiem- 
hfEe- a.eA

9ithib nfnebtl he reached the of.er ridge abd coinwedA JE cofle- 
he offSed epeb oarger thab lhe renenwered- hil mur wrulhed .ith 
ltreaSl fm lfft abd luboightA

Ye carried lfnethibg tucSed ubder fbe arnA
Rnna l.aoof.ed hard- her sbgerl trenwoibgA
Ye ltfEEed a me. meet mrfn her q tf.eribg- Ef.ermuo- ket utterok 

ltioo q abd lof.ok e,tebded the fwyect he carriedA
v wf,A
9ffdebA
Ocfrched at the edgelA
Rnna tffS it .ith wfth habdl- lurEriled at itl .eightA   Ohe Sbe. 

thil wf, .eoo;  Yer dad had carped thil wf, mrfn xed.ffd nabk kearl 
agfA 

The creature lteEEed wacS- .atchibg her .ith e,Eectabt- aonflt 
lfoenb ekelA
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Yer dad had carped thil wf, mrfn heartjred.ffd nabk kearl agf- 
wacS .heb hil habdl .ere ltioo lteadk abd the .ffdl .ere ltioo a Eoace 
fm labctuark rather thab a grapekard fm lecretlA

The wf, .al a nalterEiece fm nfubtaib cramtlnablhiEA The .ffd 
.al a deeE- wurbtjliebba hue- Efoilhed tf a goalljoiSe sbilh that meot 
.arn agaiblt her cfod lSibA 

Mb the oid- a Oteooar?l "ak had weeb carped ib high reoiemA ”t .al 
caught ib a nfnebt fm desabt ltioobellqitl crelt lharE abd Erfud- itl 
.ibgl Eartiaook ubmuroed al im it .ere awfut tf lcrean a .arbibg tf the 
relt fm the mfreltA Rperk meather .al a diltibct- deoicate oibe fm graib0 the 
wird?l eke .al a tibk- iboaid wead fm Efoilhed fwlidiab that leened tf 
catch the sotered oight abd hfod itA

vl her thunwl mfubd the lean- lhe meot the cfod- hard edge fm the 
tib oibibgA NreeS Narter had ao.akl weeb Eracticao0 he had oibed the 
ibterifr .ith habdjlfodered tib tf Erftect the cfbtebtl mrfn nfilture- 
rft- abd the Eerpalipe danE fm the Dacisc Pfrth.eltA ”t .al airjtight 
abd .aterjtightqa lame mfr the lfuo fm the maniokA

Rnna?l habdl trenwoedA Ohe hadb–t leeb thil wf, .heb lhe coeared 
fut her 6ad–l thibgl amter he diedA Ohe had lEebt .eeSl gfibg thrfugh 
hil .frSlhfE- offSibg mfr thil perk Eiece- allunibg it had weeb ltfoeb 
fr deltrfkedA Tf lee it bf.- heod fut wk thil creature fm nkth- meot oiSe 
a nellage mrfn wekfbd the peioA

v lharE- yagged thfught Eierced thrfugh her reoiem8 If it wasn't in 
the house, where was it? The fbok EefEoe .hf had weeb at the lite 
fm her mather?l 1accidebt1 wemfre the authfritiel arriped .ere xak abd 
Ted 6ioofbA Yad thek lbatched it mrfn hil EfcSetl… Yad thek SeEt it 
hiddeb aoo thele kearl- a trfEhk fm the bight thek ebded the Narter oibe–l 
ibBuebce ib the paooek…
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The Box of Secrets

The oid creaSed al Rnna fEebed itA
”blide oak mfoded bftel abd ltacSl fm Dfoarfidl .raEEed ib writtoe- 

dilibtegratibg ruwwer wabdlA The tib oibibg q thfugh charred abd 
dilcfofred 3 had Erftected the cfbtebtl .eooA 

Rnna?l ltfnach tightebedA
’9hatL .hat il thil…z lhe .hilEeredA
The creature tioted itl head- theb goabced tf.ard the mfrelt weof.A v 

of.- runwoibg wreath rfooed mrfn hil chelt- bft threatebibg q urgibgA
Rnna oimted the srlt wubdoeA The ruwwer wabd lbaEEed ibltabtok- 

lEiooibg Ehftfl fbtf her oaEA
Ohe mrf:eA
The inagel .ere lharE- abd terriwoe- dfcunebtibg kearl fm 7erbj

.ffd?l cfrruEtifbA
Ofne Ehftfl lhf.ed grfuEl fm nebqofbgjdead 6ioofb maniok 

nenwerl- their macel grin abd lerifulqltabdibg be,t tf earok lhiEj
nebtl fm cfbtrawabd hiddeb webeath ounwer ltacSlA Mther Ehftfl 
lhf.ed xak- a kfubg teebager .ith a lnioe- Eflibg welide hil mather- 
either uba.are fr yult wegibbibg tf oearb the tradeA

—eb lhe Sbe.A —eb lhe didb?tA HfdielA 9fubdlA Rkel fEeb- pacabtA
vbd ao.akl q vU9vFO q ib the oater inagel ltffd xak fr Ted- 

lfnetinel wfthA Mbe Ehftf lhf.ed Ted oimtibg a nab?l chib .ith the 
tfe fm hil wfftA vbfther lhf.ed xak- bf. foder- gribbibg welide a 
trucS wed Eioed .ith wricSl fm druglA

Rnna?l sbgerl lhffS pifoebtokA
’Thil cab?t we reaoLz
Hut it .alA The oebl didb?t oieA
Yer wreath gre. lhaoof.A
xe, Erelled ab,ifulok agaiblt her habdA
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Rnna reached mfr abfther ltacSA Thele had manioiar treel wehibd 
then q Eoacel bear 7erb NreeS .here lhe?d .aoSed .ith her mather al 
a giroA

v Ehftf loiEEed offle abd Buttered macejdf.b fbtf the rfcSA
Rnna ltared at it- dread t.iltibg her iblidelA
Yer habd nfped tf.ard it lof.ok- al thfugh her wfdk aoreadk Sbe. 

it heod lfnethibg lhe meared nfre thab abkthibg eoleA
Ohe turbed it fperA
Yer mather?l mace offSed wacS at herA
C. CARTER q Eribted ib maded woue ibSA
Ye .al okibg fb hil  wacS-  lhirt  tfrb abd woffdjlfaSed-  ekel 

haomjfEeb ib the dirtA
vbd ltabdibg welide hin- fbe mfft Eoabted arrfgabtok bear hil 

lhfuoder- chelt EuWed fut oiSe a hubter fper a trfEhkL
.al xakA
Rnna didb?t hear her f.b crkA Ohe fbok meot her thrfat cfooaEle 

arfubd itA Yer pilifb wourred al lhe coutched the Ehftf tf her cheltA
’PfL 6adL bfLz
xe, .hibed ofudok- coinwibg fbtf her oaE delEite hil li:eA Ye oicSed 

her .rilt- her arn- her cheeS- mrabtic tf grfubd herA
The creature lteEEed cofler q bft tfuchibg her- wut of.eribg itleom 

ib a .ak that lhrabS the lEace wet.eeb thenA Yil ekel carried a lfrrf. 
lhe meot al ltrfbgok al her f.bA

Ye had wrfught her the truthA
v truth lfnefbe had SeEt wuried mfr kearlA
Ohe oimted her tearjsooed ga:e tf hinA
’Ffu Sbe.-z lhe .hilEeredA ’Ffu Sbe.- abd kfuL kfu wrfught thil 

tf neAz
Ye didb?t woibSA
6idb?t nfpeA
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Hut the air leened tf thrun .ith hil abl.erA
Ye had oflt thibgl tffA
7anioielA
UipelA
”byulticeA
voo at hunab habdlA
Rnna .iEed her mace .ith her loeepe- thfugh her tearl SeEt cfnibgA
Ohe offSed df.b at the wf, agaibA
’Yf. nabk lecretl hid ib that cawib…z lhe .hilEeredA
The creature oet fut a of.- nfurbmuo e,haoe that lhffS lfnethibg 

offle iblide her cheltA

Footsteps in the Valley

xe, warSed q fbe lharE- .arbibg bfteA
Rnna lbaEEed her head uEA
T.f sgurel had energed mrfn the lcfrched treel weof. q nfpibg 

lof.ok uE the traio that .fubd tf.ard the ridgeA
xakA
TedA
Rnna?l woffd .ebt cfodA
Rpeb mrfn the diltabce- lhe cfuod read their wfdk oabguage q 

teble- aoert- lcabbibg eperkthibgA
xak lhaded hil ekel .ith fbe habdA
Rnna ibhaoed lharEokA
’6fb?t nfpe-z lhe .hilEered tf xe,- thfugh her f.b wfdk .al 

trenwoibgA
Ted cane tf a ltfEA
Of did xakA
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xak Efibted uE.ardA
Otraight at the ridgeA
Otraight at RnnaA
Ted?l lhfuoderl lCuaredA Yil Eflture ltiWebedA Rpeb mrfn mar a.ak- 

hil murk radiated oiSe heat fW EapenebtA
The creature lteEEed mfr.ard- Eoacibg itleom lfoidok wet.eeb Rnna 

abd the aEErfachibg nebA Yil nulcoel tightebed- mur wriltoibgA
xe, grf.oed of. welide hinA
Rnna coutched the wf,- heart EfubdibgA
xak ltunwoed wacS fbe lteE- mear coear epeb mrfn thil diltabceA
Ted didb?t nfpeA
Ye oimted hil chib- ekel ofcSed fb the ridge oiSe he .al narSibg a 

targetA
xak grawwed hil loeepeA Ted lhffS hin fW pifoebtokA
xe, warSed agaib- ofuderA
The Mod —ab reoealed a of.- linneribg runwoe q abciebt- .arbj

ibg- ErftectipeA
Rnna Erelled cofler tf hin- griEEibg the lEiraoed ltfbe ib her mree 

habdA
’9hat df .e df…z lhe .hilEeredA
xak abd Ted tffS abfther lteE uE the traioA
Theb abftherA
The ridge meot lnaooerA
Parrf.erA
—fre dabgerfulA
The Mod —ab webt loightok tf.ard Rnna- wreath .arn agaiblt her 

lhfuoder- abd the nellage .al ubniltaSawoe8
He readkA
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The Moment of Reckoning

Rnna tffS fbe lhaSk wreathA
vbftherA
Ohe tucSed the wf, ibtf her wacSEacS- her sbgerl wrulhibg the 

Dfoarfid fm her mather fbe oalt tine wemfre lhe :iEEed it lhutA The truth 
.al oiteraook Erelled agaiblt her lEibeA

RpidebceA
vbl.erlA
v nurder bf fbe had eper lfopedA
vbd the neb .hf did it .ere coinwibg tf.ard herA
The creature ltraightebed tf itl muoo height- wofcSibg the Eath cfnj

EoeteokA xe, ltffd welide hin- earl mfr.ard- hacSoel lharE al .ireA
Heof.- xak mrf:eA
Ted ltfEEed wehibd hinA
7fr a nfnebt the ebtire .frod .ebt lioebt- .aitibg mfr the be,t 

nfpeA
Rnna meot the ltfbe Euole ib her EaonA
xak tffS a haotibg lteE wacS.ardA
Ted didb?tA
Ye Efibted agaib q thil tine .ith ubniltaSawoe recfgbitifbA
Thek Sbe.A
Pft yult .here lhe .alA
Pft yult .hf ltffd welide herA
Thek Sbe. .hat lhe carriedA
vbd Rnna reaoi:ed lfnethibg terriwoe8
Thek .fuod bft ltfEA

The Final Stand
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The creature grf.oed q a of.- abciebt lfubd that rfooed oiSe thubder 
fper the ridgeA

xak BibchedA ’TedL .e beed tf gfqz
Ted?l ya. coebchedA Yil sltl waooed at hil lidelA
Ye ltared at the ridge .ith a hatred lf lharE it meot oiSe a SbimeA
Rnna?l wreath trenwoedA
’Thek?re cfnibg-z lhe .hilEeredA
xe, grf.oed deeEer- natchibg Higmfft?l ltabceA
The creature oeabed mfr.ard- lhfuoderl rilibg- nulcoel cfioibg ib a 

.ak that nade the treel thenleopel leen tf lhribSA
xak tugged at Ted?l arn agaib q harderA
Ted didb?t nfpeA
Pft at srltA
Pft ubtio the creature tffS fbe deoiwerate lteE tf.ard the edge fm 

the ridge- tf.eribg- ubkieodibg- ubltfEEawoeA
xak wrfSe srltA
Ye Euooed lf hard fb Ted?l loeepe that the foder nab ltunwoedA
7fr a lEoit lecfbd- Ted .apered q caught wet.eeb Eride abd lurj

pipaoA
Theb he lEat a curle lf ofud Rnna heard it epeb mrfn the ridgeA
vbd thek retreatedA
Mbe lteEA
T.fA
Theb thek turbed abd dilaEEeared wacS ibtf the wurbed mfreltA

The Echoing Silence

Rnna lagged .ith reoiem q wut fbok mfr a nfnebtA
Hecaule .heb the mfrelt gre. Cuiet agaib- it .alb?t EeacemuoA
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”t .al .aitibgA
The creature turbed tf.ard her- ekel serce abd mfculedA Ye .alb?t 

caonA
Ye .al EreEaribgA
Rnna l.aoof.ed hardA
’Thil ilb?t fper-z lhe .hilEeredA
Ye huWed a lfmt wreath q agreenebtA
xe, Erelled agaiblt her oegA
The lEiraoed ltfbe Euoled fbce q harder thab wemfreA
Rnna offSed df.b at it- theb fut at the traio .here xak abd Ted 

had pabilhedA
’Thek Sbf. ”?n aoipe-z lhe laidA ’vbd bf. thek Sbf. ” hape 

ErffmAz
Ohe offSed uE at the creature- pfice trenwoibg wut lteadkA
’Thek .fb?t ltfE- .ioo thek…z
The Mod —ab heod her ga:eA
vbd lof.ok q deoiwerateok q he lhffS hil headA
Rnna cofled her ekel- her habd tightebibg arfubd the ltfbe ubtio 

the grffpel Erelled ibtf her lSibA
’Theb beither .ioo ”Az
The .ibd lhimted- carrkibg the maibtelt lcebt fm lnfSe abd EibeA 

The mfrelt rultoed q Cuiet- cautiful- oiltebibgA
The creature lteEEed cofler tf Rnna- hil Erelebce grfubdibg her- 

lteadkibg herA
xe, lat at her meet- aoert abd readkA
Rnna oimted her chib- wreathibg ib the lharE- oipibg air fm the ridgeA
’Uet then cfne-z lhe .hilEeredA
vbd al the nfrbibg oight lEiooed wrighter acrfll the wurbed paooek- 

the mfrelt leened tf e,haoe .ith her q a libgoe- relfbabt wreath that 
rfooed thrfugh the treel oiSe a Erfnile8
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Thil tine- the truth .fuod rileA 



Carry on Wayward 
Son 

The Ridge

E mma sat with Rex on a broad, sun-warmed slab of granite, the 
wind tugging at her hair, leaving the single narrow entrance to 

the plateau behind them.
She carefully adjusted her injured ankle, stretching it out in front 

of her. The tight pulse of pain had cooled to a steady ache that made 
her teeth clench, a constant reminder of the —ght. Rex pressed close to 
her side, his body a steady anchor in the harsh, open space.

The air was diCerent hereBthinner, sharper. The rich forest scents 
she knew so well were muted, washed out by altitude and the lingering 
tang of burned earth. The smell of ash drifted on the wind in faint, 
tired threads, mixing with the mineral scent of rock and the cold bite 
of open sky.
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She didnIt dare look down for long. Yn one side, the mountain fell 
away into a jagged tumble of rock and charred trunks. Yn the other, 
the world dropped into a valley smothered in fog, the white veil folding 
and rolling like slow breath.

Emma felt the weight of her backpack, the wooden box with its 
terrible secrets nestled against her spine. The scent of pine and musk 
lingered in the air from the creatureIs presence, though he now stood 
silent near the entrance, a sentinel carved from shadow and stone.

Truth in ink and images, carried now on her back. qacob. Ray. Ted. 
Per father.

She thought of the men retreating down the trail in fearBRay 
scrambling, Ted cursing. They knew she had the evidence. They knew 
where she was. This wide shelf was the ultimate vantage point, but also 
a cage.

AigfootIs hum, low and almost imperceptible, vibrated through the 
air. Lt steadied her in a way she couldnIt Muite explain. Pe moved with 
a patience that didnIt seem human, as if heId walked ridges like this for 
centuries, watching the rise and fall of human ambition.

Rex rose and moved to the edge of the plateau, looking down into 
the valley where the last sign of the men had vanished. Pe barked once, 
a sharp, contained sound that bounced oC the stone and drifted away 
on the wind. Emma knew this plateau wasnIt safetyBit was merely a 
temporary shield.

High Ground

The narrow spine of rock broadened into a wide, uneven shelf carved 
into the mountainIs upper back. Dale stone stretched out ahead of 
them, streaked with darker veins and —ssures. Pere and there, patches 
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of lichen clung in persistent smudges of gray-green, but there were no 
trees, no brush, no hiding places. qust open, exposed rock and sky.

Rex bounded into the clearing and turned a slow, excited circle, 
nose to the ground. Then he jogged back to Emma, tail Uicking in 
short, uncertain waves, as if to say, This is different. This is important.

The Yld 0an stepped forward into the open and slowly turned in 
place, studying the perimeter. Pis posture changedBless like a guide, 
more like a lookout. Pe glanced again toward the narrow ridge they 
had just crossed, then toward the sheer drops on either side. The wind 
tugged at the long hair along his arms and shoulders, but he stood 
unmoving, absorbing the space.

EmmaIs ga1e followed his. There was only one way into this clear-
ing“ the ridge.

Every other edge fell away in di11ying dropsBbroken cliCs and 
jagged slopes with no handholds, no soft landings. Ho one could 
climb up from below without ropes, gear, and a willingness to gamble 
with death. Even then, it would be nearly impossible.

She exhaled slowly. Lt wasnIt safetyBnot reallyBbut it was some-
thing. ?p here, she could see them coming. There was no way for any-
one to materiali1e out of the trees or step out from behind a building 
that shouldnIt exist.

She eased herself down to sit on the rock. Dain Uared in her ankle 
when she shifted it, sharp at —rst and then settling into a steady throb. 
She sucked in a breath between her teeth and lay a hand over the wrap, 
reminding herself that at least it was bound. Ot least she wasnIt alone 
on a hillside somewhere.

Aigfoot crouched for a moment until she steadied, then rose again, 
walking a slow, deliberate line near the ridgeIs entrance. Pis atten-
tion kept returning to that single approach, as if he were measuring 
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itBcounting how many steps someone would have to take to reach 
her, gauging where heId stand if they did.

Rex sank down beside her and leaned into her hip. She rested her 
hand on his back and felt the reassuring rise and fall of his breathing 
under her palm. The wind washed over the clearing, cool and insistent. 
Lt carried no scent of fresh smoke now, just old ash and distant trees. 
The world felt far awayB9ernwood, the river, the cabins, even the 
hospital and the sound of qacobIs voice across a table. Os if this place 
existed slightly outside of time.

How Long?

GPow long can we stay up here23 Emma asked softly.
The ridge was a blessing and a trap. Pigh ground with only one 

entry pointBand no easy exit. They had the advantage of sight, but 
not of movement. Per ankle limited almost everything. Woing down 
would be twice as hard as climbing up had been.

She turned slowly to take in the clearing again. Ho cave. Ho over-
hang. Hot even a lone tree oCering shade or shelter. Per backpack held 
only what sheId left 9ernwood with and what sheId picked up along 
the wayBbarely enough food for another day or two, a single bottle 
of water, and a handful of basic supplies.

GPow long can we hold out23 she murmured, the idea forming into 
something heavier. GAefore weather, or hunger, or before Ray and Ted 
—nd a faster way up here23

Rex sighed softly and laid his head across her knee. The warmth of 
him anchored her, pulled her attention back into her body instead of 
letting it spiral out into fear. Aelow them, the world stretched in every 
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directionBburned forest, ridgelines, the faint silver cut of the river. 
Somewhere beyond all that, the village of 9ernwood waited.

The Box

Emma pulled the wooden box into her lap and Uipped the warped 
latch. Os the lid creaked open, she saw the true extent of how someone 
had gone to great lengths to protect its contents. 

Resting within that metallic frame her father had crated, was a 
heavy bundle wrapped in several layers of dark, waxy oilcloth, bound 
tightly with a thick, hemp twine that felt stiC with age.

She carefully unwound the twine and peeled back the layers of 
the oilcloth. The scent that escaped was concentratedBold cedar, dry 
paper, and a faint metallic tang. Lnside, the contents were miraculously 
dry, the lining of the box scorched in places from the recent —reIs heat, 
but the wax of the oilcloth had acted as a —nal barrier.

She drew out the Dolaroids and carefully laid them on the rock 
in front of her, placing small stones on their corners so the wind 
wouldnIt scatter them.

Per fatherIs face appeared —rst. N. Narter, sprawled on the ground, 
his body twisted in a way that screamed of violence instead of accident. 
Eyes open. Skin ashen. Aeside him stood Ray, a cold, triumphant smirk 
pulling at one corner of his mouth. Pe posed as if it were a hunting 
photo, as if her father were nothing more than a trophy.

EmmaIs breath hitched. The world around her narrowed to that 
imageBthe unnatural stillness of her fatherIs body, the casual arro-
gance in RayIs stance.

Onother photo showed two men she remembered only as names 
whispered years ago. 7isappeared. Rumors. Hothing proven. Pere, 
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they lay on dirt and pine needles, eyes vacant, the 7illon presence 
unmistakable in the blurred background —gures. Onother“ stacks of 
money. Onother“ plastic-wrapped packages of drugs. Onother“ Ray 
and Ted near the river, shaking hands with two strangers whose faces 
reUected hard, professional detachment.

Per stomach twisted. Each image was a doorway into a past no 
one in 9ernwood had been willing to lay bare. 8oose sheets fol-
lowedBnotes written on cheap lined paper. Times and dates crowded 
the margins, surrounded by short descriptions“

G…hite van againBno plates.3 G8ights on in back barnBafter 
midnight.3 GStrange men at compoundBcity clothes, not ranch.3

qacob had been watching. Tracking. 7etermined. Per —ngers 
brushed the edge of the last page and found something more solid.

