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The Red Knot 
"The Red Knot is a missing persons flyer stapled straight onto your psyche, where Monique Asher offers a reward for any information leading to the whereabouts of the reader's sanity. Spoiler: There's no getting it back once you finish this gritty, twisty, true-crimey cult cosmic shocker of a novel." —Clay McLeod Chapman, author of  Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

"Fast-paced and full of unsettling and shocking twists, The Red Knot had me holding my breath and audibly gasping at every turn. With a beautifully eerie setting, flawed but relatable characters, and several twists you will definitely not see coming, everyone will be picking up this perfect mix of thriller, mystery, and horror.” —Emma E. Murray, author of Crushing Snails

“A crafty thriller that leaves you questioning if you can ever truly escape your past. Smart and chilling, Asher’s The Red Knot keeps you twisting in the wind to the last page.” —Tanya Pell 

"Dark and twisted, with compelling writing and masterful pacing. A haunting blend of thrilling horror." —Laurel Hightower, author of Crossroads

"A twisty ride set on an isolated island with a dark history of missing girls and a religious cult, The Red Knot is a propulsive page turner that will leave you guessing until the explosive end!" —Marie Still, author of My Darlings 

Don't Eat the Pie

Don’t Eat the Pie is a dark rollercoaster whose twists and turns will leave you breathless, not letting up until the very last page. Asher creates the perfect balance of family drama, occult intrigue, and unrelenting tension in this horror/thriller that is sure to haunt you long after you finish reading. I’m not easily surprised, but this novel had me gasping aloud, as well as squealing with joy, at the delicious twists multiple times. Beside the thrills, Asher’s depiction of the central relationship between mother and daughter pulled at my heartstrings. I know I’ll be gifting this book to all the readers in my life.—Emma E. Murray, author of Crushing Snails

Don’t Eat the Pie is gothic horror at its most deliciously twisted. It’s weird and wild and so deeply unnerving that I couldn’t help but devour it and keep going back for more. —Megan Collins, author of The Family Plot

“Asher’s Don’t Eat the Pie is the unholy offspring of Suspiria and Gilmore Girls, a wickedly entertaining supernatural tale with an unforgettable mother-daughter combo at its heart.” —Patrick Barb, author of Pre-Approved for Haunting and Other Stories

"Don't Eat the Pie is an extremely assured debut about the destructive power of family ties, false community and the prison that familial duty can build around us, presented in a narrative riddled with sinister secrets, morbid visions, odd neighbours, shifty behaviour and, of course ... pie. I loved it." —Gemma Amor author of The Folly 

“Don't Eat the Pie by Monique Asher is unnerving, panicked, claustrophobic and disorienting. Right when you think you've found your footing, the bottom opens and you're plunged into a pit of disquiet. Deliciously eerie.” —Cynthia Pelayo, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Forgotten Sisters. 
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To my mom, Wanda.  








  
  







Yesterday upon the stair,

I met a man who wasn’t there, 

He wasn’t there again today, 

I wish, I wish he’d go away… 

—Hughes Mearns, Antigonish
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  1
Valorie