Jacob’s Handwriting

The small black notebook sat heavy in her hand, its cover worn and 
softened by years of use. The elastic that had once wrapped around 
it was long gone, but its faint line remained as a pale groove along the 
back. Aecause of the oilcloth, the paper was crisp, the ink as dark as the 
day it was written.

EmmaIs throat tightened. This was qacobIs constant compan-
ionBthe Gbrain outside his brain,3 heId called it once.

GL forget things,3 heId insisted with a crooked grin. GLf L donIt write 
them down, L end up —xing the wrong fence. This way, L at least stand 
a chance.3

She had never opened it. How there was no one left to protect that 
boundary but her. She opened it.
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The —rst few pages were exactly what she expected“ lists of supplies, 
lumber measurements, reminders to call someone about a broken 
porch step. EmmaIs name appeared here and there, next to notes like 
G—x her window latch3 or Gbring her coCee on the way home.3

0idway through, the tone shifted. 7ates began to appear in the 
margins.

May 3, 1995 – 7:40 p.m. Two trucks into Dillon compound. Un-
loaded duffels. No ranch supplies. Back barn lit.

She turned the page, hand trembling.
May 10, 1995 – 9:15 p.m. Same trucks. White van, no plates. Men 

arguing near side fence. Left in separate directions.
qacob hadnIt just noticed things. PeId documented them. The 7il-

lon compound wasnIt just a rumor in his eyesBit was a series of pat-
terns. Ot the edge of some lines, heId written small Muestions“ G7EO23 
G…hy more trucks on Sundays23 GParris wonIt listen without proof.3

Then she reached the date that made her pulse pound. Yctober ”6, 
”JJE. The night everything broke.

The —rst entry for that date was precise and calm. October 14, 1995 
– 8:12 p.m. Home Grown Tavern. Two men from mill deal—same 
dealers. Drunk. Angry. Arguing with Ray and Ted about not having 
their money. Ray pacing. Hands shaking. Ted keeping him from doing 
something stupid. Lena watching from behind the bar.

Emma turned the page. The last entry was written a little heavier, 
as if qacob had pressed the pen harder into the paper.

October 14, 1995 – 8:37 p.m. Still arguing. One of the dealers threw 
a chair. Ray said take it outside. Ted calmer. Trying to keep things 
from blowing up. Too many people watching. I’ve had too much to drink 
tonight. Can’t get involved. Need to get home and clear my head. Will 
write more later.
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Emma stared at the last line until the letters blurred. Will write 
more later.

Aut there was no later. Pe had closed this notebook, put it in his 
pocket, and walked out of Pome Wrown. …hatever happened next 
had lived only in rumors and the twisted version Ray and Ted had fed 
the world. ?ntil now.

Emma closed the notebook and held it against her chest, tears 
burning behind her eyes. GYh, qacobF3

Putting It All Together

The stone beneath her felt steadier once she knew exactly what she 
carried. She gathered the Dolaroids, stacking them carefully. Then she 
collected the loose note pages and laid qacobIs notebook gently on top.

She placed everything back into the waxed oilcloth, re-binding the 
bundle with the twine before tucking it securely into the tin-lined 
box. The latch clicked softly. She slid the box into her backpack and 
tugged the 1ipper shut. The weight settled against her back like a new 
spineBstraight, uncompromising.

Rex nudged her elbow with his nose. She reached for her water 
bottle, unscrewed the cap, and poured a small pool into the plastic lid. 
Pe lapped it up gratefully. She took a swallow herself. The cool water 
washed the taste of ash from her mouth.

GYkay,3 she whispered to Rex. G…e hold on to this. Ho matter what 
happens, we donIt let this go.3

Departure
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O Muiet shift in the clearingIs energy drew her eyes up. Aigfoot stood 
at the far edge of the rock shelf now. Pis back was to her, shoulders 
broad, head slightly bowed. Then, without turning around, without 
making a sound she could hear, he began to walk away.

Pe didnIt look back. Pe didnIt gesture. Pe didnIt hum. Pe 
just movedBhis massive frame gliding over stone with uncanny 
graceBuntil he slipped between the rocks and was gone, swallowed 
by the mountainIs folds as though heId never been there at all.

Emma stared at the place where he disappeared, a hollow ache 
forming under her ribs. GThank you,3 she said Muietly, knowing the 
wind would take the words.

Emma shifted carefully, angling herself so she could see both the 
ridge theyId climbed and the vast expanse below. 9rom here, the 
burned forest looked like a dark scar, the river like a silver thread, and 
9ernwood like a faint possibility beyond it all.

…hatever climbed that ridgeBRay, Ted, rescue crews, or some-
thing else entirelyBshe was no longer the woman sheId been. She had 
seen the evidence. She held qacobIs words. Ond she was done letting 
other people decide what was true.

?p here on the mountain, Emma didnIt feel safe. Aut she did feel 
resolute. Ond for now, that was enough to keep her sitting straight, 
eyes on the ridge, waiting for whatever came next.



Dust in the Wind

Ash and Exposure

A sh drifted around Emma in slow, weightless kaces, barried yp 
shifting burrents of heat that vulsed uvward from the yurned 

.allep yelowT qhe ;re had xuieted yut not died— red .eins still glowed 
yeneath fallen truncs, and wa.es of heat shimmered uv the slove lice 
the yreath of something wounded yut still dangerousT E.erp so often, 
a vobcet of kame would kare uneRvebtedlpHan angrp yurst, brabcling 
through yrittle yranbhes yefore bollavsing into smoceT

Emma stood on the ridge with SeR vressed tightlp against her legT 
-is vresenbe was the onlp solid thing in a world dissol.ing into grapT 
Phe bould feel his heartyeat through his riysHravid, strong, vrotebI
ti.eT qhe fur along his svine rivvled e.erp time the wind bhanged 
direbtion, yringing with it the sharv sbent of yurning vine and the 
yitter tang of melted savT
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-er ancle throyyed with eabh heartyeat, swollen again after e.erpI
thing she had blimyed in the vast hoursT -er throat yurned, raw from 
smoce, and her livs tasted lice ashT Phe wasnJt sure when sheJd last had 
waterT Mot enough, that she cnewT E.erp yreath felt tight, shallowT

qhe scp o.erhead barried a strange pellow bast, the cind that bame 
yefore dusc e.en though the dap was still poungT Pmoce dimmed the 
sun until it looced lice a dull, red boin susvended in fogT Emma felt 
smallHsmaller than she had in pearsHstanding ayo.e a world that 
looced nothing lice the one she had cnown her entire lifeT

Phe sbanned the .allep yelow, trping to orient herself, yut the landI
sbave was unrebogni?ayleHsbarred and ylabcened, transformed in a 
wap that made her bhest abheT -ow manp times had she hiced these 
trails with “aboy, with her father” Oaps that had felt endless then, 
ordinarp, safeT Oaps she ne.er imagined bould .anish lice thisT

SeR shifted again, letting out a soft whineHnot fear, yut uneaseT 
Emma stroced his headT FD cnow,B she whisveredT FD cnowT D donJt lice 
it eitherTB

Phe thought of her bottage in Cernwood, of the old turntayle her 
father had vassed down to her, of the rebords she used to vlap while 
sweeving the yoocstore koorT All the e.erpdap things she had tacen for 
grantedT Phe wondered whether her house was still standingT Df the ;re 
had svared itT Df anpthing she lo.ed still eRisted yepond this mountainT

A swirl of hot wind rolled uv the ridge, lifting ash and deyris and 
tugging at EmmaJs hairT Phe turned, glanbing toward the svot where 
Yigfoot had .anished minutes earlierHslivving into the smoce with a 
silent, vowerful grabeT A vart of her still hoved sheJd see him reavvear, 
lice the forest itself returning for herT Yut the ridge was emvtp nowT

-ad he gone to ;nd safetp”
-ad he gone to lead the ;re awap from her vath”
8r had he gone to mace sure she found hers”
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-er yabcvabc lap oven yeside her, and inside sat the wooden yoR 
he had gi.en herT

Phe toubhed it lightlpT
qhe  edges  were  sborbhed,  the  inside  intabtT  qhe  vhoI

togravhsHthose awful, inbriminating imagesHylurred through her 
mind when she ylincedT E.en when she looced awap, she bould feel 
the weight of them vressing through the lid lice a heartyeatT

Phe didnJt cnow how Yigfoot had found itT ’apye she ne.er wouldT 
’apye that was vart of the mpsterp sheJd ha.e to barrpT

And then SeRJs growl .iyrated at her feetT
Emma looced uvT
qhrough the thinning smoce, two ;gures were blimying toward 

herT
SapT
qedT
-er heart lurbhedHbold and suddenT
SeRJs yodp boiled, readp to lungeT
FSeR,B Emma whisvered, yut the tremor in her .oibe yetraped herT 

FPtap with meTB
SeR didnJt listen at ;rstT -e stevved forward, yarcingHloud and 

eRvlosi.e, ebhoing down the ra.ineT
EmmaJs fear svicedHnot 0ust of Sap and qed, yut of what SeR 

might vro.oceT
FSeR,B she said again, ;rmerT Phe toubhed his kanc, grounding himT 

FOownTB
-e tremyled, resisting the bommand for a heartyeatG then he ;I

nallp lowered himself abross her yoots, still humming with tension, 
epes lobced onto the men blimying toward themT

Emma vlabed her valm on his headT
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FWood yop,B she whisvered, though her .oibe was thinT Phe swalI
lowed, steadping her yreathT FPtapTB

Yut inside, she was unra.elingT
Df Sap and qed had guns, she had nowhere to runT
Df thep were angrp, if thep were susvibious, if thepJd found anp blue 

in the yurned bayinG
Phe wouldnJt sur.i.e this ridgeT
qhe ;re yelow roared softlpHa warning, a heartyeatT Pmoce burled 

around her ancles lice a li.ing thingT
Emma yrabed herself, svine straightening as Sap raised his handsT
FEmma1B he shouted through the ha?eT F2e mean no harm1B
Emma didnJt answerT
Mot petT
Mot until she understood what thep wantedT

Hands Raised

qed cevt his hands high as he blimyed, valms outwardT Sap mirrored 
him, though his mo.ements were less steadpHhis yodp shacing from 
eRhaustion, smoce inhalation, and adrenalineT

F2e 0ust want to talc1B qed balled again, louderT
qhe wind barried his words in yrocen fragmentsT
Emma didnJt mo.eT
OidnJt nodT
OidnJt o3er e.en a kibcer of abbevtanbeT
-er silenbe forbed them to ceev talcingT
SeR growled low, a sound that resonated through the ridge robc 

itselfT
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Sap stovved se.eral pards short, yreathing hardT Pweat and soot 
streaced his fabeT -is hair blung damvlp to his forehead, and smoce 
had turned the whites of his epes vincT

qed ga.e a small, 0ercp nod, hands raisedT FLlease, EmmaT “ustG 0ust 
hear us outTB

-er silenbe was enough to mace them shift unbomfortaylpT
qed swallowedT
FDJ.e yeen listening to Sap,B he said, .oibe roughT Fqo his vlea to 

helv pouTB
EmmaJs vulse tibced fasterT
Sap ylinced, startled, yut xuibclp lowered his ga?eT
FAnd D agree,B qed went onT F2e need toTB
Emma didnJt sveac, yut her ;ngers burled slowlp into SeRJs furT
Sap gestured yehind him, toward the ;re still blawing at the .allepT 

Fqhe yla?e birbled so fastG we were trping to reabh pou yefore pou were 
travvedTB

Emma didnJt mo.eT
OidnJt ylincT
Phe let him bontinueT

The Story They Tell Themselves

qed inhaled sharvlp, steadping his .oibeT
FE.erpthing weJ.e e.er done,B he said slowlp, Fhas yeen for CernI

woodTB
Emma cevt her yreathing slow, e.en though her vulse hammeredT
qed bontinuedT Fqhe townJs yeen dping for pearsT jou cnow itT 

qhe logging 0oys leftT qourists donJt bome lice thep used toT Phovs 
downtown blose earlp yebause thep banJt vap emvlopeesTB
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Sap nodded xuibclpT FColcs onlp talc ayout the vast nowT Ayout 
the good dapsT qhep donJt see how blose we are to losing e.erpthingTB

qedJs .oibe tightenedT FPo we stevved inT 2e made the hard debiI
sions noyodp else wouldTB

EmmaJs ;ngers tightened on SeRJs furT
-er fatherT
“aboyT
Leovle whose names she didnJt cnowT
qed cevt goingT FEmmaG pour father was a good man, yut he 

stumyled into something yigger than he understoodTB
-er yreath hitbhedT
SeR nudged her legT
qed softenedT F-e wasnJt suvvosed to get hurtT Mone of this was 

meant to toubh pou or himTB
Sap added, F2e did what we had to doT Cor the townTB
Emma forbed herself not to show anpthingT
Mot the griefT
Mot the furpT
Mot the truth she now barried in her yabcvabcT
qed misread her balm as understandingT
F2e need someone lice pou,B he saidT FPomeone steadpT Pomeone 

smartT Pomeone who bares ayout this vlabeTB
Sap noddedT FPomeone Cernwood listens toTB
Emma held his ga?eT
qedJs .oibe lowered to a near whisverT FYut “aboyG banJt bome 

homeTB
-er stomabh twisted vainfullpT
qed stevved bloserT FDf he talcs at that varole hearing, e.erpthing 

weJ.e yuilt falls avartTB
Sap muttered, F-e wonJt mace it thereTB
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qed glared sharvlp at Sap, butting o3 the threatT FEnough, Sap.” 
-e turned yabc to Emma, .oibe smoothlp transitioning to versuasionT 
“Yut pouHwe want pou with usTB

Emma’s Choice
Emma toubhed SeRJs nebc againT
-e lowered his head yeneath her hand, tremyling with tensionT Phe 

felt the bold, hard realitp of the wooden yoR vressing into her yabc 
through the yabcvabc ban.asT Phe needed to sur.i.e thisT qhe e.idenbe 
needed to sur.i.e thisT

Phe looced at qed, her fabe barefullp eRvressionless, mascing the 
raw grief and furp the vhotos had unearthedT Phe thought ayout the 
e.idenbe, the murder, and the fabt that “aboy was now trulp lostT

FjouJre right,B she said, her .oibe xuiet yut steadpT
Sap and qed leaned forward instantlpT
FCernwood is all Oad e.er bared ayout,B Emma bontinued, le.eragI

ing the lieT F-e would hate to see it failTB Phe looced direbtlp at qedT 
FAnd pouJre right ayout “aboyT -eJs goneT -is situation banJt ye ;Red 
now, and DJm not foolish enough to thinc it banTB

qhis  abcnowledgementHabbevting  the  ;nalitp  of  “aboyJs 
fateHbaused a vrofound surge of relief in qed, bon;rming her vragI
matismT

FYut D want assuranbes,B Emma vushed, macing the deal seem 
bonditional and yusinessliceT FD will not watbh this town die, and D 
will not worc for pou as a vawnT Df D booverate, D need bontrolT D need 
a vlabe where D ban abtuallp mace debisions ayout CernwoodJs future 
stayilitpT Mo more survrisesTB

qedJs bhest swelledT Phe was demanding vower, not sbreaming abI
busationsT -e had won a .aluayle allpT
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FOone,B qed said instantlp, his .oibe brabcing with eagernessT Fjou 
ha.e itT jouJre too smart to wasteT 2e worc together nowT 2e stayili?e 
this town, EmmaT jou and meTB

Emma nodded slowlp, seburing the agreementT
Dnside, her thoughts hardened lice stoneT
If I make it off this mountain alive, I’ll need a plan.
Because I will never be safe with you.
SeR ruyyed against her leg again, grounding herT
qed gestured toward the ridgeT F9ome onT 2e need to get out of 

here yefore the ;re bloses inTB

No Way Down

qhep reabhed the edge of the ridgeT
Sap stevved forwardHand swore loudlpT
FqhereJs M8q-DMW left of the trail1 DtJs all ;re1B
EmmaJs yreath baught as she stevved yeside himT
Yelow them, kames rabed uvward with terrifping sveed, bonsuming 

yrush and fallen limysT Pmoce voured uvward in thibc ylabc sheetsT 
qhe trail she had blimyed 0ust hours earlier was goneHnothing reI
mained yut yurning yranbhes and brabced robcT

Sap mo.ed to the Morth Cabe, testing the steev inbline with one 
footT A bhunc of robc yroce awap and tumyled downward, disinteI
grating in the kamesT

-e stevved yabc xuibclpT Fqoo steevT 8ne sliv and weJre doneTB
qhe ;re 0umved to a nearyp tree, lighting it in a sudden whoosh of 

kameT
SeR yarced sharvlp, yabcing into EmmaT
-eat ylasted uv the ridge in a vunishing wa.eT
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qedJs .oibe rose in vanibT F2eJre travved1 qhe ;reJs gonna sweev 
the whole ridge1B

Emma wived sweat from her temvleT -er lungs yurned, her ancle 
abhed, and her heartyeat felt too loudT

Sap turned in a slow birbleT F2e need a wap outHnowTB
Yut there wasnJt oneT
E.erp direbtion ended in ;reT

The Sky Trembles

SeR suddenlp sti3ened, ears sharv and alertT
Emma felt .iyration under her yootsHa deev, rhpthmib vulseT
Phe turned toward the .allepT
A low thrum yuilt in the air, hea.p and mebhanibalT
SapJs head whivved uvT F2hat is that”B
qed sxuinted through the ha?eT
Emma shielded her epes with one handT
qhen she saw itT
A whiteIandIred helibovter yroce through the smoce, steadping 

against swirling ashT Dts rotors slibed the air in vowerful, thundering 
sweevsT Night glinted o3 its sidesT Pearbh and Sesbue marcings were 
0ust .isiyle through the shifting grapT

Emma eRhaled a yreath she didnJt cnow sheJd yeen holdingT
Sap stared uvwardT FqhepG thep found usTB
qed stevved forward, grivving the side of a youlderT F9an thep 

land” Ds there enough room”B
Emma shifted her weight, feeling the hard, kat shave of the wooden 

yoR in her yabcvabcT 2hate.er havvened neRt, the e.idenbe left this 
ridge with herT
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qhe helibovter drovved lower, ;ghting the wind, ho.ering with 
vrebise bautionT Pmoce rolled yeneath it, lifting in svirals around the 
yladesT qhe mabhine robced slightlp as it aligned with the narrow 
ridgeT

SeR yarcedHhoveful, bonfused, alertT
Emma vlabed a hand on his yabcT
qhe helibovter ho.ered bloserT
“ust ho.eringT
2atbhing themT
qhep e.aluated if resbuers bould reabh them on this narrow, yurnI

ing ledgeT
Mo shouting petT
Mo bommandsT
“ust the hea.p thrum of the rotorsG
and the ;re rabing uv yehind themT



Spirit in the Sky 

Ash and Rotor Wash

T he wind was a deafening, violent force. It was no longer just the 
’rebs heat, put the mowerful, churning air frox the hovering 

helicomter that haxxered the eAmosed ridge. ysh and ’ne grit swirled 
everEwhere, heavE enough to sting kxxabs eEes and scrame her throat 
raw. The sun had dimmed pehind the sxoze, turning the haRe into a 
xolten orange shixxer that plurred the edges of everEthing.

kxxa clung to HeAbs fur with ’ngers stiP frox cold and nerves. 
Ler znees woppled peneath her, threatening to puczle under her own 
fear and the eAhaustion coiled through her xuscles lize wire. HeA 
stood rigid peside her, tail low, axper eEes Diczing petween her and 
the helicomter, guarding her as though the world had narrowed to this 
one clearing and this one xoxent.
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The ’re pelow was terrifEinglE close, consuxing the last of the trail 
and liczing umward. The heat mulsed in slow, suPocating waves, giving 
the air a zind of weight that xade each preath an ePort.

HaE and Ted were huddled near the sheer drom, awaE frox the 
rescue Rone, their faces contorted pE the rotor wash and the deafening 
noise. TheE were no longer mosturing! theE were murelE maniczed pE 
the mroAixitE of the rescue, the ’re, and the isolation.

Then, a voice thundered through the air, axmli’ed and distorted, 
cutting through the noise lize a plade.

“EMMA HARPER! THIS IS SEARCH AND RESCUE! WE 
ARE COMMENCING EXTRACTION!”

kxxa felt the words xore than she heard thex”a xassive, muplic 
con’rxation of her rescue.

y second plast of sound cut through the wind”this one clearer, 
xore faxiliar than her own heartpeat.

-kxxaC Itbs OenaC Ibx coxing downC ;taE right where Eou areCB
kxxa collamsed to her znees.
y sop rimmed frox her chest, raw and violent. Ler hands Dew to her 

face as HeA parzed wildlE, circling her, tail wagging in frantic, joEful 
sweems. The noise rimmed through her, preazing omen soxething she 
hadnbt realiRed shebd peen holding tight”home shebd puried so deem 
shebd stommed loozing for it.

The searchlight washed over the ridge, turning ash into drifting 
gold. Hotor wash sent depris sminning umward in a smiraling storx. 
The helicomter held its mosition with astonishing mrecision.

-Oowering the cageC ;tand clearCB
y rescue paszet drommed frox the omen side hatch, its xetal glintY

ing in the dix light. It pounced once pefore settling unevenlE on the 
granite.
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y ’gure descended the caple seconds later”fast, steadE, her xoveY
xents con’dent even in the chaos.

Oena Farter hit the ground with mracticed mrecision and smrinted 
toward her.

The Reunion

-kxxaCB Oena drommed to her znees and wrammed poth arxs around 
her pefore kxxa could even lift her head. -9h xE 0od. 9h xE 0od, 
Eoubre alive. Talz to xe”are Eou hurtW Fan Eou hear xeWB

kxxa collamsed into her, sopping so hard she couldnbt preathe. 
Ler face mressed against Oenabs shoulder, the faxiliar scent of Oenabs 
jaczet”mine and detergent and sweat”xazing her chest constrict 
with overwhelxing relief.

HeA shoved hixself against poth of thex, whining urgentlE as 
though trEing to eAmlain everEthing at once. Lis tail whimmed pacz and 
forth in trexpling pursts.

Oena mulled pacz just enough to cradle kxxabs face in poth hands. 
Ler thuxps prushed soot frox kxxabs cheezs.

-Oooz at xe,B she whismered, voice preazing around the edges 
desmite her pest ePort. -kxxa, mlease”looz at xe.B

kxxa forced her eEes omen through tears. Oenabs were alreadE 
shining, wide with fear, relief, and anger at the universe for ever letting 
this hammen.

-?oubre dehEdrated,B Oena preathed. -?our lims are plue. ?our anY
zle”0od, kxxa, what hammened to EouWB

kxxa tried to answer put onlE xanaged a weaz, prozen sound.
-Itbs ozaE. Itbs ozaE,B Oena xurxured, mulling her close again. -Ibve 

got Eou now.B
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;he turned her head sharmlE toward HaE and Ted, her mrotective 
instincts igniting instantlE.

-?ou two,B she said, voice dromming into full authoritE, -thanz Eou 
for staEing with her. qebll taze kxxa um ’rst, then return for Eou. 
?oubre safe here. Mo not xove frox this clearing.B

Tedbs eEes widened. -qait”whatW yfterW So. So, no, no”we 
gotta go now. That ’rebs gonna turn. I ainbt staEinb down hereCB

Ted loozed even worse. -Oena, mleaseK mlease donbt leave us. 2ust 
get us out.B

-qe will,B Oena said ’rxlE. -yfter kxxa is delivered to the hosmiY
tal. ;he is the mrioritE. ?ou will pe eAtracted neAt.B

HaE shooz his head violentlE. -?ou canbt leave usC ?ou canbtCB
Oenabs tone hardened. -qe are not leaving Eou. Gut Eou xust wait. 

Mo not xaze this harder.B

What Fear Reveals

The ’re shifted on the ridge, sending um a sudden coluxn of smarzs. 
The sound craczled through the clearing, xazing HaE Dinch so vioY
lentlE he nearlE lost his footing.

-This ainbt right,B he xuttered. -This whole mlace is gonna go um 
again. ?ou eAmect us to just sit hereWB

Ted wrung his hands. -Oena, mlease. qe ainbt summosed to pe down 
here. ?ou ainbt seen what webve seen. qebreK webre in danger.B

-?ou will go um,B Oena said ’rxlE. -Gut not on this lift. I will coxe 
pacz down xEself if I have to. Gut right now, kxxa is critical.B

kxxa watched thex through a haRe of fatigue and main, her heart 
racing so fast she felt diRRE. HeA growled softlE, miczing um on the 
tension as Tedbs voice clixped and HaEbs xovexents grew juxmier.
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Oena leaned close and s:ueeRed kxxabs hand. -qebre getting out,B 
she whismered. -2ust hold on.B

The Backpack

-kxxa,B Oena said gentlE, -Ibx going to taze Eour paczmacz and 
secure it for the lift, ozaEWB

kxxa reacted instantlE.
-SoCB ;he jerzed awaE, alxost collamsing frox the sudden xoveY

xent. -Monbt”donbt taze itCB
Oena froRe. -LeE”heE, itbs ozaE, sweetheart. Itbs just heavE. Ibx 

onlE trEing to xaze the lift easier.B
kxxa held the paczmacz to her chest lize it was mart of her podE. 

Tears smilled down her cheezs as her ’ngers clawed at the strams.
-SoK mleaseK I need it.B
Ted scoPed. -;hebs delusional. ;eeW ;he ainbt thinzinb straight.B
-8aEpe itbs the heat,B HaE said :uiczlE. -9r shebs hallucinating. 

?ou sure she should pe goinb ’rstWB
Oena rounded on thex, eEes plaRing. -Sot another word.B
;he softened again as she turned pacz to kxxa.
-3eem it,B Oena whismered. -I wonbt touch it. ?ou hold onto it the 

whole waE.B
kxxa nodded franticallE, her preath catching in relief.

The Lift



yNHIO MkSkyS TL98N;9S…JV

Oena helmed kxxa to her feet, guiding her slowlE toward the resY
cue paszet. kxxabs anzle screaxed with everE stem, put Oenabs arx 
around her waist zemt her umright.

HeA staEed mressed against her him, xatching her mace.
The wind whimmed around thex as the caple adjusted overhead.
Oena lifted kxxa into the cage, securing the harness across her 

chest, then climmed HeA into his sling seat peside her.
-?ou hold hix tight,B Oena said. -Lebs going um with Eou.B
kxxa puried her face in HeAbs necz.
-OiftingCB a voice called frox apove.
The caple jerzed.
The world drommed.
The cage roczeted umward, ash swirling pelow lize snow caught in 

a storx. kxxa clutched HeA with one hand and the paczmacz with 
the other as the clearing shranz peneath thex.

HaEbs and Tedbs voices echoed faintlE through the wind4
-Monbt forget usCB
-Foxe paczCB
Oena shouted soxething um to kxxa, put the roar of the plades 

swallowed the words.
The forest unfolded peneath thex”scarred, purning, wounded. 

Gut alive.
It tooz kxxabs preath awaE.
;he lifted her head and caught one last glixmse of the trees where 

Gigfoot had vanished.
-Thanz Eou,B she whismered into the wind.

Above the Trees
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Lands reached out to guide the cage into the helicomter. ;trong arxs 
lifted HeA out ’rst, then kxxa. The xoxent her weight settled on 
the madded pench, her podE sagged in relief she couldnbt articulate.

y xedic znelt pefore her instantlE.
-Nulse is racing.B
-GN is low”shebs in shocz.B
-0et an IF goingCB
ynother xedic lifted her anzle. -;oxeone wrammed this with natY

ural xaterialsK xoss, vines. Itbs tight, put staple.B
kxxa omened her xouth, put onlE a rasm caxe out.
-Monbt talz,B the xedic soothed. -;ave Eour energE.B
HeA mressed against her side, refusing to pe xoved even when a 

xedic tried to shift hix. kxxa clutched his fur with her free hand.
The caple lowered again, and xoxents later Oena clixped into the 

capin, windplown and Dushed.
;he hurried to kxxabs side.
-Ibx here,B she preathed. -Ibx right here.B
kxxabs lims trexpled peneath the oAEgen xasz. -OenaKB
-;hh.B Oena sxoothed her hair pacz gentlE. -?ou can tell xe everEY

thing later. Hight now Eou just preathe.B

Descent Into Darkness

The IF mierced kxxabs arx, cold Duid Dooding her veins. y xedic 
adjusted her oAEgen xasz while another lifted her chin to checz her 
mumils.

-;hebs fading,B one said. -qe need to zeem her alert”kxxa, can 
Eou hear xeWB
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kxxa tried to focus on Oenabs face, on HeAbs warx podE mressed 
against her side. kverEthing swaEed, plurred, tilted.

Ler hearing dixxed”Oenabs voice turning waterE and xuHed.
-;taE with xe,B Oena mleaded, grimming her hand. -Monbt close 

Eour eEes Eet.B
kxxa tried. ;he reallE did.
Ler preath hitched. Oight Diczered. The world folded softlE at the 

edges.
Through the haRe she saw4
The purned capin.
Gigfootbs axper eEes watching her.
2acopbs handwriting.
HeAbs fur shixxering in the wind.
Oenabs worried face hovering apove her.
;he tried to smeaz, to eAmlain, to saE the poA xattered, that she had 

mroof, that she znew”
Gut no sound caxe.

The Last Thought

The last thing she felt was Oena s:ueeRing her hand.
The last sound was HeAbs trexpling whine.
The darzness rose gentlE, lize water ’lling a :uiet roox.
kxxa let herself fall into it.
;he didnbt ’ght it this tixe.
;he was safe.



Doctor My Eyes

The White Room

L ight returned before sound.

A hard, sterile brightness pressed against Emma’s eyes as she 
blinked up at a white ceiling that seemed too clean, too sharp, too un-
forgiving. For a split second she didn’t know if she was alive or trapped 
in some strange afterimage of the :re. Everything felt suspendedT her 
breath, her memory, her sense of where her body was.

—hen sound returnedH
a steady beep beside her,
the hum of Puorescent lights overhead,
the faint rattle of an air vent.
—he smells followedT disinfectant, plastic tubing, something metal-

lic. —he opposite of burning pine. —he opposite of smoke-heavy air 
that scraped her throat raw.

Rer throat tightened at the thought.
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Fire.
Flames crawling up the walls.
DeW barking wildly, then disappearing in the smoke.
Rer ankle screaming with pain.
Arms, strong and strangely gentle, lifting herH
—he rush of wind, Lena’s face in the cabinH
Emma gasped and Berked upright.
Iain lashed through her ankle, white-hot and punishing. —he mon-

itor beside her spiked into frantic beeping. Rer breath came fast and 
shallow, panic clawing at her chest like she was still in the burning 
cabin, still :ghting for air, still trying to crawl toward DeW.

0he reached to her right automaticallyH
the place where DeW should have been.
“here he had always been.
?ut the sheets were empty.
”DeWzJ she whispered, voice shaking. —hen louder, desperate, 

”DeWHzJ
A coughing :t seiqed her. 0harp, violent, merciless. 0he gripped the 

sheets and tried to breathe through it as tears sprang into her eyes.
“hen she :nally managed to look around, disorientation washed 

over her again. —he room felt foreign. —he tray table had only a water 
pitcher and plastic cup. Rer backpack was nowhere. —he wooden 
boWHgone. —he Backet patchHgone. Cacob’s notebookHgone.

Rer breath Yuickened.
“hat if someone found itz “hat if Day or —ed took itz “hat if the 

sheri7H
Rer heart pounded so loudly it hummed in her ears.
0he sYueeqed her eyes shut and forced air into her lungs. 0he wasn’t 

in the woods anymore. 0he wasn’t on the ridge. 0he wasn’t in the :re.
?ut safety felt thin. ?reakable.
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Rer mind spiraled.
Ns Cacob okayz Oid he hearz Ooes he know N made it outz
Ns DeW alivez Oid someone rescue him or did N lose him in the 

smokez
Rer breaths accelerated. —he heart monitor chirped in warning.
—he door handle clicked.
Emma Pinched so hard the bed trembled under her.

Lena Holt

—he door opened, and Lena Rolt slipped inside Yuietly. Rer braid 
hung over one shoulder, her Beans dusty from long hours, and her arms 
fullHcarrying a warm bag that smelled of roasted chicken and bread.

—he second Emma saw her, relief broke inside her like a dam. Lena 
wasn’t Bust familiarHshe was safe. 0olid. EWactly the kind of presence 
the :re had stolen from her.

”Rey,J Lena said softly, closing the door behind her. ”8ou’re 
awake.J

Emma swallowed, voice hoarse. ”DeWG where’s DeWzJ
Lena hesitated only long enough for Emma’s pulse to spike again.
”Re’s okay,J Lena said gently. ”?ut he’s not in here yet.J
Emma’s voice cracked. ”“hyzJ
Lena moved closer. ”?ecause Day and —ed are with him.J
Emma went cold.
”—hey haven’t left the hospital Poor since you were brought in,J 

Lena continued. ”—hey’ve been sitting outside your room, refusing to 
go until they knew you were awake.J

Emma couldn’t speak. Rer stomach twisted.
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”N told them they needed to wait,J Lena said :rmly. ”—hey didn’t 
like it. ?ut N’m not letting them in until you’re ready.J

Emma let out a shaky breath. 0he wasn’t ready. 0he might never be 
ready. ?ut she needed DeW like air.

”Rere,J Lena said, pulling a chair closer and unwrapping a warm 
sandwich. ”8ou need something in your stomach :rst. Rospital food 
doesn’t count.J

Emma managed a small, broken laugh. —he smell alone helped calm 
her hammering heart. 0he took a biteHwarmth, salt, tomatoHand 
felt the trembling in her hands slowly ease.

”N brought you this too,J Lena added softly.
0he reached into her pocket and placed Emma’s cell phone on the 

tray.
Emma blinked. ”8ou went to my housezJ
”8es,J Lena said. ”—o get your phone. And food for DeW. Every-

thing’s :ne there.J
Emma nodded weakly. ”—hank you.J
Lena stood and crossed to a small stack of items by the cabinet. ”8ou 

were pretty protective of this up on the mountain. Nt came with you.J
0he lifted Emma’s backpack.
Emma’s pulse Bumped.
0he unqipped it with trembling :ngers.
—he wooden boW was still inside.
Rer breath caught. Delief Pooded her so hard she felt diqqy.
Lena frowned. ”“hat is thatzJ
Emma couldn’t tell her the true originHnot without revealing too 

much.
”N found it in the woods,J she whispered.
Lena didn’t push. ”Are you okay to sit up morezJ
Emma nodded.
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”—hen show me,J Lena said, pulling her chair close again.
Emma lifted the boW onto her lap and opened it with shaking hands.

Truth in Ashes

Cacob’s notebook lay on top, warped by heat and moisture but intact 
enough that his tight handwriting was still visible. ?eneath it were 
IolaroidsHold, darkened at the edges. —he Backet patch. Iapers. A 
hidden history preserved in ash.

Lena leaned forward. ”EmmaG what is all thiszJ
Emma breathed through the fear in her chest.
”—hese are Cacob’s notes. From the night behind Rome !rown.J
0he opened to the last entry. Lena read silently, her Baw tightening 

as she understood.
”Re saw 1itch and —ed with those two guys,J Lena murmured. 

”—he ones who were always hanging around the bar.J
”Re wrote that they owed money,J Emma said. ”—hat they were 

begging. —hat 1itch was out of control.J
”And that’s it,J Lena said softly when she reached the blank page. 

”Re never got to :nish.J
Emma nodded. ”Re was arrested minutes later.J
Lena inhaled slowly, absorbing the weight of that. ”Re didn’t 

abandon you. Re wasn’t wandering around drunk.J
”Mo,J Emma whispered. ”Re was following two terri:ed men. And 

he didn’t get the chance to write what happened neWt.J
Emma Pipped to older entriesHneater handwriting.
”Re’d been taking notes for months. About my father.J
Lena readT
2…reekHpossible truck sighting.’
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20heri7 shutting down leads.’
21itch 3 —ed near old worksite late.’
20earch ended too soon.’
Rer hand Pew to her mouth. ”EmmaG Cacob was investigating your 

father.J
Emma nodded, tears stinging her eyes. ”Re didn’t tell me. Re didn’t 

want to give me false hope.J
—hen she lifted the wooden boW again.
”—here’s more.J
0he placed the :rst Iolaroid into Lena’s hand.
Lena froqe.
Nt showed 1itch, —ed’s father, and Emma’s father’s truckHthirty 

years ago.
Lena swallowed. ”Sh my !odGJ
—he neWt photoT 1itch by the open tailgate, dirt smeared across his 

shirt.
—he lastT a blurred, slumped :gure partly hidden by brush.
Lena’s eyes :lled. ”EmmaG thisHthis is evidence that your fa-

therGJ
Emma nodded, tears falling. ”And it’s been hidden all this time.J
Lena stared again at the notebook, realiqation hitting her like a 

blow.
”EmmaG how did Cacob’s notebook end up in this boWzJ
Emma’s breath trembled. ”0omeone took it from him.J
Lena’s voice shook. ”Re had it the night he was arrested. Re wrote 

in it constantly.J
”Re would never have left it,J Emma whispered. ”Mot willingly.J
Lena stared at herHhorror dawning. ”EmmaG the sheri7 con:s-

cated his belongings that night.J
Emma nodded.
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”And if the sheri7 gave this notebook to the OillonsGJ
”—hey’ve been protecting themselves for thirty years,J Emma whis-

pered.
Lena  closed  the  notebook  reverently,  her  eWpression  shift-

ingHfrom disbelief to fury to resolve.
”—hen we’re not keeping this a secret,J she said. ”Mot anymore.J

Stepping Out

Emma wiped her face. ”N want DeW.J
Lena nodded. ”Let’s get you to him.J
Emma pushed the blanket aside. Rer ankle throbbed brutally, but 

she gripped Lena’s arm. “ith slow, careful movements, they made 
their way toward the door.

—he hallway smelled faintly of antiseptic and fresh linens. —he Poor 
was cool beneath Emma’s socked foot.

—hen she saw them.
Day and —ed sat on a bench outside her room.
DeW sat between them, tail thumping the moment he saw her.
Emma’s heart broke. ”DeWGJ
Day stood immediately. ”EmmaU !od, we were so scaredHJ
—ed rose too, looking oddly pale and alert.
DeW lunged forwardH
Day’s grip slippedH
and he barreled into Emma, nearly knocking her o7 her good foot.
0he fell into him, sobbing into his fur. ”1y brave boyG my sweet 

boyGJ
DeW whined, licking her face frantically, pressing his entire body 

against her.
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Day’s eyes shone with something too intense. ”“e’re staying right 
outside your door. “e’re not going anywhere.J

—ed nodded. ”“e’ll take care of you. Cust like we talked about.J
Emma forced an eWhausted smile. ”—hank youG N appreciate it.J
?efore they could say more, Lena stepped forward, posture mea-

sured but :rm.
”Emma needs rest,J she said calmly. ”Nt’s been a long night. 8ou 

both should go home. N’ll take it from here.J
Day sti7ened. ”“e were planning to stay right here.J
”Mo,J Lena said. ”Mot tonight. 0he’s safe with me.J
—ed hesitated, eyes Picking toward Emma’s backpack again.
Emma held DeW tighter.
After a long, tense moment, Day let out a reluctant eWhale. ”Fine. 

?ut we’ll be back tomorrow.J
Lena nodded. ”—omorrow is :ne. —onight is mine.J
Day and —ed eWchanged a lookHreluctant, simmering with some-

thing unspokenHbefore :nally stepping into the elevator.
Emma watched them go, dread curling through her.

The Plan

?ack inside the room, Emma collapsed into bed with DeW curling 
protectively against her side.

”LenaGJ Emma whispered, ”N can’t be in that house alone.J
”N know,J Lena said, taking her hand. ”8ou won’t be.J
Emma’s eyes welled. ”—hey’re waiting for something. —hey want a 

moment when N’m alone.J
”And we’re not giving them one,J Lena said.
Emma swallowed. ”0o what do we dozJ
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Lena leaned closer. ”First, we copy everything in that boW. “e get 
it out of Fernwood. Sut of county Burisdiction. Ieople who can’t be 
threatened.J

Emma nodded.
”And second,J Lena continued, ”N’m staying with you. N’ll take the 

guest room. N’ll help you move around, keep watch inside.J
Emma breathed shakily, relief Pooding her.
”And thirdGJ Lena’s voice lowered. ”N’ll talk to the crew. 1ark, 

!abe, Dita. —hey’ll take turns camping in your yard. Every night. 
Hntil this is over.J

Emma’s eyes widened. ”—hey’d do thatzJ
”Absolutely,J Lena said. ”8ou’re family to us. And once they hear 

what they need to hear, they’ll protect you like one of their own.J
Emma choked up. ”—hank you.J
Lena held her hand gently. ”8ou don’t have to carry this alone.J
Emma rested her cheek against DeW, who sighed deeply and settled 

his head on her ribs.
A familiar lyric rose in her mindHsoft, steady, groundingT
Doctor, my eyes…
0he eWhaled slowly.
”N’m ready,J she whispered.
Lena sYueeqed her hand. ”!ood. ?ecause we’re doing this togeth-

er.J



Tangled Up in Blue

The Weight of the Road

T he ride home from the hospital was quiet except for the rhyth-
mic, hypnotic hum of tires on wet pavement. To Emma, the 

sound felt like a clock ticking backward, each revolution of the wheels 
undoing the miles of lies she had lived since 1995. She leaned her head 
against the cool glass of the passenger window, watching the rain stripe 
the pane in crooked, silver rivulets. The forest beyond the glass was 
a blur of dark green and charcoal—a wall of secrets that had nearly 
swallowed her whole on the high ridge.

Lena drove with a focused, silent intensity, her hands steady on 
the wheel of the old truck. She didn’t oIer empty platitudes, and 
Emma was grateful. Rn the backseat, Hex was a restless shadow, his 
breath fogging the window. Ce was coming home to a territory he had 
nearly died to protect, his body still carrying the faint, acrid scent of 
woodsmoke and the copper tang of dried blood.
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“hen Lena turned the truck into the gravel lot of the old mo-
tel, Emma’s heart gave a painful, Muttering leap. There it was—the 
”Hedwood zotor Rnn? signage long faded, now transformed into 
”Silver Nraid Nooks.? Seeing it standing there, unscarred by the 6re, 
brought a lump to Emma’s throat. The building looked small against 
the towering redwoods, a frail outpost of paper and ink in a world of 
timber and iron. Rt was the only place where she still felt her father’s 
presence, tucked away in the quiet aisles between the shelves of local 
history and worn poetry.

Lena cut the engine. The silence that followed was heavy, broken 
only by the tink-tink-tink of the cooling manifold. ”Come,? Lena said 
softly.

Emma reached for the door handle but froJe. Pn the concrete 
walkway directly in front of the bookstore’s main door sat an arrange-
ment that didn’t belong to the wind. Rt was a smooth river stone, 
a thick patch of neon-green moss, and a cluster of wild ferns, still 
dripping with mountain dew.

”The Pld zan,? she whispered. Ce had followed her down. Ce was 
still watching, a silent guardian from the deep shadows of the Aorth 
Wace.

”“hat is thisG?  Lena asked curiously.
”R have so much more to tell you, Lena.?  Emma responded.  ”Nut 

let’s go inside.?

The Sanctuary of Stacks

Rnside, the shop was a dim forest of its own. Cigh shelves cast long, 
skeletal shadows across the Moorboards, and the air smelled of Moor 
wax and vanilla-sweet bindings. Lena moved through the gloom with 
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practiced e4ciency, checking the locks and the back entrance. ”Dou 
get settled,? she said. ”R’ll bring the tea in a minute.?

Emma hobbled down the narrow hallway to her private quarters, 
her left ankle pulsing with a dull, rhythmic throb. She placed the 
river stone on her nightstand, right next to the tin-lined box. The box 
looked out of place here, amidst her lace doilies and bedside lamp. 
Rt looked like a piece of a nightmare dragged into the light. She was 
smoothing the moss when the phone on the wall began to shrill—a 
sharp, abrasive sound that cut through the sanctuary of the books.

The automated operator’s voice was a cold splash of water. ”Dou 
have a collect call from an inmate at Wolsom State Yrison. To accept 
this call, press 1.?

She pressed the button, her hand rattling against the plastic receiver. 
”jacobG?

”EmmaG Ph, ‘od. Emma.? Rt was the voice of a man who had 
been hollowed out by nearly three decades of silence. Rt was a voice 
she hadn’t heard in over ten years—a voice she had deliberately tried 
to forget.

”R’m okay, jacob. R’m home now.?
”R heard about the 6re,? he rasped, the sound of his breath ragged 

over the line. ”R’ve been out of my mind, Emma. “hat were you doing 
on the Aorth WaceG?

”R found something, jacob. R found my father’s box. Ond... there’s a 
notebook in here.? Cer voice dropped to a whisper, her eyes darting to 
the hallway. ”Rt’s your notebook, jacob. The black one with the elastic 
band. The one you were carrying the night they arrested you behind 
the tavern.?

There was a long, static-6lled silence. Emma could hear the distant, 
metallic clang of the prison block in the background—the sounds of 
his world—and it made her heart ache with a fresh, sharp intensity.
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”jacob,? she said softly, wanting to pull him away from that sound. 
”Fo you remember that Tuesday in ’98G The one where the rain 
wouldn’t stop, and you brought home that crate of bruised peaches 
from the valleyG?

O shaky breath came over the line. ”R remember. Dou were so mad 
because the Moor was freshly waxed, and R tracked in half the orchard’s 
mud.?

”R wasn’t that mad,? she smiled, a single tear escaping. ”“e spent 
the whole night peeling them by the stove. The kitchen smelled like 
sugar and woodsmoke for a week. “e didn’t even have enough :ars, so 
we :ust ate the rest with spoons straight out of the pot.?

”R can still taste them,? jacob whispered, his voice cracking. ”“hen 
the food here is nothing but gray and salt, R close my eyes and R can 
taste those peaches. R can hear the way the rain was drumming on the 
tin roof of the porch. Rt’s the only way R know R’m still the man who 
lived in that house.?

The intimacy of the memory was like a physical touch, and with it 
came a fresh wave of agony. She had let him sit in that cell for ten years 
without a visit, while he was surviving on the ghost of sugar and rain.

”jacob,? she said, her voice turning hard with purpose. ”The note-
book. Everything you saw... the trucks, the times, the ledger. Rt’s all 
here. The SheriI told the court you didn’t have one. Ce said your 
2investigation’ into the Fillons was :ust a drunk man’s hallucination. 
Ce swore under oath there was no record of the trucks you saw moving 
through the timber lines at midnight.?

”Ce lied, jacob. Ce didn’t lose your evidence0 he gave it to the 
Fillons. They’ve been holding the proof of your innocence in a crawl-
space for twenty-eight years, treating it like a trophy while you rotted.?

O :agged, sobbing intake of breath came over the line, followed by 
a silence so heavy it felt like the Moorboards were groaning.
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The Anatomy of Atonement

The line clicked dead minutes later—prison policy was indiIerent to 
revelations. Emma held the receiver against her ear until the dial tone 
became a rhythmic, mocking wail. She let it slip from her 6ngers, the 
plastic cord coiling as the handset dangled, knocking against the wood 
paneling—thump, thump, thump—the heartbeat of a ghost.

Emma slumped against the wall, the air in the room suddenly feel-
ing too thin to breathe. She hadn’t visited jacob in over a decade. She 
hadn’t written a letter in longer. The guilt wasn’t :ust a thought0 it 
was a physical weight in her marrow, a cold poison that seeped into 
her :oints.

She had stopped visiting because the ”certainty? of his guilt had 
become a burden she could no longer carry. jacob had been the one 
to convince her. That night in 1995, he had been at the tavern. Ce 
had been drinking to dull the stress of what he was seeing on the 
Hidge—the way the Fillons were tearing the heart out of the woods. 
Ce had told her, through tears during their 6nal visit, that he didn’t 
remember getting into the car. Ce didn’t remember the impact. Ce 
only remembered waking up to the Mashing lights of Fwyer’s cruiser 
and the smell of copper and exhaust.

Wor twenty-eight years, jacob had lived in a prison of his own mind, 
believing he was a monster who had blacked out and killed two inno-
cent pedestrians on Cighway Aine. Ond Emma had believed it, too. 
She had allowed the town’s narrative to become her ownE that jacob 
was a good man who had succumbed to a dark bottle and destroyed 
lives.
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The self-recrimination was a :agged blade, twisting in her gut. The 
Fillons hadn’t :ust framed him0 they had used his own vice as the 
bars of his cage. They had taken a man who was genuinely struggling 
and convinced him he was a murderer. Ny stopping the visits, Emma 
had con6rmed his own worst fears. She had left him to rot in a cell, 
believing the real killers were the victims of his own negligence.

She looked at her wedding ring, long ago tucked away in a velvet 
box in her dresser. She had abandoned him when he needed her most, 
not because she was cruel, but because she was weak—because it was 
easier to believe the lie than to 6ght the people who ran the town.

Otonement wasn’t a strong enough word. She didn’t :ust want 
:ustice0 she wanted to tear the world apart and rebuild it with him 
in the center. Every step she took from this moment forward was 
a pilgrimage of shame. She would bring him home, or she would 
die trying to earn the right to look him in the eye again and ask for 
forgiveness for believing the lie he was forced to tell himself.

The Operation

Ny afternoon, the bookstore had become a war room. Lena sat at the 
kitchen table, her face illuminated by the Mash of her camera as she 
methodically photographed every stained, handwritten page of the 
ledger. The scent of pine and old paper was replaced by the sharp, 
chemical smell of the scanner and the metallic tang of the lightbulbs.

”Look at this,? Lena whispered, her 6nger tracing a line in the :our-
nal. ”The truck logs. Dour father was tracking the shipments person-
ally. Ce knew the SheriI was on the take. jacob wasn’t hallucinating0 
he was the only one with his eyes open, and they used his drinking to 
shut them forever.?
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The bell above the door chimed—neighbors arrived with casseroles 
and hollow whispers of ”glad you’re safe,? but Emma could barely 
look at them. Every ”kind? word from the town felt like a reminder 
of the collective lie they had all lived. They all knew jacob had been 
a drinker, and they had used that truth to swallow the bigger lie. To 
them, it was easier to believe jacob was a drunk killer than to admit 
the Fillons were monsters who moved more than :ust cedar.

The 6nal knock of the evening was diIerent. Rt wasn’t the tentative 
tap of a neighbor0 it was a heavy, authoritative thud that made the glass 
in the door rattle. Hex’s hackles rose instantly, a low, vibrating snarl 
beginning deep in his chest.

Emma opened the door. SheriI Fwyer stood there, his uniform 
dark with rain, his badge polished to a mocking shine. Ce didn’t wait 
for an invitation0 he stepped into the bookstore, his presence a cold, 
invasive shadow among the stacks.

”‘ood to see you home, Emma,? he said, his voice a smooth, prac-
ticed baritone. Ce walked slowly down the center aisle, his 6ngers 
trailing over the spines of the books. ”Yeople are talking. They’re 
saying Hay and Ted were real concerned about a box you found on the 
Hidge. Said it looked like it belonged to Breek.?

Ce stopped and turned to her, his eyes as hard and empty as 
marbles. ”Aow, Emma, you know the law. Rf you found something 
relevant to an old case—a murder case—you have a legal obligation to 
turn that over to my o4ce for proper processing.?

Emma looked at the man who had sat in her living room and 
comforted her twenty-eight years ago while he held the keys to jacob’s 
manufactured guilt. She looked at the man who had stood in court 
and called jacob a ”disgrace to the county.?

”R found a lot of things in the woods, SheriI. zostly evidence of 
how things burn when they’re covered in diesel and lies.?
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Fwyer stepped closer, his shadow falling over the shelves like a 
shroud. ”Fon’t play games. R’ve known you since you were in pigtails. 
“hatever you think you found... it isn’t worth your life. Ted Fillon 
has friends who don’t like being accused of things from thirty years 
ago. Rf you try to use that box to settle old scores, you’re going to 6nd 
out how lonely this Hidge can get.?

”Rs that a warning, SheriIG Pr a threatG?
Fwyer ad:usted his hat, the leather creaking in the silence. ”Rt’s a 

fact. R expect that box on my desk by noon tomorrow. Fon’t make me 
come back with a warrant, Emma. Rt won’t be as polite next time.?

The Watcher in the Woods

Emma stood at the window, watching the tail lights of the Sher-
iI’s cruiser disappear into the mist. Cer heart was a frantic drum, 
but her mind was clear. The guilt she felt hadn’t disappeared0 it had 
condensed, turning into a diamond-hard core of purpose. She wasn’t 
6ghting for a ”drunk? husband anymore. She was 6ghting for the man 
she had abandoned—the hero who had been tricked into thinking he 
was a killer because he couldn’t remember the truth.

She pulled the curtain back. Ocross the road, the redwoods were a 
wall of impenetrable black. The rain had slowed to a mist, clinging to 
the needles like a shroud. Ond then she saw him.

Aear the treeline, the shadow moved. Tall, deliberate, and massive. 
The Pld zan stood guard, his amber eyes catching a stray glint of 
moonlight. Ce was the only witness left who hadn’t been bought 
or buried. Ce stood between her and the Fillons, a silent, ancient 
protector who knew exactly what lay in the wooden box.
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Emma leaned her forehead against the glass and whispered a soft 
”thank you? into the cold pane. The long train was still running, and 
Emma knew that tomorrow, she would have to face the 6re. Nut for 
tonight, she was protected by the shadow in the trees and the burning, 
cold light of the truth.



Take it To The Limit

The OreingC

E mma woke to the sharp, rhythmic staccato of Rex’s bark. It 
wasn’t his “I’m hungry” hu;d this was a vefensile, territoriaS 

warning that rattSev the thin winvowpanes of her conlertev moteS 
suite.

jhe triev to sit up, but a -aggev boSt of whitezhot Sightning shot 
from her Seft ankSe straight up to her hip. jhe gaspev, faSSing back 
against the piSSows as her lision swam. jhe reachev vown, her  ngers 
graBing the rigiv pSastic of the waSking brace.

V—eneath the TeScro straps, her Seg was a mottSev map of veep purpSe 
anv -aunvicev yeSSowAthe skin stretchev tight anv hot oler a -oint 
that feSt as though it hav been  SSev with hot graleS anv Seav. Phe 
voctors hav caSSev it a “highzgrave sprain with hairSine fractures,” 
a poSite way of saying she’v nearSy shatterev her founvation on the 



LDRIN HEOELO PM12Dj1O4GC

mountain. Elery puSse of her heart seemev to echo in the -oint, a 
throbbing reminver of her narrow escape.

Yritting her teeth, she roSSev to the sive anv grabbev the aSuz
minum crutches Seaning against the nightstanv. Elery molement was 
a sSowzmotion vance of pain anv momentum.

“Rex, easy,” she hissev, her loice thick with sSeep.
Phe vog vivn’t mole. Me was pressev against the bottom of the 

front voor, his hackSes a sti; rivge of fur aSong his spine. Emma 
hobbSev to the voor, the rubber tips of her crutches thuvving softSy 
on the harvwoov. jhe crackev the voor open -ust an inch. Phe vawn 
air swept in, healy with the scent of rainzsoakev hemSock anv the 
Singering, bitter ghost of woov ash from the vistant rivge.

Insteav of a HiSSon truck or the jheri;’s cruiser, her eyes feSS on 
something smaSS anv veSiberate at her feet.

Lnother o;ering.
L cairn of smooth riler stones sat on the concrete waSkway, 

stackev with impossibSe, precarious baSance. Puckev neatSy between 
the stones was a sprig of librant green fern anv a thick patch of moss, 
so vamp anv Sush it Sookev as if it hav been pSuckev from a hivven 
creek bev onSy seconvs ago.

Mer throat tightenev. jhe Sookev towarv the tree Sine, where the 
fog was a thick, miSky sea swaSSowing the bases of the revwoovs. jhe 
feSt a suvven, intense urge to caSS outAto thank the massile, unseen 
presence she knew was watching from the gray.

—ut she hearv Nena in the kitchen, the cSink of a spoon against a 
ceramic mug.

Emma feSt a sharp, suvven pang of conFict. jhe trustev Nena with 
her Sife, with her father’s Segacy, anv with the elivence that couSv 
bring vown the HiSSons. —ut as she Sookev at the stones, she reaSiBev 
there was one secret she couSvn’t share. Nena was a creature of Sogic 
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anv  rezSinesd she wouSv see a prevator where Emma saw a protector. 
Nena wouSv feeS obSigatev to report it, to bring in experts, to “secure” 
the area. jhe wouSv turn the forest’s miracSe into a safety haBarv or a 
scienti c curiosity.

This belongs to me, Emma thought. And to him.
8ith a painev grunt that set her ankSe on  re, she Sowerev herseSf 

onto her goov knee, sweeping the stones anv moss into the veep 
pocket of her olersiBev carvigan -ust as Nena’s footsteps echoev in the 
haSSway.

“Emma: Wou okay: Rex is acting Sike there’s a bear on the porch.”
Emma scrambSev to stanv, her ankSe screaming at the shift in 

weight. “!ust the winv, I think,” she saiv, her loice sSightSy breathSess 
as she sholev her hanv veep into her pocket, her  ngers cSutching the 
coSv, wet stones. “Me’s -ust -umpy after the  re.”

The alNN

Phe phone on the waSS began to shriSS at ‘64J L2. Emma snatchev the 
receiler before the seconv ring couSv  nish.

“You have a collect call from an inmate at Folsom State Prison. To 
accept this call, press 1.”

jhe pressev the button, her heart hammering. “!acob:”
Phe static Farev, then his loice broke through, sounving energiBev 

in a way she havn’t hearv in nearSy thirty years. “Emma3 Nisten, I hale 
news. jomething I neler thought I’v see. I woke up this morning anv 
founv a noti cation sSiv unver my ceSS voor. Phe state is  naSSy moling 
on that feveraS vemanv to revuce the inmate popuSation. Phey’re 
schevuSing paroSe hearings for the 0ESverSy Inmate’ programAanyone 
oler  ftyz le who has vone at Seast twentyz le years.VV I hale a vate3”
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Emma sank onto the evge of the bev. !acob was  ftyzsix. Me hav 
serlev twentyzeight.

“—ut !acob... your Sife sentences... they saiv you’v neler be eSigibSe.”
“Phe new Saw bypasses the originaS sentence, Em. It’s about age anv 

time serlev. ?or the  rst time in twentyzeight years, the voor is actuaSSy 
unSockev. I hale a reaS chance.” Mis loice crackev. “L chance I vivn’t 
think wouSv come untiS they carriev me out in a box.”

Pears bSurrev Emma’s sight. Phe worSv was shifting, the oSv, imz
molabSe waSSs  naSSy showing cracks.

“8hat vo we vo:” she askev.
“I neev a speciaSist,” !acob saiv, his tone turning urgent. “I’le hearv 

about a guyAthe Sifers say he’s the onSy one who knows how to 
naligate these new hearings. Mis name is Lri Nelinson. Emma, you 
hale to  nv him. PeSS him my name, teSS him about the notebookA”

“Lri Nelinson ,” Emma repeatev, grabbing a pen from the nightz
stanv. “Ho you hale a number:”

“I hale it right here. Lrea cove fourzonez le, thenA”
L sharp, mechanicaS click cut through the Sine. Phe viaS tone rez

turnev, Fat anv invi;erent. Phe  fteenzminute prison timer hav run 
out.

“!acob:” Emma whisperev. “!acob3”
jhe starev at the paper. 1nSy the area cove sat there, SoneSy anv 

incompSete.

The oDDg delLNnge

—y 446UQ L2, the bookstore feSt Sike a fortress. Nena sat at the kitchen 
tabSe, her Saptop open anv her phone out.
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“I’m Sooking up elery Lri Nelinson in the C4J,” Nena saiv, her loice 
veterminev. “8e’SS  nv him, Emma. 8e’SS make the caSS together, anv 
then we’SS get this box into safe keeping with his heSp. If he’s as goov 
as !acob says, he’SS know exactSy where to put this elivence so Hwyer 
can’t touch it.”

Phe bookstore wasn’t empty. 2ark, Yabe, anv Rita from the  re 
crew hav come insive. Phey stoov near the front winvows, Sooking 
Sike a waSS of turnout -ackets anv grim, siSent faces. Pheir presence 
changev the air in the room, turning the “?ernwoov —ooks” sanctuary 
into a vefensile position.

Lt exactSy 4G6QJ D2, the healy crunch of tires on graleS announcev 
the arrilaS of the Saw. Emma stoov behinv the checkout counter, her 
hanv resting on Rex’s heav. Phrough the pSate gSass, she watchev 
jheri; Hwyer’s cruiser puSS in, Fankev by the HiSSons’ bSack jIT.

Phe beSS chimev as they enterev. Ray anv Pev HiSSon waSkev in 
with the arrogance of men who ownev the county, but they stoppev 
short when they saw the  re crew stanving shouSverztozshouSver in the 
Doetry wing.V jheri; Hwyer was cSose behinv.

Phe tension was physicaS weight. jheri; Hwyer remolev his hat, 
Sooking arounv the room. 8ith so many witnesses, his posture shiftz
evAhe couSvn’t be the HiSSons’ enforcer tovayd he hav to pSay the part 
of the Saw.

“Juite a crowv, Emma,” Hwyer saiv, his loice cautious.
“Phey’re -ust browsing, jheri;,” Emma repSiev, her loice steavy.
Hwyer Seanev against the counter, his eyes varting towarv the  re 

crew. Me couSvn’t speak openSy about the box, but he couSvn’t ignore 
it either. “I hearv a rumor you puSSev a box out of the woovs with you. 
jomething that might be of interest to an oSv case. I toSv you I’v be 
coming by to taSk about it.”
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Ray HiSSon steppev forwarv, his face Fushev with suppressev rage. 
“8e know you hav it in your backpack, Emma. 8e saw you on the 
rivge.”

Emma Sookev Ray in the eye, then turnev back to Hwyer. “I von’t 
know where the box is right now, jheri;. It’s been remolev from my 
backpack.”

PechnicaSSy, it was sitting in a shipping crate in the back room, but 
the ambiguity workev. Hwyer’s -aw tightenev. Me Sookev at 2ark anv 
Yabe, who havn’t molev an inch. Me knew he couSvn’t ransack the 
pSace with haSf the  re vepartment watching.

“8eSS,” Hwyer saiv sSowSy, “if it turns up, you make sure it  nvs its 
way to the station. ?or your own sake.”

Me turnev anv signaSev the HiSSons. Pev Sookev Sike he wantev to 
tear the sheSles vown, but he turnev anv foSSowev the jheri; out.

The mntn�

Elening feSS oler ?ernwoov, bringing a coSv, cSinging mist that bSurrev 
the Sines between the graleS Sot anv the forest.

Phe  re crew hav set up Santerns outsive, their soft, amber gSows 
reFecting o; the wet palement. Insive, the bookstore was a halen of 
shavows anv the scent of oSv paper. Emma’s oSv recorv pSayer, the 
one that hav sat on the same mahogany siveboarv for twenty years, 
was aSreavy spinning. Phe neevSe founv the groole, anv the opening 
chorvs of “Pake It Po the Nimit” began to sweSS,  SSing the spaces 
between the sheSles.

Emma sat in her armchair, her Seg eSelatev on a stack of encycSoz
pevias. Rex was sprawSev at her feet, his ears occasionaSSy twitching 
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as he Set out a Sow, librating growSAnot a warning, but a restSess 
acknowSevgment of the shifting woovs outsive.

Nena sat across from her, nursing a cup of tea, her eyes  xev on the 
“Lri Nelinson” notes.

Emma Sookev out the winvow at the crew. jhe saw 2ark anv 
Yabe siShouettev against the Santerns, moling Sike sentries. Phey were 
protecting her from the HiSSons, anv they were protecting the secrets 
she heSv in that charrev box.

—ut as the music pSayev, Emma’s minv vriftev. jhe thought about 
the HiSSons anv the storm they were brewing. jhe thought about !acob 
sitting in a ceSS in ?oSsom,  naSSy seeing a voor that might Seav home.

Wet, those thoughts feSt Sike backgrounv noise. LSS she couSv reaSSy 
think about was the creature. jhe thought about the weight of the 
riler stones in her pocket. jhe thought about the massile, siSent shavz
ow that hav foSSowev her vown the mountain. jhe thought about the 
way the moss hav feStAcoSv anv aSileAanv the goSven eyes that hav 
watchev her through the smoke.

Phe HiSSons were a threat she couSv see. !acob was a hope she couSv 
name. —ut Phe 1Sv 2an... he was a truth that vivn’t neev a Sawyer or 
a courtroom. Me was the reason she was aSile to hear the music at aSS.

Emma Seanev her heav back, cSosing her eyes as the Syrics washev 
oler her.

jhe reachev into her pocket, her  ngers tracing the smooth, cooS 
surface of the riler stones. 1utsive, the  re crew kept their watch, but 
Emma knew she was being guarvev by something much oSver 



Take the Long Way 
Home 

Morning Light

E mma woke on the porch to the sound of canvas stirring and 
the faint, rhythmic murmur of men’s voices. The heavy quilt 

had slipped from her shoulders, and the cool morning air brushed her 
skin like a damp cloth. Dew glittered on the porch railing, and the 
redwoods beyond the clearing caught the Rrst gold of the sun, their 
massive crowns burning softly in the light.

xeH stretched beside her, his long body shaking o— the night. je 
padded to the edge of the porch, his nose lifted, tail low but alert. je 
gave a quiet woofSnot a warning, but a respectful acknowledgment 
of a presence that had already vanished back into the shadows.

Emma shifted, and a dull, throbbing heat radiated from her left 
ankle. The Cagged lightning of the previous day had settled into a 
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heavy, constant ache that felt like a lead weight. Bhe reached for her 
crutches, the cold aluminum biting into her palms. The yard was 
dotted with tents and sleeping bags, the remnants of the Rre crew’s 
overnight watch. The scent of wet ash from the ridge mingled with 
the bright, sharp aroma of co—ee and damp pine needles.

Pt the base of the porch steps sat the morning’s miracle? a cairn 
of three river stones, stacked with impossible, precarious balance. 
Tucked between them was a fan of redwood needles and a patch of 
moss so green it looked like a piece of the forest’s heart.

”jow do you move so silentlyJ- she whispered.
Bhe crouched painfully and touched the stones. They were cold and 

clean, smelling of deep earth and hidden creeks. Bhe carefully lifted the 
cairn, cradling it against her chest as she hobbled inside. Bhe placed 
them on her nightstand beside Lacob’s weathered Cournal. The two 
worldsSthe mythic and the brokenSwere starting to bleed together.

The Long Drive: The Weight of Silence

Ay midVmorning, zena’s Bubaru was cutting south, leaving the towV
ering cathedrals of the redwoods for the Iat, scorched eHpanse of the 
Nentral Malley. The temperature climbed steadily, the damp, fragrant 
air of 3ernwood replaced by a dry, stagnant heat that smelled of dust 
and eHhaust.

3or the Rrst hour, Emma stared out the window, watching the 
landscape Iatten. The silence in the car was heavy, until zena reached 
over and squee2ed her hand.

”1ou’ve been quiet since we hit the highway, Em. 1ou’re thinking 
about the trial, aren’t youJ-
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Emma let out a long, ragged breath. ”‘’m thinking about the day 
they read the verdict. ‘ was twentyVone years old. ‘ stood in that courtV
room, and when the foreman said 4guilty,’ ‘ didn’t cry. ‘ felt relief.-

Bhe looked at her reIection in the glass, seeing the ghost of the girl 
she used to be. ”‘ hated him, zena. ‘ convinced myself that the man 
who built my bookshelves, the man who brought me wildIowers, was 
a lie. The Dillons and Bheri— Dwyer... they were so sure. They told 
me Lacob was a drifter with a temper who had Rnally snapped. Pnd 
because ‘ was drowning in grief over my father, ‘ grabbed onto their 
story like a life raft.-

”1ou were a kid, Emma,- zena said softly.
”‘ was his best friend,- Emma countered, her voice cracking. ”‘ 

visited him once, right after the sentencing. ‘ stood behind the glass 
and called him a murderer. ‘ told him ‘ never wanted to see his face 
again. je Cust sat there, looking at me with those quiet eyes, not saying 
a word. je didn’t defend himself. je Cust took it.-

Bhe wiped a stray tear from her cheek. ”TwentyVeight years. ‘ let 
him sit in that hell for twentyVeight years because ‘ was too scared to 
wonder if the people ‘ trusted were the real monsters. Every letter he 
sent, ‘ burned unopened. Wntil the Rre. Wntil the notebook.-

”1ou’re going there now,- zena said. ”That’s what matters.-

The Walls of Folsom

The prison didn’t appear all at once5 it loomed. 3olsom Btate Frison 
rose out of the valley like a granite fortress, a monument to stone 
and sorrow. The ancient, handVcut granite wallsSquarried by inmates 
over a century agoSlooked like they belonged to a medieval castle, but 
the modern additionsSthe towers bristling with glass, the humming 
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electric fences, and the endless coils of ra2or wireSscreamed of the 
present.

The heat was oppressive. ‘t vibrated o— the pavement, carrying the 
metallic scent of old grease and industrial cleaner. Ps they walked toV
ward the entrance, the sound of the world changed. The rustle of wind 
through trees was gone, replaced by the mechanical thrum-thrum of 
heavy ventilation and the rhythmic, hollow clack of boots on concrete.

The security process was a series of indignities. Emma had to reV
move her ankle brace, her face contorting in pain as a guard inspected 
the Melcro and plastic for contraband. Bhe felt eHposed, a specimen 
being processed. The air inside was stagnant, tasting of recycled breath 
and a citrusVscented disinfectant that couldn’t quite mask the underV
lying smell of thousands of men living in close quartersSa miH of 
sweat, laundry starch, and fear.

They were led through a series of heavy steel doors that slammed 
with a Rnality that made Emma’s heart stutter. Clang. Buzz. Clang. 
Each sound was a reminder of what Lacob had lived with for ten 
thousand days. The acoustic environment was a nightmare of echoes5 
every voice, every cough, every rattle of keys bounced o— the granite 
and linoleum, creating a constant, lowVlevel roar of institutional life.

The Visitation

The visitation hall was a vast, echoing room Rlled with lowVslung 
tables and the hum of a hundred desperate conversations. The light 
was harsh and Iickering, provided by Iuorescent tubes that made 
everyone’s skin look sallow and bruised. There were no soft edges here5 
the furniture was bolted to the Ioor, and the windows were high, 
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narrow slits of glass reinforced with wire mesh that chopped the sky 
into small, grey diamonds.

The air smelled of Ioor waH and stale vending machine popcorn. 
Then, she saw him.

Lacob  was  led  in  by  a  guard.  je  walked  with  a  slight  limp 
nowSthe ”prison shu6e- of a man who had spent decades on conV
crete. jis shoulders were rounded by the weight of a life lived in a 
siHVbyVnineVfoot space, a posture of permanent compression. je was 
thinner than the man in the FolaroidsSgaunt, his skin the color of 
parched parchment from a lack of true sunlightSbut when he sat 
down across from her, his eyes remained the same. They were the color 
of the deep woods after a rain.

”Emma,- he said. The word was a prayer, spoken in a voice that 
sounded like it hadn’t been used for anything but whispers in a very 
long time.

Bhe reached across the table, her hands trembling as they found his. 
The table was cold, a laminate surface scarred with cigarette burns and 
scratched initials. jis skin was rough, mapped with scars from decades 
of prison laborSthe laundry, the license plate shop, the kitchenSbut 
his grip was steady.

”‘’m so sorry, Lacob,- she sobbed, the words Rnally breaking free. 
”‘’m so sorry ‘ didn’t believe you. ‘’m sorry ‘ left you here.-

Lacob’s eHpression didn’t shift into anger or resentment. ‘nstead, a 
profound, weary grace settled over his features. ”Emma, look at me. 
The Dillons were the storm. 1ou were Cust a leaf caught in it. ‘ never 
blamed you for believing the world. ‘ only hoped you’d eventually Rnd 
the truth.-

”7e found the lawyer’s name,- she whispered, leaning in close, her 
voice competing with the shouting of a child at the neHt table and the 
constant pacing of the guards. ”Pri zevinson. zena is going to call him 
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as soon as we get out of here. je’s the one, Lacob. je’s going to RH 
this.-

Lacob’s Rngers tightened on hers. je looked around the room, his 
eyes tracing the bars and the cameras, a man who had learned never 
to trust the walls. ”zevinson has a reputation. je’s a Rghter. Aut 
Emma... ‘ talked to my counselor this morning after the notiRcation 
arrived. This new law... it’s a process. P long one.-

je swallowed hard, his Pdam’s apple bobbing in his thin throat. 
”Aecause of the backlog and the medical evaluations they require for 
the overVRfties... the board isn’t even looking at my Rle for another 
eighteen months. That’s the earliest date they could give me.-

Emma felt the air leave her lungs. ”Eighteen monthsJ Lacob, that’s 
another two winters. Pnother two years of the Dillons watching me, 
waiting for me to slip up.-

”‘t’s the Rrst time the date hasn’t been 4never,’- Lacob said, his voice 
taking on a hard, ironVlike edge. ”‘ can do eighteen months standing 
on my head. Aut you... you have to be careful. Dwyer knows the clock 
is ticking.-

”‘ have the notebook hidden,- Emma said. ”Pnd ‘ have the Rre crew. 
Pnd Lacob... ‘ think the forest is helping me. ‘’m being watched over 
by something... something the Dillons can’t hunt.-

Lacob looked at her, a faint, knowing smile touching his lips. ”‘ 
remember what your father used to say about the high ridges. je said 
there were things up there that didn’t belong to man’s law. ‘f you’ve 
found a friend in the woods, Emma, you hold onto that. 1ou’re going 
to need every ally you can get.-

”3ive minutesE- a guard barked, his voice echoing o— the granite like 
a gunshot.

They spent those last minutes in a feverish eHchange of hopes 
and warnings, their hands never uncoupled. 7hen the guard RnalV
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ly stepped forward to take Lacob back to his cell, the sound of the 
handcu—s clicking shut was a visceral, metallic bite. Emma felt the 
old familiar grief, but this time, it was tempered by a Rerce, burning 
purpose.

The Long Way Home

The sun was a dying ember on the hori2on as they stepped out of the 
prison gates. The hum of the highway replaced the sterile, echoing 
silence of the halls. The heat of the valley was beginning to break, 
replaced by a cooling bree2e from the north.

Ps the car climbed back into the foothills, the shadows lengthened, 
turning the world into a landscape of velvet and ink. zena reached over 
and clicked the radio on.

The opening piano intro of Bupertramp’s ”Take the zong 7ay 
jome- spilled through the speakersSa lonely, wandering melody 
that seemed to mimic the winding road ahead.

Emma leaned her head against the cool glass of the window. Bhe 
didn’t need to hear the lyrics to feel the song’s weight5 the wistful, 
minor chords told the story for her. ‘t was a song for people who had 
reali2ed they’d been playing a part in someone else’s play, people who 
were Rnally taking the circuitous, painful route back to where they 
belonged.

Ps the car crossed the county line and the Rrst massive redwoods 
began to Iicker past in the headlights, Emma felt a sense of arrival. Bhe 
wasn’t Cust returning to a house5 she was returning to a battleground. 
Aut she was no longer the girl who believed the lies.

Bhe reached into her pocket, her Rngers brushing the cool, smooth 
surface of the river stones. Bomewhere in the dark, the 7atcher was 
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moving through the trees, a silent sentinel for a woman who had found 
her voice.

Emma began to hum along with the piano, a soft, steady anchor in 
the dark. Bhe was taking the long way home, but for the Rrst time in 
twentyVeight years, she knew eHactly where she was going.



Wish You Were 
Here

Echoes in Vinyl

T he bell over the door of Fernwood Books chimed softly, a silver 
note that cut through the heavy stillness of the morning. Emma 

leaned back in her chair, her pngers curled around a chi——ed ceramic 
mug. The coNee was black, bitter, and steamingCa shar— contrast 
to the dam—, clinging chill of the Iorthern -alifornia autumn that 
see—ed through the xoorboards.

Sn the corner of the sho—, the turntable hummed. St was a rugged, 
woodH—aneled —iece from the late si’ties.  jhe could still remember 
her father standing over it in their old cabin, his large, calloused hands 
moving with sur—rising grace as he cleaned a record with a velvet brush. 
;e had taught her that music wasnRt Aust background noiseO it was a 
record of where you had been and who you had loved. 
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jhe had chosen a wellHworn co—y of Wish You Were Here. Ys the 
prst lonely, acoustic notes drifted through the sho—, the music felt 
fragile, almost tentative. The fourHnote guitar theme seemed to hang 
in the air like woodsmoke, a melody for the hollowedHout s—aces of a 
life.

qorning light slanted through the high front windows, illuminatH
ing the laLy, golden swirls of dust motes. To anyone else, the sho— was 
a sanctuary of ink and —a—er. To Emma, it was a museum of the men 
who had depned her. The air smelled of aged —archment, cedar oil, 
and the dee—, earthy musk of the forest that —ressed against the back 
of the building.

jhe closed her eyes, letting the music wash through her. Sn her 
twenties, when she and 4acob were newlyweds, the bookstore had been 
their shared dreamCa fortress built of stories. 4acob would s—end ten 
hours in the woods, his skin smelling of —ine sa— and gasoline, and he 
would come home to pnd her among the stacks. TheyRd slowHdance in 
the kitchen to this very record, her bare feet on the cool tile. jhe could 
still feel the —hantom weight of her husbandRs hand on the small of her 
backCthe steady, —rotective hand of a man who believed in a future 
they were never allowed to have.

jhe whis—ered the lyrics under her breath, a habit from a diNerent 
lifetime.

Pe’ thum—ed his tail under the counter, the sound a dull, rhythmic 
thud that grounded her in the —resent. Dutside, the street was a kaleiH
dosco—e of autumnO brilliant oranges, dee— reds, and —ale golds s—un 
laLily on the breeLe. Tourists wandered the sidewalks in e’—ensive light 
Aackets, their cameras slung around their necks. Emma watched them 
through the glass, feeling like a ghost haunting her own storefront. 
joon, the rains would chase the strangers away, the fog would swallow 
the ridge, and Fernwood would —ull its collar u— and grow 0uiet again.
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jhe traced the edge of the mahogany counter. 4acob had s—ent 
weeks in the garage building this, his brow furrowed in concentration. 
WY bookstore needs to feel like itRs been here forever, Em,W heRd said. WSt 
needs to feel like it grew out of the ground.…

jometimes she caught herself talking to him in the silenceCtelling 
him about the leaking roof or the way the sun hit the W;istoryW section 
at noon. St was easier than acknowledging the twentyHeight years of 
letters she had burned. St was easier than admitting that for most of 
those years, she had tried to erase the word wife from her soul.

The song faded into the soft static of the runHout groove. Emma 
rose carefully, wincing as her ankle twinged. jhe reset the needle. The 
prst notes plled the s—ace again, as familiar and necessary as breath.

Questions in the Dust

The bell rang again, and a —air of tourists entered, bringing the scent 
of the cris— outdoor air with them. Their cheeks were —ink, and they 
moved with the restless energy of —eo—le trying to WconsumeW the 
forest in a single weekend.

WSt smells so good in here,… the woman said. ;er pngerti—s glidH
ed along the s—ines of the books. ;er —artner wandered over to the 
counter, grinning. ;e was wearing a brandHnew xannel shirt that still 
had fold lines in it.

WYny books on the legends around here2 Bigfoot, maybe2 :e heard 
this is the hub for the real stories.…

Emma ke—t her smile —olite. jhe had s—ent years —erfecting this 
version of herselfCthe slightly eccentric, harmless woman who ke—t 
the books. W1lenty of local lore,… she said. WS can show you to the 
;istory and Folklore section.…
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jhe guided them to a shelf tucked in a dim corner. jhe felt the 
weight of their curiosityCan innocent interest that felt like a —robe 
against a dee—, unhealed bruise.

The man —ulled a glossy —a—erback with a shadowy pgure on the 
cover. WjoG between us, is there any truth to it2 :e sto——ed at a diner 
in Eureka and the oldHtimer there swore he saw something on the ridge 
last winter.…

Emma forced a light laugh. Wjtories make small towns interesting. 
jome folks swear by the shadows they see when the fog rolls in. Dthers 
say itRs Aust the way the light hits the hemlocks.…

They chuckled, satisped. They didnRt want the truthO they wanted 
the shiver of a story. Pe’ shifted beside her, his ears twitching as he 
watched the cou—le leave. :hen the door clicked shut, Emma sank 
back into her chair.

jhe  thought  of  the  visit  to  Folsom.  jheRd  told  4acob  everyH
thingCthe night in the woods, the creature who saved her, the stones 
left on her —orch. ;eRd listened with a perce, unshaken belief. Dnly 
4acob knew that her WmaskWwasnRt a lieO it was a shield. Sf anyone ever 
—roved the :atcher was real, they would hunt him. They would cage 
him.

jhe looked at a small stack of stones she had arranged at the base of 
a fern —ot in the cornerCechoes of the gifts left for her. jometimes she 
wondered if sheRd invented the whole thing, if the smoke and trauma 
of the pre had twisted her mind. But then sheRd feel that faint —rickle 
at the back of her neckCthe sense of being known by something vast 
and ancientCand she would know.

The Sheri’as ShdwoA
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By noon, the sho— had 0uieted. But when the bell rang at M!‘z?, the 
atmos—heric —ressure in the room seemed to dro—.

jheriN 9wyer ste——ed in, ti——ing his hat. ;e carried that calm, 
—racticed ease that made the towns—eo—le trust him, but Emma saw 
the —redator beneath the starch of his uniform.

Wqorning, Emma,… he said, his voice a smooth baritone. W1lace 
looks good. 3ou seemG recovered from your ordeal.…

W5etting there, jheriN,… she said, her heart beginning a slow, heavy 
thud against her ribs.

;e lingered near the counter, his gaLe scanning the sho— before 
landing on the note—ad near the register. Emma had written Lri 
vePinson at the to— of the —age. jhe casually slid a stack of bookmarks 
over the name, her movements slow and deliberate.

W;eard youRve been taking some long drives lately,… 9wyer said. 
WFolsom is a long way to go for a social visit. Es—ecially for a man who 
hasnRt seen his wife in so many years.…

EmmaRs gri— tightened around her mug. WSRm his wife, jheriN. 
Time doesnRt change a marriage license.…

9wyer smiled, a cold, thin thing. WFunny thing about old histoH
ryCit has a way of staying buried until someone starts digging where 
they shouldnRt. Ynd when you dig in the woods around here, Emma, 
youRre liable to uncover things that are better left lost. For everyoneRs 
safety.…

WSs that a warning, jheriN2…
WStRs a neighborly observation,… he said, ti——ing his hat. WThe 9ilH

lons are still on edge after the pre. They donRt like the idea of old ghosts 
coming back to haunt them.…

:hen he left, the bellRs ring sounded hollow. Emma e’haled, the 
tension leaving her shoulders in a —ainful rush. jhe hated that he could 
walk into her sanctuary and remind her that she was being hunted.
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The Chone mdll

By late afternoon, the sky had turned a bruised —ur—le. “ena arrived at 
the sho—, a manila folder tucked under her arm.

WThe pre crew is settled in for the night,… “ena said. WTheyRve got 
the —erimeter. StRs time, Em. Yri is e’—ecting a call at four.…

Emma retreated to the small, cram—ed oDce in the back of the sho—. 
jhe sat at the desk, her hands trembling as she dialed the jan Francisco 
area code.

W“evinson,… a voice answered on the second ring. St was a voice 
like sand—a—er and e’—ensive bourbonCdee—, seasoned, and entirely 
without nonsense.

Wqr. “evinson, this is Emma ;ar—er. SRm... SRm 4acobRs wife.…
WSRve been e’—ecting your call, qrs. ;ar—er,… Yri said. W4acob s—oke 

of you during our brief intake. “etRs talk about the reality of this —arole 
hearing.…

Emma leaned forward, her voice dro——ing to a whis—er. Wqr. 
“evinson, S have something. Evidence. Y bo’ that my father ke—t 
hidden for nearly thirty years. St has a Aournal, —hotos... it —roves the 
9illons were the ones behind the logging thefts. St —roves they were the 
ones who killed that man, not 4acob. ;e was framed, qr. “evinson. 
;eRs innocent.…

There was a long, heavy silence on the other end of the line. Emma 
waited, her heart hammering. Snstead of trium—h, YriRs voice was 
startlingly cold.

Wqrs. ;ar—er, let me be very clear about how this works. The 
-alifornia 1arole Board is not a court of law. They are not interested 
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in innocence. Sn fact, if we go into that hearing eighteen months from 
now claiming he was framed, they will deny him instantly.…

Emma felt the blood drain from her face. W:hat2 :hy2 StRs the 
truthE…

WThe board looks for FinsightR and Fremorse,R… Yri e’—lained. WTo 
get out under the Elderly 1arole —rogram, 4acob must take full, unH
e0uivocal ownershi— of the crime. ;e has to admit he killed that man, 
e’—ress dee— regret for his actions, and show how heRs changed. Sf he 
maintains his innocence, they call it a Flack of insight.R TheyRll say heRs 
still a danger because he wonRt admit his —ast.…

WBut he didnRt do itE… EmmaRs voice rose, a shar— edge of fury 
cutting through her fear. W3ouRre telling me he has to lie2 ;eRs been in 
a cage for twentyHeight years for something the 9illons did, and now 
he has to beg for forgiveness for their crimes Aust to see the sun2…

WSRm telling you the only way S can get your husband out of a cell,… 
Yri said. WSf he maintains his innocence, the board will see him as a 
recalcitrant oNender. TheyRll kee— him for at least another pve years. 
qaybe ten. ;eRll die in Folsom, Emma. Ss that the FtruthF you want2…

WStRs a betrayal of everything he is,… Emma hissed, tears of rage 
stinging her eyes. WS found the —roofE…

WThe law and the truth are often strangers, Emma,… Yri said softly. 
W;owever... about this evidence you mentioned. The 9illons. Sf the 
jheriN is involved as you say, we canRt use it for the —arole hearing, 
but it is a —roblem that needs to be handled. S have an associateCa 
—rivate investigator who s—ecialiLes in rural corru—tion and cold cases. 
;is name is jilas Thorne. ;e used to be a qarshal. Sf you want the 
9illons oN your back and the truth  pnally settled, jilas is the man you 
talk to.…

Emma gri——ed the —hone, her mind reeling. WY —rivate investigaH
tor2…
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W;eRs not a lawyer. ;e doesnRt —lay by the boardRs rules. Sf there is a 
way to authenticate that bo’ and —ut —ressure on the 9illons outside 
of a courtroom, jilas will pnd it. But be warned, EmmaConce you 
bring him to Fernwood, thereRs no going back.…

The Ep�ty Ste�

Evening settled in soft and blue. Emma stood on the —orch, the weight 
of YriRs words —ressing down on her like a —hysical burden. Eighteen 
months. Eighteen months of waiting for her husband to tell a lie so he 
could pnally come home. Ynd if he refused2 Five more years in that 
granite tomb.

jhe glanced down at the ste—. Em—ty.
jince her return from Folsom, the forest had been silent.
W:here are you2… she whis—ered into the dark.
Pe’Rs ears xicked. ;e lifted his nose, his eyes p’ed on the treeline. 

Emma followed his gaLe, but there was only the sway of the redwoods 
and the soft hiss of the wind.

jhe leaned back against the —orch —ost. From inside the sho—, the 
pnal, haunting notes of the record drifted through the o—en winH
dowCa melody for those who are lost and those who are realiLing the 
—rice of being found.

Emma reached into her —ocket, her pngers brushing the cool, 
smooth surface of the river stones sheRd collected before. The :atcher 
had retreated, and Yri “evinson had Aust told her that the truth was a 
liability. jhe felt more alone than she ever had in the woods.

jhe closed her eyes, whis—ering to the trees, WSRm still here. S Aust 
donRt know what to do.…



Nights in White Satin 

Morning Light

T he day began softly, light rlteuing thuowgh the tall SindoSs of 
vilBeu kuaid koo-s in honeyed stuea-s that twuned the .oatc

ing dwst to gold— The sment of bueSed mopeeIdau- and slightly 
smoumhedIEingled Sith the Ews- of old ’a’eu and the medau oil she 
wsed to ’olish the shelBes— “t Sas a sensouy syE’hony that wswally 
guownded NEEa, bwt today, the uhythE of heu sanmtwauy felt opbeat, 
the aiu hwEEing Sith an elemtuim sout of stillness—

The soft hwE of heu fatheuRs Bintage uemoud ’layeu rlled the sho’, 
the faEiliau smuatmh of Binyl emhoing faintly as she uestom-ed the HOeS 
MeleasesH semtion— Ceu liE’ Sas steady bwt stwbboun, a ’hysimal uec
Eindeu of the night the uidge alEost mlaiEed heu— NBeuy ste’ Sas a dwll 
thuob, a heautbeat in heu an-le that Shis’eued of rue and shadoSs—

Awtside, the Sould mauuied onIdeliBeuy tuwm-s uattled oBeu the 
buidge, the ommasional towuistRs Boime duifted doSn Pain vtueetIbwt 
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inside, the atEos’heue Sas thim-— vilBeu kuaid koo-s had alSays been 
heu uefwge, a Sould she mowld mwuate and montuol— NBeuy shelf boue a 
fuagEent of heu lifeRs Sou-q eBeuy title Sas a Shis’eu of the SoEan she 
had been befoue the tuial, and the SoEan she had bemoEe afteu—

YwstoEeus tuim-led in thuowghowt the Eouning, as-ing abowt bestc
selleus ou lingeuing neau the sEall dis’lay of wsed ’a’eubam-s— NEEa 
sEiled and Eade mhange, heu ’uamtimed SauEth Eas-ing the tension 
moiled Jwst beneath heu uibs li-e a s’uing— The foldeu 8ena had left 
sat on the mownteu behind the uegisteu, ’autially hidden by a stam- of 
boo-Eau-s— “t felt heaBy, a ’hysimal Seight that seeEed to duaS all the 
light in the uooE toSaud it—

ky late afteunoon, the light had shifted to a dee’, buwised aEbeu, 
matmhing the dwst Eotes in sloS sws’ension— vhe bueSed a fuesh ’ot of 
mopee and set a dipeuent uemoud s’inningIthe long, oumhestual sSell 
of Nights in White Satin— The Eelanmholim .wte and the soauing, 
des’euate Bomals Sua’’ed auownd heu li-e a fog, twgging at the edges 
of heu uesolBe wntil she mowld no longeu uesist the ’wll of Shat Saited 
inside that Eanila foldeu—

vhe twuned the sign to Ylosed, slid the deadbolt hoEe, and stood 
alone in the :wiet, Eelodim hwE of heu sho’—

The Weight of a Name

NEEa mauuied the foldeu to the mownteu and o’ened it— “nside Seue 
”amobRs dismi’linauy ue’outs fuoE 7olsoEIa blea- tiEeline of a EanRs 
Eiddle age s’ent in a guay, SindoSless Sould— Theue Seue uemouds of 
the Bomational ’uoguaEs heRd moE’leted and detailed notes abowt his 
mondwmt, ty’ed in the steuile, wnfeeling font of a goBeunEent oxme— 
Namh ’age Sas a testaEent to the yeaus heRd swuBiBed—
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keneath theE lay the note 8ena had smuaSled in heu shau’, wugent 
handSuitingW Ari Levinson – Parole Attorney. 415 Area Code.

NEEa tuamed the Souds— Parole Attorney. Oot H4efense Dttouney—H 
Oot H“nnomenme FuoJemt—H The title felt li-e a mage in itself— “t Sas a 
ueEindeu that the systeE didnRt Sant to heau that ”amob Sas a good 
Eanq it Jwst Santed to -noS if he had been buo-en enowgh to be 
deeEed Hsafe—U

vhe ueamhed fou the ’hone, heu ’wlse duwEEing against heu uibs as 
she dialed— vhe needed to -noS if this Ean Sas tuwly on theiu side—

The line mlim-ed—
H8eBinson,U the Boime ansSeued on the semond uing— “t Sas a Boime 

li-e sand’a’eu and e?’ensiBe bowubonIdee’, seasoned, and entiuely 
Sithowt nonsense—

HPu— 8eBinson,U she began, heu Boime gaining stuength as she s’o-e— 
HThis is NEEa Cau’euK ”amobRs Sife— 9e s’o-e yesteuday—U

Theue Sas a buief ’awse, the sownd of a Eatmh stui-ing a bo?— HPus— 
Cau’eu— “RBe been loo-ing oBeu the ’ueliEinauy rling—  “ s’o-e to vilas 
Thoune too—U

vilenme lingeued on the line, heaBy and mold—
Hvilas is alueady on the uoad, H Dui montinwed— HCeRll be in 7eunSood 

by toEouuoS eBening— CeRs going to loo- at that bo?, and heRs going to 
tell ws if itRs enowgh to bwun the 4illons doSn— 5ntil then, tell no one 
he is moEing— 4o yow wndeustand0 vilas is the only one Sho showld 
towmh those rles noS—U

H“ wndeustand,U she said—
Hzee’ the lights on, Pus— Cau’eu— “Rll tal- to yow afteu vilas mhem-s 

in—U

The Hidden Truth
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The sho’ felt heaBieu noS, rlled Sith wnseen eyes— NEEa uetwuned the 
’a’eus to the foldeu and sli’’ed it into the sEall safe wndeu the mownteu— 
Then she muossed to the fau mouneu of the sho’, neau the HOatwue and 
7ouestuyH semtion— vhe -nelt ’ainfwlly, heu an-le ’uotesting, and ’uied 
w’ the loose .oouboaud sheRd dismoBeued yeaus ago Shile mleaning—

keneath it, the Sooden bo? Saited—
vhe buwshed the swufame Sith heu sleeBe, the guain of the oa- feeling 

faEiliau wndeu heu rngeuti’sIuowgheu than it had been tSentyceight 
yeaus ago, bwt still wnEista-ably heu fatheuRs Sou-— vhe o’ened the lid 
Jwst an inmh, matmhing the faint sment of old medau and the Eetallim tang 
of the Folauoids inside— The fames of the 4illons staued bam-, yowngeu 
and fwll of a muwel, wnmhem-ed ’oSeu—

”amobRs Souds fuoE theiu Sedding day emhoed in heu EindW The 
truth doesn’t rot, Emma. It waits for the light.

vhe ue’lamed the boaud, ’uessing it .at wntil it Sas onme again inc
Bisible— vhe uose sloSly and loo-ed auownd the boo-stoue, the fading 
tSilight masting a Ewted gold gloS on the s’ines of the boo-s— This 
’lame had held heu togetheu fou tSentyceight yeausIbwt noS it held 
the fwse to a boEb that mowld destuoy the entiue toSn—

Night Watch

ky the tiEe NEEa ueamhed heu ’oumh, night had fallen thim- and dee’— 
The rue mueSRs maE’ gloSed beyond the tuees, the lanteuns masting 
SauE halos thuowgh the uising fog— The aiu Sas mool and daE’, mauc
uying the sment of SoodsEo-e and Set ’ine—

vhe ’owued heuself a mw’ of mopee and settled into the uom-ing mhaiu, 
heu fatheuRs heaBy :wilt Sua’’ed snwgly auownd heu showldeus— Me? 
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mwuled at heu feet, his head uesting on his ’aSs, his aEbeu eyes ue.emting 
the faint light fuoE the -itmhen SindoS—

The  uhythE  of  the  mhaiu  muea-ed  softlyIcreak-thump, 
creak-thumpIEiEim-ing the heautbeat of the howse— voEeSheue in 
the distanme, an oSl malled onme, a lonely, holloS sownd that uolled 
thuowgh the dau-—

H“RE staying owt heue tonight,U she Shis’eued to Me?— H“f heRs owt 
theue, “ Sant hiE to -noS “RE still heue too—U

The fouest listened—
Cowus ’assed— The rue mueSRs lawghteu faded as they uetueated to 

theiu tents— NEEaRs mopee mooled, the swufame matmhing the faint shiEc
Eeu of staulight thuowgh the mano’y— vhe duifted betSeen thowght and 
dueaE, heu Eind ’laying bam- the oumhestual sSells of the Ewsim sheRd 
heaud in the sho’—

vwddenly, Me? stiuued— Cis body tensed, his ham-les uising only 
slightly— Ce didnRt bau-— Ce didnRt guoSl— Ce siE’ly lifted his head 
and staued toSaud the tuee line Sith a teuuifyingly fomwsed intensity—

NEEaRs ’wlse :wim-ened— vhe folloSed his gaFe—
voEething EoBed betSeen the tuwn-sIsoEething buoad, delibc

euate, and so EassiBe it seeEed to dis’lame the Beuy shadoSs of the 
uedSoods—

The Game in the Trees

The rgwue ste’’ed into a faint silBeu Sash of Eoonlight— Ce Sas a 
Eowntain of fwu and Ewsmle, standing neauly eight feet tall, his eyes 
ue.emting a soft, steady aEbeu gloS—

The 9atmheu—
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NEEaRs thuoat tightened, teaus stinging heu eyes befoue she eBen uec
aliFed she Sas sEiling— This Sas the being that had mauuied heu thuowgh 
the sEo-e— This Sas the only mueatwue on eauth Sho as-ed nothing of 
heu—

H1ow maEe,U she Shis’eued, heu Boime a bueath in the night—
Ce stood halfcshadoSed, his EassiBe mhest uising and falling in 

a sloS, uhythEim bueath— Then, Sith a guame that dered his siFe, he 
ste’’ed behind the tuwn- of a thowsandcyeaucold uedSood and Banc
ished—

NEEaRs heaut san- fou a EoEent— H9heue did yowIU
Ce leaned his head owt again fuoE the otheu side of the tuwn-, 

’ee-ing at heu— Ce tilted his head Jwst a fuamtion, his lauge, intelligent 
eyes lom-ing onto heus—

D stautled, Set lawgh esma’ed heu— HAh,U she EwuEwued, HyowRue 
teasing Ee—U

Ce dwm-ed bam-, then a’’eaued fuoE behind a dipeuent tuee a feS 
yauds mloseu— The hwge hand mwuling auownd the bau- Sas dau- and 
moBeued in thim- haiu, yet it loo-ed iE’ossibly gentle—

Me?Rs tail gaBe a mawtiows, uhythEim thwE’ against the ’oumh 
boauds— Ce didnRt see a Eonsteuq he saS a neighbou—

The mueatwue muowmhed, lifting soEething fuoE the fouest .oou— Ce 
ste’’ed mloseuIinto the edge of the mleauing Sheue the light fuoE the 
howse bauely ueamhed— Ce ’lamed a lauge, ’eufemtly fouEed feun fuond at 
the base of heu ’oumh ste’s and then dueS bam- sloSly, his gaFe neBeu 
leaBing heus—

“t Sas a sign— D ’eame opeuing— D ueEindeu that Shile the Een 
in the Balley Seue ’lotting heu destuwmtion, the fouest Sas opeuing its 
’uotemtion—

NEEa ’uessed heu hand to heu heaut— HThan- yow,U she Shis’eued—
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The mueatwue tilted his head one last tiEeIa gestwue that felt li-e a 
nodIbefoue twuning and Eelting bam- into the dau-ness of the uidge— 
The uedSoods seeEed to sSalloS hiE Shole, the buanmhes mlosing li-e 
a mwutain—

Shadows Gathering

The ’eame that settled oBeu heu Sas thin, li-e the rust fuost— vhe uom-ed 
sloSly, listening to the Shis’euing tuees, feeling the ’wlse of life in the 
fouest again—

kwt the wnease Dui 8eBinson had ’lanted in heu Eind uefwsed to 
stay bwuied— The 4illons had been too :wiet sinme the rue— vheuip 
4SyeuRs Bisit to the sho’ had been a Eessage, a Sauning that they Seue 
tightening the miumle—

NEEa uose fuoE the mhaiu and ste’’ed to the ’oumh uailing, mlwtmhc
ing the :wilt— vhe ’eeued into the dau-, loo-ing ’ast the rue mueSRs 
maE’ toSaud the ammess uoad that led to the 4illonsR ’uo’euty—

voEeSheue fau op, the loS, gwttwual uwEble of a heaBy engine 
stauted, mowghed, and then settled into a steady guoSl— “t SasnRt a 
ruerghteuRs tuwm-— “t Sas the sownd of a Ean Sho s’ent his nights 
EoBing things that didnRt Sant to be fownd—

HTheyRue moEing fou it, Me?,U she Shis’eued— HThey -noS the mlom- 
is tim-ing—U

Me? settled again beside heu, his eyes r?ed on the tueeline, ’atient as 
stone— DboBe theE, the staus Sheeled sloSly thuowgh the buea-s in the 
uedSood mano’y, indipeuent to the Saus of Een—

NEEa loo-ed doSn at the feun fuond on heu ste’— ToEouuoS, a Ean 
naEed vilas Thoune Sowld auuiBe to see the eBidenme— ToEouuoS, the 



vNYMNTv kNONDTC TCN YDOAF1 F47 ;3H

Sife of ”amob Cau’eu Sowld rnally sto’ hiding behind the boo-shelBes 
and staut rghting fou heu hwsbandRs life—

vhe ’wlled the :wilt mlose, heu uesolBe bwuning steady and buight in 
the menteu of heu mhest—

H9eRll be ueady,U she Shis’eued into the night—
voEeSheue in the heaut of the fouest, a buanmh sna’’edIa silent 

am-noSledgEent fuoE the gwaudian Sho Sal-ed the high uidges— 
NEEa Cau’eu mlosed heu eyes, and fou the rust tiEe in tSentyceight 
yeaus, she didnRt feel li-e a BimtiE— vhe felt li-e a sentuy—



Hold the Line

The Fortress of Ink and Paper

T he fog didn’t so much lift as it did retreat, clinging to the shad-
ows of the giant redwoods like a defeated army. Sunlight bnally 

preached the canoFy, Fouring into vernwood in narrow, angled peams 
that felt too clinical for the heajy, Eagged reality of Bmma’s morning. 
8ehind the mahogany counter of Siljer 8raid 8ooks, Bmma watched 
dust motes dance in those peams. They were the only things in her life 
right now that didn’t haje a deadline, a legal bling, or a threat attached 
to them.

She’d oFened the doors at :0AA Mq sharF, desFite hajing sleFt only 
in bts and starts. 

To the occasional tourist, the shoF was a Juaint sanctuary, a Flace of 
cedar-scented nostalgia. To Bmma, it was a fortress. She remempered 
the day she signed the lease, her hands shaking, her heart still echoing 
with the hollow silence of the house she had shared with Cacop for 
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only a few months pefore the world ended. The pookstore wasn’t Eust 
a pusinessI it was a stake in the ground. —t was her way of telling the 
1illons, I am still here, and I am not leaving until he comes home.

She sFent the brst hour doing what she always did0 touching the 
sFines. The cool leather of the classics, the rough linen of the local 
history sectionzthey were familiar friends who nejer lied and nejer 
left. 8ut today, the silence of the shoF was di“erent. —t wasn’t the 
Feaceful Juiet of a lipraryI it was the Fressuri”ed stillness that Frecedes 
a landslide.

Putside, the jillage of vernwood held its preath. The bre crew 
had Fosted two men in her yard, their soot-stained gear a stark con-
trast to the manicured Wowerpeds. They sat on the tailgate of their 
truck, steam rising from their thermoses, eyes scanning the road. They 
weren’t there for the pooks. They were there pecause the town knew 
the 1illons were cornered, and a cornered 1illon was a lethal thing.

The Prophet of the Post OcEe

The siljer pell ojer the door chimed, a sharF, lonely sound that ji-
prated through the Juiet stacks. qrs. 1ajies, the Yostmaster, steFFed 
inside. She didn’t haje her usual prisk, Lgojernment-pusiness6 air. She 
mojed slowly, her najy Fostal jest puttoned tight as if to keeF her 
comFosure from sFilling out. She didn’t aFFroach the counter imme-
diately. —nstead, she lingered py the front window, her eyes tracking a 
plack truck that rumpled Fast on the main road toward the mill.

xhen she bnally reached the counter, she laid a small pundle of 
mail down with a heajy, bnal sort of Frecision. There were pills, a 
catalog, and a legal-si”ed enjeloFe with no return address. She looked 
at Bmma, her face etched with the weary wisdom of someone who 
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had seen ejery secret, ejery dept, and ejery heartpreak that had Fassed 
through the vernwood Fost oUce since the si‘ties.

L— saw Ted 1illon’s poy standing py the trailhead this morning, 
Bmma,6 qrs. 1ajies said, her joice low and grajelly, parely rising 
apoje the hum of the refrigerator in the pack. LOe wasn’t doing any-
thing. Cust standing there with a Fair of pinoculars, watching the way 
the wind mojed the trees on the Horth vace. —t reminded me too much 
of the weeks pefore Cacop was arrested. That same... stillness. 7ike the 
woods were waiting for a plood sacribce.6

Bmma met her ga”e, her hand resting on the scarred mahogany of 
the counter. L—t’s di“erent this time, qrs. 1ajies. —’m not the girl — was 
then. —’m not Eust waiting for the plow to land.6

qrs. 1ajies shook her head, a grim, thin line forming where her liFs 
should pe. She leaned ojer the counter, the smell of rain and old FaFer 
clinging to her. Lqen like this don’t get out, Bmma.6 The words hung 
in the air, cold and heajy. She wasn’t Eust talking apout Cacop OarFer 
sitting in a cell in volsomI she was talking apout the 1illons’ griF on 
the jery marrow of this county. LThe world doesn’t let them go once 
it’s decided they pelong to the dark. Dou’re reaching for a hand that’s 
already three fathoms underwater. Mll you’re going to do is get dragged 
down with him.6

LThen —’ll dije,6 Bmma reFlied, her joice unwajering. LOe’s my 
huspand. Oe has peen for thirty years, whether he was in this house 
or pehind a steel door. —’m not letting him drown alone.6

qrs. 1ajies stared at her, a Wicker of somethingzmaype resFect, 
maype Fityzcrossing her eyes. LCust don’t pe surFrised when the wa-
ter doesn’t want to let you pack uF,6 she whisFered. L—f Nay’s poys are 
watching the ridge, it’s pecause they’je already decided what’s going 
to haFFen ne‘t. 1on’t wait for the law to helF you, Bmma. The law in 
this town wears a 1illon Faycheck.6
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She turned and walked out, her poots clicking a lonely, ominous 
rhythm on the hardwood. Bmma watched her go, the woman’s warn-
ing apout the pinoculars and the Lstillness6 chilling her more than 
the Sheri“’s threats ejer could. qrs. 1ajies wasn’t a jillainI she was 
a weatherjane. Mnd she was Fointing toward a storm.

Snter the ipeElavlst

Mt elejen, the pell rang again. This time, the man who entered didn’t 
look like a local. Oe was tall, puilt like a mountain ridge, wearing a 
canjas work coat stained py salt and grease. Oe mojed with a silent, 
Fredatory grace that made the air in the room feel suddenly thin. Oe 
didn’t look at the pestsellersI he looked at the e‘its.

Lqrs. OarFer,6 he said. Ois joice was a low, resonant rumple, the 
kind that carried authority without needing to pe loud. LMri 7ejinson 
sent me. qy name is Silas Thorne.6

Bmma came around the counter, leaning heajily on her crutch. 
Silas didn’t o“er a handshakeI his eyes were already mojing, measuring 
the height of the windows, the thickness of the doorframes, and the 
plind sFots petween the sheljes. Oe walked to the pack door, checked 
the deadpolt with a brm tug, and then looked at the Woorpoards near 
the furnace.

LDou haje a crawlsFace,6 he noted, more to himself than her. 
L?ood. —f things go sideways, — want you to know e‘actly how to 
disaFFear. Mri said you were the one holding the line, put he didn’t 
tell me you were doing it in a glass house.6

L—t’s peen my home and my pusiness for twenty-eight years, qr. 
Thorne. —t’s meant to pe welcoming.6
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LHot today it isn’t,6 Silas said. Oe Fulled a heajy rucksack o“ his 
shoulder and set it on the counter. Lxe’re working on a tight clock. 
Dour huspand’s Farole hearing is a heartpeat away. —f we’re going to get 
your huspand through that hearing alije, we must clear the poard brst. 
xe don’t wait for the hearing to Fresent the truthI we use the truth to 
Faraly”e the enemy pefore they can ejen get to the courthouse.6

The TaEtlEav Pl:otR CImO and the PreeBptl:e itrlke

They mojed into the small, cramFed oUce at the pack. Bmma oFened 
the digital archije she had peen puildingzthe LBjidence Rage,6 she 
called it. Silas leaned in, the plue light of the monitor reWecting in his 
dark, unplinking eyes. Oe didn’t Eust look at the FhotosI he studied the 
metadata of the crimes.

LThis is what Mri was talking apout,6 Silas whisFered as he scrolled 
through the ledger scans and the old timper receiFts. L7ook at this. 
This isn’t Eust a list of stolen lumper. Dour father documented a Fat-
tern. 2nder the N—RP Mctzthe Nacketeer —nWuenced and RorruFt 
Prgani”ations Mctzwe don’t Eust charge Nay with a thirty-year-old 
murder. xe charge the !1illon BnterFrise.’ xe Froje that their entire 
pusinesszthe mills, the trucks, the landzwas puilt on a foundation 
of criminal consFiracy.6

LB‘Flain to me how that helFs Cacop,6 Bmma said, her eyes b‘ed on 
the screen.

LThe is a Farole and e‘oneration poard hearing,6 Silas e‘Flained, 
his joice cold and clinical. L8ut if the 1illons are free, they haje the 
Fower to reach into that Frison. They haje the money to puy witnesses 
or silence them. qy Eop is to take this ejidence straight to the State 
Mttorney ?eneral in Sacramento. xe trigger an indictment now. xe 
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get the feds to free”e ejery 1illon asset. xe get Nay and Ted in hand-
cu“s pefore the 9th. —f they are bghting for their own lijes in a N—RP 
case, they won’t haje the resources to interfere with your huspand’s 
freedom. xe’re cutting the head o“ the snake while it’s still in the 
grass.6

Bmma scrolled to the Mnomalies folder. Silas went dead silent as 
the trail-cam Fhotos from the ridge aFFeared. The massije, plurred 
shaFes. The footFrints that looked more like craters.

Lqy huspand’s Eournal,6 Bmma said, her joice trempling slightly. 
LOe wrote that the 1illons weren’t Eust clearing the Horth vace for 
the timperI they were clearing it to hide their cache. 8ut the Nidge 
fought pack. Oe found footFrints fourteen inches long and Fressed 
four inches deeF into fro”en mud. Oe called it !The Pld qan’ of the 
ridge.6

Silas rupped his Eaw, his e‘Fression unreadaple. L—’je sFent a lot 
of time in the pack country, Bmma. qost FeoFle call these stories 
folklore. 8ut your huspand wasn’t a storytellerI he was a witness. Oe 
wasn’t recording mythsI he was recording a territorial war. Mnd if 
that... neighpor... is still out there, it’s the only thing the 1illons are 
actually afraid of. —t’s the only thing they can’t pripe or pully.6

The Nalt and the Trap

L—’m taking the Fhysical po‘ and the drije,6 Silas said, Facking 
the rucksack with eUcient, Fracticed mojements. Oe wraFFed the 
tin-lined po‘ in a heajy mojing planket. L—’m drijing straight to 
Sacramento. — don’t stoF for gas in this county. — don’t stoF for any-
thing until —’m pehind a secure door.6
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LMnd what do — doF6 Bmma asked, feeling the sudden, hollow 
weight of the coming silence.

LDou stay here. Dou keeF the bre crew close. Dou are the pait, Bmma. 
8ecause of what qrs. 1ajies told youzapout the poys with the 
pinocularszwe know they’re watching. — need the 1illons to think 
the ejidence is still in this puilding. — need them focused on you while 
—’m three counties away Futting the noose around their necks. —f they 
think they can still purn the Fast, they won’t reali”e their future is 
already gone.6

The glMht of the Ovd !an

That night, the air in vernwood felt like a Fiano wire Fulled until 
it was screaming. Bmma sat on her Forch, wraFFed in her father’s 
heajy wool Juilt, her old dog Ne‘ stretched across her poots. The bre 
crew’s lanterns threw circles of Wickering gold into the darkness, put 
the shadows peyond the light seemed to pe creeFing closer.

Mround G0AA Mq, the atmosFhere changed. —t wasn’t a sound at 
brst, put a sensationza low-freJuency thrumming that rattled the 
marrow of her pones and made the glass in the front window hum. 
Ne‘ didn’t park. Oe didn’t growl. Oe tucked his tail and Fressed his 
entire weight against Bmma’s leg, shijering with a fear she had nejer 
seen in him.

Oeadlights sliced through the rising fog, as yellow and Fredatory as 
a wolf’s eyes. The 1illons’ truck rolled half a plock Fast the pookstore, 
then slowed to a crawl. Nay and Ted steFFed out, their silhouettes 
Eagged against the mist.

LDou’re Flaying a dangerous game, BmmaH6 Ted shouted, his joice 
cracking the silence of the street. LDou think that po‘ makes you safeF 
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Dou think some city lawyer can Frotect you in these woodsF —t Eust 
makes you a liapility, BmmaH ?ije it to us, and we can all go pack to 
the way things wereH6

Ted took a steF into her yard, his poots crunching on the grajel. 
Then, the world went silent. The crickets stoFFed. The wind died.

vrom the treeline directly pehind the pookstore, a sound eruFted 
that didn’t pelong in the modern world. —t was a sharF, hollow woop, 
followed py a metallic clackzthe sound of two massije rijer stones 
peing struck together with imFossiple force.

The 1illons fro”e. M second woop echoed, closer this time, and then 
the thrumming in the air intensibed until the windows of the pook-
store pegan to chatter in their frames. M shadow mojed at the edge 
of the lanternsza silhouette too tall to pe a man, standing Ferfectly 
still against the charred redwoods. —t was a mountain of muscle and 
ancient intent.

L2ncle Ted...6 Nay whisFered, his joice trempling with a Frimal 
terror. L2ncle Ted, he’s here. The Pld qan is here. Oe’s guarding her. 
7et’s go. HowH6

They didn’t wait for another sound. They scrampled pack into the 
truck, tires screaming on the Fajement as they Wed into the fog. Bmma 
stayed on the Forch, her heart hammering, watching the shadow until 
it dissoljed pack into the dark. She knew who was truly Frotecting her 
now.

The !onltored mavv

The Fhone rang the ne‘t afternoon. Bmma reached for the receijer 
with a steady hand, her mind racing. She and Cacop knew their calls 
were monitored py the Frison and sFoke with caution.
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LDou haje a collect call from an inmate at volsom State Yrison,6 
the automated joice droned. LThis call is supEect to monitoring and 
recording.6

LCacopF6 Bmma said, her joice calm, FroEecting a strength she only 
half-felt.

LBmmaF — heard the weather was turning pack home,6 Cacop said. 
Ois joice was thick with unsFoken Juestions. Oe was asking if she was 
alije.

L—t’s peen a pit stormy,6 Bmma reFlied, choosing her words like she 
was najigating a minebeld. L8ut —’je had some helF clearing the Fath. 
M friend of Mri’s was py the shoF yesterday. Oe’s headed south to look 
into some... old injentory we found in the pasement.6

L—njentoryF6 Cacop’s joice was sharF. Oe understood the supte‘t 
immediately. The ejidence was mojing. LBmma, pe careful with that. 
Some things are petter left on the shelf where it’s safe.6

L— know,6 she said, her eyes b‘ed on the emFty sFot on the Woor 
where the po‘ had peen. L8ut the Flan is in motion, Cacop. 1o you 
rememper the story we used to read apout the fo‘ and the houndsF 
Oow the fo‘ didn’t Eust runzhe doupled pack to lead the Fack away 
from the denF6

There was a long Fause. She could almost hear him Frocessing the 
codez

L— rememper,6 Cacop whisFered. LCust make sure the fo‘ knows the 
terrain.6

LOe does. The foundation is solid. 1o you understandF The foun-
dation is solid.6

L— understand, Bmma. —’m holding on. —’m holding on to the 
thought of the music.6

L?ood. — loje you.6
L— loje you too,6 he said. The line clicked shut.
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Bmma stood in the silence of the pookstore. She had told him 
enough to gije him hoFe, put not enough to gije the listeners a 
roadmaF. The chess Fieces were mojing. Silas was in the wind, the 
1illons were terribed of the mountain, and  Bmma OarFer wasn’t Eust 
holding a pook. She was holding a win.



Who'll Stop the Rain 

The Sky Breaks

T he rain didn’t start with a drizzle; it started with a violent, 
percussive roar that made the roof of Silver Braid Books groan 

under the weight. It was a cold, northern rain, the kind that turned the 
red dust of the ridge into a thick, arterial sludge and made the towering 
redwoods look like jagged obsidian teeth against a charcoal sky. By 4:00 
PM, the visibility had dropped to less than twenty feet. The world had 
dissolved into a monochromatic blur of grey and black.

The two Ere crewmen in Fmma’s yard had retreated to the cab 
of their truck, their wipers slapping a rhythmic, frantic beat against 
the windshield. xrom her window, their silhouettes looked like ghosts 
trapped in a glass boC, blurred by the sheets of water cascading from 
the eaves. The forest beyond them seemed to be advancing, the trees 
leaning in closer as if to watch the small human drama unfolding in 
the valley.
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Inside, the bookstore felt smaller, more intimate, and more like a 
bunker than ever before. The usual smell of old parchment and Joor 
waC was being overtaken by the sharp, ozone scent of the storm and the 
faint, metallic tang of the heating vents working overtime. Fmma sat 
at the mahogany counter, the green—shaded banker’s lamp throwing 
a pool of emerald light over the legal pads she was using to track the 
timeline. She felt like a lighthouse keeper watching a hurricane roll in, 
knowing the glass was thick but the foundation was old.

She thought of 8acob. In xolsom, the rain would be hitting the 
concrete yards, turning the air gray and heavy. Oe would be sitting in 
his cell, perhaps listening to the same storm, aware that three counties 
away, his wife was Enally tearing down the walls that had held him 
for decades. She looked at the sign above the door, the hand—carved 
wood that read Silver Braid Books. It had been her anchor, the place 
where she kept their shared soul alive while he was behind bars. The 
wood was seasoned, weathered by nearly three decades of xernwood 
winters, yet it remained unbroken'much like the man it was meant 
to welcome home.

The Sacramento Gambit

xour hundred miles to the south, the weather was no better. Silas 
Thorne navigated the silver sedan through the snarling traLc of I—"0, 
the wipers barely keeping up with the deluge. Oe didnGt look like a 
man carrying the eCplosive secrets of a twenty—eight year—old murder 
and a multi—million dollar racketeering operation. Oe looked like any 
other contractor in a canvas coat, but his eyes never stopped mov—
ing'checking the rearview, checking the eCits, checking the shadows 
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under the overpasses. Oe knew the 1illons had eyes in many places, 
and the road to Sacramento was a long one.

Oe reached the Ralifornia 1epartment of 8ustice building in Sacra—
mento just as the streetlights began to Jicker on, casting long, oily 
reJections on the pavement. Oe didnGt go through the front doors. 
Oe pulled into a pre—arranged spot in the underground garage, where 
a woman in a sharp navy suit was waiting by the elevators.

7Thorne,7 she said, her voice echoing in the concrete cavern. 7Hri 
said you were coming. Dou’re late.7

7The Nidge didnGt want to let me go, Sarah,7 Silas replied, his voice 
a low rumble. Oe patted the rucksack. 7I have the ledger. I have the 
trail—cam footage. I have the testimony of a woman who has survived 
thirty years of the 1illonsG shadow. Hre the HW’s people ready97

7They’re in the conference room on four. They’ve been briefed on 
the NIRY angle.7

Hs they stepped into the elevator, Silas felt the weight of the ruck—
sack. It wasnGt just paper and plastic; it was the stolen years of a mar—
riage. Oe knew that the moment these documents hit the table, the 
7rain7 would start falling on Nay 1illon, and it wouldnGt stop until his 
empire was washed away.

The Prophet’s Final Warning

Back in xernwood, the bell over the door of Silver Braid Books didnGt 
chime; it was drowned out by a crack of thunder that shook the Joor—
boards. Fmma looked up to see a dark, dripping silhouette standing in 
the entryway.

Sheri2 Hrthur 1wyer didnGt wait for an invitation. Oe shook his 
hat out, spraying water across the hardwood Joor, and walked toward 
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the counter with a slow, deliberate pace that set Fmma’s teeth on edge. 
Oe looked eChausted. The lines around his eyes were deeper, and his 
uniform seemed to hang heavy on his frame, soaked through by the 
storm.

7H hell of a night to be open, Fmma,7 1wyer said. Oe leaned against 
the counter, his hands resting near his belt, but not on his weapon. It 
was a posture of feigned casualty, the look of a man trying to convince 
himself he was still in control of a world that was rapidly dissolving.

7People read more when it rains, Sheri2,7 Fmma replied, her hand 
slipping beneath the counter to the silent alarm button. 7”hat brings 
you out in this9 IGd imagine the roads are a mess.7

1wyer looked around the shop, his eyes lingering on the oLce 
door where the 7Fvidence Rage7 had lived. 7The 1illons are agitated, 
Fmma. Ted called me three times tonight. Oe says someone stole some 
property from his land. Says he thinks it might have ended up here.7

Fmma felt a cold spike of adrenaline. 7I’m a bookseller, Sheri2. If 
Nay lost something, he should check the ridge. I hear things get lost 
up there all the time. Sometimes for thirty years.7

1wyer didnGt snap back. Instead, he sighed'a long, weary sound 
that seemed to drain the last of the authority from his shoulders. Oe 
looked at Fmma, and for a Jeeting second, the mask of the corrupt 
lawman slipped. She saw the young deputy he had been back in the 
nineties, the one who had shared co2ee with her father.

71onGt do this, Fmma,7 he said, his voice dropping into a register 
of genuine concern that caught her o2 guard. 7I’ve known you since 
you were a girl in pigtails. I know you’ve got that boC. I know you’re 
trying to use it to leverage the parole hearing for 8acob. But you have 
to understand... this isnGt just about the 1illons. There are people in 
this county, powerful people, who need that boC to stay buried. Dou 
turn that over to me, and I can make sure the hearing goes smoothly. 
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I can get 8acob a favorable recommendation. Oe could be home for 
Rhristmas.7

7Oome for Rhristmas97 Fmma’s voice was sharp, cutting through 
the sound of the rain. 7Hs a paroled murderer9 Oe doesnGt want your 
Grecommendation,G 1wyer. Oe wants the truth. Oe wants his life back. 
Hnd he’s not getting it from a man who helped steal it.7

1wyer winced. Oe looked at the Joorboards, his hand trembling 
slightly as he adjusted his belt. Oe seemed to be weighing the thirty 
years of lies against the woman standing in front of him. xor a mo—
ment, she thought he might actually reach for his cu2s'not for her, 
but for himself. Oe looked around the shop, at the shelves of history 
and the records of lives lived, and he looked profoundly, utterly tired.

7The truth is a luCury we never had in this town, Fmma,7 he 
whispered. 7If you push them into a corner... if you take away their 
history... they’ll burn this whole valley down just to see you in the 
ashes. Wive me the boC. Aot for Ted. xor your own life.7

7I canGt do that, Sheri2,7 Fmma said, her heart hammering against 
her ribs.

7”hy not9 Wive me one reason to believe you can survive them.7
7Because it isnGt here,7 she said with a nod. 7It’s in Sacramento. By 

tomorrow morning, the Httorney Weneral will have everything. The 
bribes, the timber theft, the murder of the surveyor in GD4. Fverything 
youGve helped them hide. Dour name is on the Erst page of the indict—
ment, Hrthur.7

The color drained from 1wyer’s face, leaving him a sickly, ashen 
gray. Oe didnGt erupt in anger. Oe didnGt threaten her. Oe simply 
stared at her, a Jicker of something'regret, perhaps, or the cold 
realization of a man who had Enally run out of road'crossing his eyes. 
Oe looked at the window, at the rain—slicked street, and then back at 
Fmma.
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7Then Wod help us all,7 he said softly. Oe didnGt look like a Sheri2 
anymore; he looked like a man who had just seen his own ghost. Oe 
turned without another word and walked back out into the storm, his 
shoulders hunched against the rain as if he were trying to disappear 
before the sky fell on him.

The Siege of Silver Braid

Fmma watched his patrol car Eshtail as he sped toward the 1illon 
compound.  She knew the clock had just accelerated. By telling 1wyer 
the truth, she had forced the 1illons’ hand. They had only hours now 
before the state moved in, and they were most dangerous when they 
were desperate.

She moved to the back of the shop, her crutch clicking rhythmically 
on the wood. She checked the locks, then moved to the oLce. She 
grabbed the heavy wool blanket and her father’s old 6E—gauge shotgun 
from the hidden compartment behind the history books. She didnGt 
want to use it'she hated the weight of it, the cold, oily scent of the 
barrel'but she knew Silas was right. She was the bait, and the wolves 
were hungry.

She sat in the dark of the shop, the only light coming from the 
streetlamps outside, casting long, distorted shadows across the book 
spines. NeC lay at her feet, his head up, his ears twitching at every 
crack of thunder. Oe sensed the shift in the air, the way the forest was 
pressing against the glass.

Hround midnight, the rain shifted again. It became a mist so thick 
it felt like breathing water. Hnd then, the sound began.

It  wasnGt  a  truck.  It  wasnGt  a  siren.  It  was  a  low,  rhythmic 
thud-thud-thud that seemed to come from the ground itself. It was the 
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sound of something massive moving through the woods behind Silver 
Braid Books.

Fmma gripped the shotgun, her knuckles white. She thought of 
the trail—cam photos. She thought of the 7Yld Man7 her husband had 
written about. ”as it the 1illons coming to Enish what they started9 
Yr was it the Nidge itself coming to claim its due9

H shadow fell across the front window'a silhouette that blocked 
out the streetlamp entirely. It was too broad to be Nay 1illon, too 
massive to be any man in xernwood. It was a presence, a weight of 
history and wildness that made the air in the shop vibrate. Then, the 
front door rattled. Aot a knock, but a heavy, curious pressure against 
the wood, as if something was measuring the strength of the lock'not 
with malice, but with a terrifying, ancient curiosity.

The Sacramento War Room

In Sacramento, the atmosphere was electric. Silas was standing over 
a map of xernwood Rounty, his face illuminated by the harsh Juo—
rescent lights of the conference room. Three Hssistant HWs and two 
State Police captains were with him, their faces grim as they reviewed 
the contents of the rucksack. The ledger had been a 7smoking gun7'a 
detailed record of every oLcial the 1illons had paid o2 for thirty years, 
including 1wyer.

7”e have enough for the warrants,7 the lead prosecutor said, 
stamping a stack of papers with a Enality that sounded like a gunshot. 
7”eGre charging Nay 1illon, Ted 1illon, and Sheri2 Hrthur 1wyer 
with racketeering, conspiracy to commit murder, and witness intim—
idation. The tactical units are mobilizing. ”e hit them at dawn.7

Silas checked his watch. 71awn is siC hours away. That’s too long.7
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7”e need the light, Thorne. The Nidge is treacherous, and we have 
to ensure no one slips away through the timber lines.7

7It will be dawn when we get there,7 Silas growled, his voice a low, 
dangerous rumble. Oe grabbed his keys from the table. 7I’m heading 
back. If your teams arenGt there when I arrive, I’m going in alone. That 
woman has waited thirty years for justice; I’m not letting her die the 
night before she gets it because youGre worried about the lighting.7

The Monitored Call

In the dark of the bookstore, the phone rang. Fmma lunged for it, her 
heart in her throat, the shotgun sliding to the Joor with a dull thud.

FDou have a collect call from an inmate at xolsom State Prison. 
8acob Oarper. This call is being monitored.G

F8acob9G
FFmma9 Something is happening here. They’ve locked down the 

wing. Some of the guards... they’re acting strange.G
F8acob, listen to me,G Fmma said, her voice a Eerce, low command 

that brooked no argument. FThe plan is working. ItGs moving. 1o you 
hear me9 The people who kept you there are being eCposed. Dou have 
to stay in your cell. 1onGt go into the yard. 1onGt talk to anyone. 8ust 
stay in the light.G

FI hear you. But Fmma... the rain. I can hear it here, too. It sounds 
like it’s trying to break the windows. It sounds like the whole world is 
coming down.G

FIt’s just a storm, 8acob. It’s the storm that’s going to wash us clean. 
I’m coming to get you. I’m bringing you home to Silver Braid Books. 
”eGre going to put on that 8ames Taylor record and weGre going to sit 
in the front window until the sun comes up. 8ust hold on.G
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FI’ll hold on,G he whispered, his voice cracking with a sudden, 
desperate hope. FI love you, Fmma.G

The line went dead with a Enal, metallic click. Fmma stood in the 
silence, the shotgun back in her hands. Yutside, the shadow moved 
away from the door and toward the treeline, disappearing into the 
mist. The rain continued to fall, a relentless deluge that no one in xer—
nwood could stop, washing away the ash of thirty years and preparing 
the soil for whatever came at dawn.



Bridge Over Troubled 
Water

The Anatomy of a Siege

T he rain hammered against the village of Fernwood with the 
rhythmic violence of a drum, a relentless concussive force that 

seemed determined to wash the town oR the face of the .idgeI Snside 
Bilver kraid koops, the air was thicp with the comforting, dusty scent 
of old —a—erbthe smell of thousands of stories waiting to Ee toldI 

-mma sat in a high’Eacped chair in the history section, waiting for 
a call from Bilas Thorne, her —hone clutched in her hand until her 
Dngers went numEI Bhe was waiting for the word that the evidence 
heAd carried out of the woodsbthe ledgers, the trucp logs, and the cold, 
hard —roof of thirty years of racpeteeringbhad Dnally reached a desp 
in Bacramento that wasnAt stained Ey Pillon moneyI
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Bhe and .e” were alerted to a sound, and a terrifying change in the 
atmos—hereI  The Pillons had hitI  Lnd as they always did, they were 
—laying with DreI 

The room was no longer cool and dam—I St was warmbunnerving’
ly soI L soft, orange glow jicpered against the s—ines of the local his’
tory Eoops, dancing lipe malevolent s—irits across the gold’emEossed 
titlesI 

;.e”,W she whis—ered, her voice a dry ras— in the thicpening airI
The dog was already u—right, his hacples a Jagged ridge of fur along 

his s—ineI Me wasnAt looping at the front door2 he was looping at the 
joorEoards near the entranceI !is—s of grey’white smope were curling 
u— through the ga—s in the wood -mma had laid with such meticulous 
careI Bhe rememEered the Elistered hands sheAd had that summer, the 
way she had hammered each nail while imagining CacoE walping across 
these very EoardsI Oow, those Eoards were Ereathing heat, the varnish 
Eeginning to EuEEle and —o— lipe Elisters on spinI

The Sacramento Dispatch

Cust a few miles south, Bilas Thorne listened to his q’way radioI    Me 
was getting closer Eut wasnAt there yetY 

;The tactical teams are entering the valley in Elacped’out units,W the 
Btate Nolice 5a—tain re—ortedI ;Oo sirens, no lightsI TheyAre using the 
old logging s—urs to Ey—ass the main road sensorsI The Pillons have 
scanners, Eut weAre o—erating on encry—ted frezuencies they havenAt 
cracped in twenty yearsIW

Bilas felt a Eead of sweat roll down his necpI ;They canAt pnow 
youAre comingI Sf they get a whiR of Btate Nolice Eefore youAre in the 
yard, theyAll pill -mma Just to satisfy their own EloodlustI They thinp 
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they own the law in FernwoodI Het them pee— thinping that for Dve 
more minutesI Their arrogance is the only thing we have on our sideIW

;!eAre synchroniGed, ThorneI The units will converge on the 
Eoopstore simultaneouslyI kut weAve got chatter on the local BheriRAs 
EandI Pwyer is calling in ?volunteers ?for a huntI MeAs claiming there 
is something in the woods setting DresI   That this ?somethingA is active 
and dangerousIW

Bilas gri——ed the edge of the taEle so hard his pnucples turned whiteI 
;MeAs setting u— a sca—egoatI MeAs going to Eurn the town and Elame 
something that doesnAt e”istI MeAs clearing the decp for a fresh start, 
trying to Eury the —ast in ashI 7ove faster, 5a—tainI Sf that store lights 
u—, the witness Eecomes the ne”t victimIW

The Breath of the Furnace

kacp at the Eoopstore, the heat was Eecoming a living entityI The Dre 
had found the crawls—ace, and the very foundation of -mmaAs Eridge 
was Eeing eaten away from Eeneath herI Bhe could hear the timEer 
shrieping, the sound of ancient redwood resisting the james until the 
very last secondI

;The Eacp entrance, .e”,W she choped out, —ulling the hem of her 
shirt over her nose to Dlter the soot that was Eeginning to snow down 
from the ceilingI

Bhe looped at the —oetry section, the shelves she had curated for 
decadesI These were the Eoops that had pe—t her sane through the 
long, lonely wintersI The s—ines were already curling, the —ages turn’
ing Erown and ErittleI Bhe saw a co—y of !hitman sheAd read to CacoE 
through the glass of a —rison —artition2 the cover was EuEEling, the 
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inp running lipe Elacp tearsI St felt lipe watching her own memories 
dissolve in a Elast furnaceI

The glass in the front windows Dnally shattered, the —ressure of 
the heat e”—loding inward with a sound lipe a freight trainI L tongue 
of orange jame licped across the ceiling, catching the dry, seasoned 
raftersI Ls she reached the mudroom, the Eacp door didnAt o—enbit 
e”—loded inwardI St was .ay Pillon, his face oEscured Ey a wet Ean’
dana, a heavy crowEar in one handI Me looped calm, —ossessed Ey a 
terrifying, smug certainty that he was the —rotagonist of this tragedyI

;8et out, -mmaYW .ay shouted, his voice muUed Ey the clothI 
;8et out Eefore he Dnishes the JoEYW

-mma leveled her shotgun, the Earrel glinting in the DrelightI 
;!here is the BheriR, .ayV !here is your ErotherVW

;!e didnAt do thisYW .ay yelled, his voice cracping with a manic 
sincerity that made her spin crawlI ;StAs himY The 1ld 7anY MeAs 
Dnally come down from the ridge to Eurn the villageY MeAs Eeen the 
curse on this town for thirty yearsIII MeAs a monster, -mmaY L wild 
animalYW

-mma felt a surge of cold disEeliefI ;The fuel was never stolen Ey a 
Eeast, .ayI ‘ou sold it on the side for thirty yearsI S pnow what was in 
those ledgersIW

.ayAs eyes went coldI The masp of concern sli——edI ;Those ledgers 
are going to Ee ash in Dve minutesI Lnd so are you if you donAt moveIW

-mma —ulled the —in on her Dre e”tinguisher and unleashed a 
white, —ressuriGed cloud into TedAs faceI Ls he stumEled, coughing 
and Elinded, she used the Eutt of the shotgun to shove him out the 
door, lea—ing into the mud’slicped yard Just as the roof of the mud’
room colla—sed in a roaring shower of s—arpsI
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The Confrontation

-mma stumEled onto the gravel lot Eehind the store, the rain doing 
little to cool the Elistering heat at her EacpI Bilver kraid koops was now 
a silhouette of orange and Elacp, a speletal frame Eeing consumed Ey 
an insatiaEle hungerI -very cracple of the timEer sounded lipe a Eone 
Ereaping, a —hysical manifestation of her thirty’year struggle turning 
to sootI

Btanding there, framed Ey the headlights of a —arped Ford F’469, 
were Ted Pillon and BheriR PwyerI Ted was holding a high’—owered 
hunting rije, looping rela”ed, as if he were watching a controlled Eurn 
on his own timEer landI BheriR Pwyer stood Eeside him, his uniform 
dam—, his Eadge catching the jicpering orange light lipe a —redatory 
eyeI

;StAs a tragedy, -mma,W Pwyer said, his voice a low, —racticed 
Earitone of feigned concernI ;The Eeast Dnally sna——edI !eAve Eeen 
tracping his saEotage at the mill for yearsIII !e Just didnAt thinp heAd 
target the villageI MeAs a threat to the —uElic safety nowIW

;‘ou set this Dre, Pwyer,W -mma said, her voice shaping with a 
rage that Eurned hotter than the EuildingI ;‘ou and the PillonsI To 
hide whatAs in those ledgersI ‘ou thinp if the store is gone, the truth 
is goneV Bilas Thorne is already in BacramentoI Me has the EoopsI Me 
has everythingIW

PwyerAs e”—ression didnAt change, Eut his Jaw tightenedI Me looped 
toward the darp treeline with a —redatory focusI ;SAve got a crew of 
twenty men out there right nowbde—uties and mill EoysI TheyAve got 
the hounds on himI ky the time the sun is u—, weAll have that monster 
handledI StAs for the good of the county, -mmaIW

The horror of it hit her with more force than the heatI Pwyer 
wasnAt Just a witness2 he was the architect of the Dnal lieI They were 
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turning kigfoot into the ultimate sca—egoat for three decades of their 
own corru—tionI

;Me didnAt do thisYW -mma screamed over the roar of the DreI ;‘ou 
pnow he didnAtY Me saved my life while you were trying to end itYW

;The evidence says otherwise,W Pwyer said coldly, resting a hand on 
his holsterI ;Lnd dead monsters donAt testify in courtIW

The Tactical Surge

The  Pillons  and  Pwyer  were  so  focused  on  their  victorybon 
the falling emEers of -mmaAs life and the im—ending hunt in the 
woodsbthat they didnAt hear the enginesI The Btate Nolice units ar’
rived with a surgical, silent —recision that the local law didnAt even 
pnow e”istedI

Buddenly, the Elacpness of the rainy street was oEliteratedI
The Elacped’out BGHs tore into the lot from three diRerent direc’

tions, their high’intensity H-P Ears eru—ting into a Elinding wall of 
stroEe lightsbred, Elue, and whiteI The suddenness of it was concus’
siveI The high’—itched, warEling scream of multi—le sirens picped in 
simultaneously, a wall of sound that drowned out the roar of the DreI

;BTLT- N1HS5-Y P.1N TM- !-LN1OBY P.1N TM-7 
O1!YW

The command came over a louds—eaper, Eooming and distorted Ey 
the rainI Ted Pillon s—un around, his rije half’raised, his face a masp 
of —ure, unadulterated shocpI These werenAt his friends from the millI

;PwyerYW Ted yelled, his voice a —anicped shriepI ;!ho are these 
—eo—leV Bto— themYW
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kut BheriR Pwyer was already dro——ing his handsI Me saw the tac’
tical rijes leveled at his chestI Me saw thirty years of —ower eva—orate 
in a single stroEe’light jashI

;Ted, dro— itYW Pwyer hissed, his voice tremElingI ;StAs overY For 
8odAs sape, dro— itYW

Ted froGen, his eyes darting from the Eurning Eoopstore to the wall 
of light closing in on himI Me didnAt dro— the gun until three red laser 
dots centered on his chestI Me slum—ed to his pnees in the red mud, 
the rije clattering onto the gravelI

The Call from the Warden

ky 6J99 L7, the Dre was a smoldering, speletal hea— of Elacp timEer 
and cooling ashI The rain had slowed to a miseraEle driGGle, and the 
village felt hollow, as if the air had Eeen sucped out of itI .ay and Ted 
Pillon were Eeing loaded into se—arate trans—ort vans, their faces —ale 
and unreadaEle in the morning lightI BheriR Pwyer sat in the Eacp of 
a Btate Nolice cruiser, his Eadge stri——ed from his chestI

-mma sat on the Eum—er of a Dre trucp, wra——ed in a heavy shocp 
ElanpetI L Btate Troo—er a——roached, holding a satellite —honeI ;7rsI 
Mar—erV This is for youI L !arden from FolsomIW

-mma graEEed the —hone with tremEling, soot’stained DngersI 
;CacoEVW

;-mmaV Ss that youVW CacoEAs voice was clear, Eut viErating with 
a frantic, animal confusionI ;The guardsIII they came to my cell an 
hour agoI They didnAt e”—lain anythingI They Just said there was 
?unforeseen evidenceA and that my status had changedI -mma, whatAs 
ha——eningVW
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-mma looped at the ruins of her Eoopstore, the smope rising into 
the cold morning airI ;StAs over, CacoEI The truth is outI They canAt 
hold you anymoreI The Pillons are in handcuRs, CacoEI ‘ouAre coming 
homeI Po you hear meV ‘ouAre coming homeIW

;S have to go,W CacoE said, his voice Ereaping into a soE that tore 
through the —honeI ;TheyAre moving me to a trans—ort van nowI 
-mmaIII S love youI S never sto——ed EelievingIW

;S love you, CacoEYW

The Bridge Rebuilt

The line went deadI -mma stood in the rain, the receiver clutched 
to her chest as if it were a talismanI Bhe had lost the Eoopstorebthe 
—hysical Eridge she had Euilt for thirty yearsbEut she had saved the 
man she lovedI

-mma looped at the darp treeline one last time as the sun Eegan 
to Eleed a —ale, watery grey over the ridgeI There was no sign of the 
1ld 7anI Oo amEer eyes watching from the fernsI The lynch moE 
had dissi—ated, the ;volunteers; sli——ing Eacp into the shadows of the 
village the moment the Btate Nolice sirens had cut through the airI 
The monster they had hunted was gone, and the monsters they had 
followed were in Gi—’tiesI

The smell of wet ash was overwhelming, Eut Eeneath it, the shar—, 
clean scent of the redwoods was returning, carried on a land EreeGeI

Bilas Thorne wouldnAt arrive for hours, Eut the worp in the valley 
was doneI The ;Bilver kraid koops; sign was a charred husp in the 
mud, Eut the real Eraidbthe one made of memory, truth, and thirty 
years of stuEEorn, unyielding lovebwas Dnally wholeI
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-mma looped down at her handsI They were Elacp with soot, her 
Dngernails rimmed with the grime of the ridge and the residue of the 
DreI Bhe looped lipe a woman who had Eeen through a warI 

Bhe stood u—, her anple screaming, Eut she didnAt careI The —ain 
was Just another rhythm now, lipe the heartEeat of the forestI

;5ome on, .e”,W she whis—ered, her voice steadyingI 
Bhe turned away from the smoldering ruins and Eegan the slow, 

lim—ing walp toward the Eacp of the —ro—erty, her eyes D”ed on the 
horiGon where the long, winding road from the valley joor Eegan its 
climE toward her doorI Bhe wasnAt Just holding a line anymore2 she was 
re’weaving the worldI



The Long and 
Winding Road

The Echo of the Siege

T he morning broke over Fernwood with a clarity that felt almost 
clinical. The heavy, su—ocating fog that had clung to the ridges 

like a wet shroud for the last weekDa fog that had felt like the ’illonsI 
own hand around the townIs throatDhad pnally been scrubbed away 
by the tail end of the storm. :n its Alace was an air so sharA it felt like 
breathing crushed diamondsS cold, thin, and tasting of Aine resin and 
wet earth.

Bt Milver Eraid Eooks, the Ahysical scars of the pnal confrontation 
were already being tended to. B local carAenter named CillerDa man 
who had bought his childrenIs prst schoolbooks from Rmma years 
ago, and who had habitually crossed the street to avoid her for two 
decadesDwas already at work on the Aorch. The rhythmic snick-snick 
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of his hand saw and the occasional sharA, Aercussive raA of a hammer 
Arovided a steady heartbeat for the morning. Pe was reAlacing the 
charred Alanks where the ’illonsI gasoline had bitten into the centuj
ryjold redwood.

Ciller worked in a somber, reAentant silence. Pe had arrived at 
dawn without a word, his truck loaded with Aremium lumber. Pe 
refused the co—ee Rmma o—ered, his eyes focused entirely on the grain 
of the wood. :t was a silent aAology, the only kind a man in a town like 
Fernwood knew how to give. Rmma watched him from the window, 
reali;ing that the town wasnIt Wust reAairing her Aorch“ it was attemAtj
ing to reAair its own soul.

:nside, the shoA smelled of fresh cedar shavings, woodsmoke, and 
the faint, lingering acridity of pre suAAressant. Rmma sat at the maj
hogany counter, watching the sawdust dance in the long shafts of 
sunlight. Mhe found herself staring at the sAot on the ?oor where Hay 
’illon had stoodDthe man who had been the architect of her misery. 
:t was strange how small he had looked when the Mtate 1olice pnally 
clicked the cu—s shut. ”ithout his emAire of timber, without the 
shadow of the Hidge to hide in, he was Wust a hollowedjout man with 
shaking hands and a soul made of rot.

The Courthouse Call

The silence of the shoA was shattered by the sharA, insistent trill of 
RmmaIs Ahone. :t wasnIt the ?at, digital tone of a Arison collect call. 
:t was Milas ThorneIs direct line.

Mhe answered on the prst ring, her heart hammering against her ribs 
with such violence she thought it might bruise. LMilas4x
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LRmma.x Pis voice was thick, vibrating with an eVhaustion that 
couldnIt hide a Wagged edge of triumAh. L:Im standing in the hallway 
outside ’eAartment 39 in Macramento. Bri 2evinson is neVt to me. ”e 
Wust walked out of the ‘udgeIs chambers.x

Rmma griAAed the edge of the mahogany counter so hard the wood 
groaned. LTell me. 1lease.x

L‘udge Cartha 5ance didnIt Wust review the ple, Rmma. Mhe tore 
into the Arosecution for forty minutes. : wish you could have heard it. 
Mhe looked at the restored 3qq- plm, she looked at the hidden ledger, 
and then she looked the ’istrict Bttorney in the eye and told him his 
o6ce had overseen a 7monumental miscarriage of Wustice.I Mhe didnIt 
Wust vacate the sentence“ she obliterated the foundation of it.x

Milas took a shaky breath. :n the background, Rmma could hear the 
bustling echoes of the courthouseDthe clicking of heels on marble, 
the sound of a world that was pnally moving in the right direction.

L: have the signed order in my hand, Rmma. :Im going to read you 
the pnal line of the rulingS ‘Finding that the original 1998 conviction 
was fatally compromised by systemic corruption and the active suppres-
sion of exculpatory evidence, this court hereby vacates the judgment. Jacob 
Harper is exonerated of all charges, effective immediately.’L

Rmma closed her eyes, a single, hot tear carving a Aath through 
the soot still etched in the lines of her face. Exonerated. Oot Aaroled. 
Oot released on a technicality or Ltime served.x The law had pnally 
sAoken his name with the truth attached to it. The 3qqD frame had 
been dismantled, Aiece by crooked Aiece.

LPeIs a free man, Rmma,x Milas whisAered. LBri is pnali;ing the 
discharge AaAers right now. ”e arenIt letting him take a bus or a 
transAort van. Bri and : are going to Aick him uA at the gates ourselves. 
”eIre going to drive him home. ”eIll be at the bookstore by sunset.x
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The Ritual of Preparation

Bfter the call ended, Rmma didnIt Wust wait“ she moved with a frantic, 
focused energy. Mhe began to clean the living Euarters behind the shoA, 
scrubbing away the layers of dust that felt like they had accumulated 
over a lifetime rather than a few days.

Mhe found herself standing in front of the small closet in the bedj
room, looking at the clothes she had keAt in vacuumjsealed bags, a 
desAerate Areservation of the man he used to be. B ?annel shirt. B 
Aair of sturdy denim Weans. B leather Wacket that still smelled faintly of 
the Oorth Face Aines and the chemical tang of his old darkroom. Mhe 
reali;ed with a Wolt of grief that they would be too big for him now. 
The man coming home wasnIt the broadjshouldered woodsman she 
knew“ he was a man whittled down by twentyjeight years of Arison 
starch and concrete yards. Eut she laid them out on the bed anyway. 
They were a AromiseDa new skin for the life they were about to start.

Mhe went to the kitchen and began to cook. :t was a sensory reclaj
mation. Mhe made a Aot of stew, the scent of rosemary and garlic 
pghting back the ghost of the pre. Mhe reali;ed she was cooking for 
a man whose Aalate had been deadened by nearly three decades of 
institutional trays. Mhe wondered if the richness of real food would 
shock him, or if it would be the thing that pnally anchored him back 
to the earth.

The Scarred Ridge

Ey midday, Rmma couldnIt be inside anymore. The walls, even the 
ones ‘acob had built, felt like they were leaning in, whisAering about 
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the years they had witnessed in his absence. Mhe needed the air. Mhe 
needed to look the Hidge in the eye and tell it that the war was over.

Mhe drove her old truck uA toward the trailhead of the Oorth 
Face. HeV sat tall in the Aassenger seat, his nose taking in the comj
AleV scent Arople of a forest in recovery. ”hen she reached the pnal 
turno—, she found the Aath blocked. B heavy yellow steel gate had 
been swung shut, Aadlocked and adorned with a bright orange signS 
TRAIL CLOSED – FIRE CLEANUP IN PROGRESS.

Eeyond the gate, the world looked like a charcoal drawing. The 
recent bla;es, stoked by the ’illonsI desAeration, had sweAt through 
the underbrush with a hungry ferocity. Rmma steAAed out of the 
truck, leaning lightly on a single cane. Per ankle was better, the sharA, 
stabbing Aain of the night on the ridge reduced to a manageable ache, 
but she knew the days of sArinting through the redwoods were over.

Mhe stood at the gate, looking into the canoAy. The giant redwoods 
stood like sootjstained Aillars of a ruined cathedral. Their thick, pj
brous barkDthe Sequoia sempervirens’ ancient armorDhad Arotected 
their hearts from the heat.

The forest had changed so much since. :t occurred to her that the 
forest didnIt care about legal timelines or human Wustice. :t simAly 
endured. :t was a silent witness to everything, including the truth that 
had nearly stayed buried forever.

The Long and Winding Road

Rmma drove back down toward the village as the sun began its slow, 
heavy descent toward the 1acipc. The sky turned a bruised AurAle, the 
light catching the smoke that still drifted from the deeAer valleys.
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Mhe entered the shoA and walked straight to her fatherIs antiEue 
turntable. This was the moment she had rehearsed in her mind for 
twentyjeight years. Per pngers trembled as she ?iAAed through the 
vinyl. Mhe byAassed the ‘ames TaylorDshe had seen enough pre and 
rain to last a lifetime. :nstead, she Aulled out a worn coAy of the 
EeatlesI Let It Be. Mhe lowered the needle, and the gentle, rhythmic 
crackle of the record plled the shoA.

Then came the AianoDsomber, steady, and reaching. “The Long 
and Winding Road.”

The song was a slow, deliberate climb. :t sAoke of the Aaths that are 
left behind, the ones that lead back through the wind and the rain to a 
door that had never been truly closed. Rmma stood in the center of the 
shoA, her hands clasAed together. The music seemed to soak into the 
wood, plling the cracks and crevices of the building. :t was the LMilver 
Eraidx in auditory formDthe weaving of the Aast into the Aresent.

The Homecoming

Yutside, headlights sweAt across the front window, illuminating the 
dust motes like slowjmoving stars. HeV stood at the door, his tail 
beginning a slow, rhythmic wagDnot a frantic greeting, but a deeA, 
soulful recognition.

Rmma stood by the counter, her breath catching in her throat. The 
door oAened, and the cold evening air rushed in, carrying the scent of 
winter Aine. Milas and Bri steAAed in prst, looking weary but wearing 
identical eVAressions of hardjwon Aeace.

Bnd then, ‘acob steAAed over the threshold.
Pe stoAAed Wust inside the door, his boots hitting the new redwood 

Alanks Ciller had Wust pnished. Pe stood blinking at the warm, amber 
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light of the bookstore as if the brightness were a Ahysical weight. Pe 
looked at the shelves he had built with his own hands, his eyes tracing 
the grain. Pe looked at the turntable, where the music was currently 
reaching its crescendo, the orchestral swell of the song matching the 
Aressure in RmmaIs chest.

Pe looked older, yes. The silver in his hair was a maA of the twenj
tyjeight years stolen from him. Eut when his eyes pnally met RmmaIs, 
the riverjstone gray was as clear and perce as it had been the day the 
deAuties took him away.

Pe didnIt sAeak at prst. Pe Wust looked at her, his ga;e traveling over 
her face as if he were memori;ing a new edition of a beloved book.

L:Im home, Rm,x he whisAered. Pis voice was a low rasA, a sound 
that had been shaAed by three decades of silence and grit.

Rmma didnIt run to him. Mhe walked, each steA deliberate, until she 
was standing directly in front of him. Mhe reached out and touched his 
cheek, her thumb tracing the line of his Waw. Pe was real.

L: keAt the light on,x she said, her voice breaking.
L: saw it,x he reAlied. LRven when : couldnIt see anything else, : saw 

it.x
The song Alayed on, the pnal notes of the Aiano fading into the 

crackle of the vinyl. Rmma looked Aast ‘acob to the oAen door, watchj
ing the long, winding road disaAAear into the dark of the valley. For 
twentyjeight years, that road had been a symbol of everything they had 
lostDa Aath that only went away. Eut tonight, the road had pnally 
brought the truth home.

Mhe turned back to him, her heart over?owing. L‘acob, : have so 
much to tell you. Mo much has haAAened.x

Pe smiled, a weary but beautiful eVAression that smoothed the lines 
of his face. L”here do we even start4x



MRNHRTM ERORBTP TPR NBOY18 1’F 3-q

Rmma looked toward the dark silhouettes of the Oorth Face. L:Id 
like to begin with the Yld Can,x she said softly. L: think youIre the 
only one who will truly understand.x

Mhe reached out and closed the door, the click of the latch echoing 
like a Aeriod at the end of a very long sentence. Yutside, the forest 
stood silent, the redwoods tall and unmoving, guardians of the secret 
they shared. The pre was out, the rain had Aassed, and for the prst time 
in twentyjeight years, the silence in Fernwood wasnIt a scar. :t was a 
beginning.



A Note From the 
Author

Thank you for journeying through the shadows of Fernwood 
with me.

Writing Secrets Beneath the Canopy was more than a creative ex-
ercise; it was a way to process the weight of a reality that often feels 
stranger than .ctionA us a rdral healthcare a,ministratorI b have spent 
my career navigating complex systemsI jdt my most ,ikcdlt zodrney 
was the ,eca,e-long jattle to jring my hdsjan, home from two life 
sentences for a crime he ,i, not commitA

Your voice matters. bf this story staye, with yodI please consi,er 
taFing a moment to leave a review on uma—onA Tor an in,epen,ent 
adthorI reviews are the lifejloo, of odr worFRthey help other rea,ers 
.n, their way into the forest an, allow Silver Braid Books to con-
tinde telling stories of resilience an, zdsticeA

Step Inside the Canopy. 'he mystery of the Se,woo,s ,oesnEt 
en, on this pageA b invite yod to zoin me at april,eneanthompsonAcom 



CBNSB'C HBOBu'P 'PB NuOYD1 D9T "7"

to step Inside the CanopyA 'hereI b share the 0bnsi,e bnformation0 
jehin, the jooFRthe legal evi,enceI the "7’7s inspirationsI an, the 
rawI trde accodnt of a wife8s .ght against a systemA

b looF forwar, to seeing yod thereA
With gratitd,eI
April Denean Thompson



The Story Continues...

THE LONG SHADOW
(Book Two of the Silver Braid Trilogy)
The truth is a silhouette. It changes depending on where you 

stand.
For twenty-eight years, you’ve seen the forest through Emma’s eyes. 

You’ve felt the damp PaciNc borthwest air and heard the echoes of 
a mystery that refused to stay Buried. —ut every story has a second 
sideka darIer, colder side.

Jn 1995, the clicI of handcujs wasn’t the end of the story. Jt was 
the Beginning of a silence that lasted three decades.

Follow DacoB’s Sourney from the night of the arrest to the long, 
winding road BacI to Fernwood. Ciscover what he saw in the fog, the 
secrets he Iept to protect the ones he loved, and the shadow that has 
followed him ever since.

COMING SOON
Don’t miss the next chapter.



RETAEHR —EbEOH1 H1E TOb9PY PCF 3Vx

—e the Nrst to Inow when the needle drops on DacoB’s story.   7isit 
aprildeneanthompson.com to Soin the Jnner Tircle for e0clusive 
updates, 3V56s playlists, and a looI Behind the curtain of the Silver 
Braid mystery.
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