Mist from off the mountain soaks into Valorie’s beige sweater the instant she steps outside. It matches the damp unease in her stomach. Monsters live inside Valorie—monsters she yearns to be rid of.  
She brushes her damp auburn hair out of her face, wipes tears from her eyes, and tries to remember where she is. Walking out of her therapist’s home office is always disorienting, but it’s as if she’s woken from a year-long nap. What time is it? The sky’s turned dark since she was in there. This is a mistake coming here, Val—the doc ain’t helping. She ignores the voice and moves on. 
She usually doesn’t see Allie so late in the evening. Maybe it was the recent storms, the flood of funerals, or the Founder’s Day festival making the whispers from her past crescendo into violent screams. Whatever it was, she was desperate to make it all go away, and Allie had last-minute availability. 
Living in partial blindness to her own story is so frustrating and disorienting. Some of the people in town know more of her story than she does, but they don’t dare speak a word of it. So even though it is painful, it’s better to know, isn’t it? Maybe knowing would banish the monsters. 
Still, shame clings to her, wraps itself around her, winding up her bones like vines. Suffocating tendrils. Time and therapy can’t scrub off the stain of who her daddy was. The things he did left a scar on this town; everyone is too polite or ashamed to ask about it. She just wishes she could remember, wishes she knew why there’s always a tinge of pity and fear behind the eyes of her neighbors. Sometimes events happen to us that are too disturbing, too much to handle for our little minds, and they split. That was how Allie explained it. Dissociation at the maximum level. 
She takes the longest road on the island home, a mere fifteen miles. It’s a waif of an island, but within it are ecosystems richer and older than she can dream up. The place can feel lonely and destitute, but the natural elements are lush—wet, humid, and thick with thriving fauna. Yet this isolated Alaskan landscape—beautiful on the surface—has always felt oppressive to Valorie. Alive, always watching. On either side of the road, pines hover like gawking strangers at the scene of an accident, here to witness her shame and confusion. Her headlights serve as a guiding light to home, to alone and safety. She lives closer to the sliver of a downtown area, where the Founder’s Day festival is being held. Allie’s place is so beautiful, secluded, serene. Her own is a scant slice of a house, but it’s hers. Prying eyes can’t get inside the walls.
Why did you choose to stay here on this island, Valorie? Why did you stay where all those bad things happened? Allie’s asked her that more than once. 
The truth is, the only people who loved her, whoever would love her, lived and died here. The tiny bits of DNA from their decayed bodies in their unmarked graves were a part of the very soil beneath her feet. Mommy and Daddy still holding her up. Though it was childish, and she hated herself for it, parts of Valorie feared that without them holding her up, dead or alive, she’d fall into total ruin.
A horn blares, and headlights flash. She’s back inside herself now—and driving head-on toward another car. Her car shudders as she slams on the brakes and forces the rusty Volvo back into her lane, gasping and startled. A scant patch of dirt next to the pavement invites her to pull off to the side of the road. She parks and rolls down the window, but she can’t catch enough air. Even trying feels fruitless. Her limbs go numb, and she starts to lose herself despite the cold wind off the bay whipping at her face. The fuzziness starts at the top of her head, tingly and warm, the sensation of her mother’s nails scraping against her scalp when she was a girl. It travels down her body in waves, washes over her, enveloping every cell until she cannot see. It’s happening again. All the world is blank, dark. The only sensation is that of a warm, purring cat nuzzled into her lap. She’s not where she’s supposed to be.






  
  2
Audra


The length of Main Street is strung with lanterns hanging off the poles that survived the big storm. Everyone in town—at least everyone who has a healthy sense of fear—has been sheltering in place with their loved ones for the last two days. Now, there are perhaps even more people in the crowded streets than usual on Founder’s Day, all ready to socialize after the cabin fever. If the phone lines hadn’t gone down, there certainly would have been more calls to the police station from frantic women with drunk husbands unable to make it to their usual stool at Bev’s bar. Domestic arguments are a common thing on Typhon, but after a storm, it’s almost a given that women will be covering their throats with scarves, walking out with their faces caked in makeup. Cruelty toward women would be in the Typhon Island handbook—if there were one.  
Founder’s Day is the fucking worst, as far as Audra is concerned. Usually, half the town stays home, goes hiking, or spends time at Bev’s drinking, but not this year. No. As if she doesn’t have enough on her plate already with the clean-up from the storm and the fact that there are two teen girls still missing on her watch. Apparently, she’s also needed at the party of the year, hanging with a bunch of pent-up drunks on Main Street. 
“Mom!” Wren runs up to her. “Can Hayley and I have a sleepover?” Audra pulls her daughter’s long-sleeved flannel back over her shoulder to somewhat cover the half-shirt, half-bralette she’s wearing.   
“No,” Audra replies. She shifts on her feet, scans the crowd, avoiding direct eye contact with Wren. “School night.” Plus, there’s too damn much on her mind already. 
“But we need to study.” Wren’s blue eyes grow big and sad like a cartoon cat’s. “Please.” 
“Oh,” Audra says, “need to study? Should we leave now, then?” 
Audra wins. Her teenage girl huffs and returns to her bestie with the sad news. Audra crosses the street, heading over to the puppet stage area. Children and adults are gathered around the spotlit, drawn curtains. A tattered banner reading Founder’s Day History! Our great founder’s sacrifice! flutters in the wind. The Vascur legacy is retold every year by three Typhon Island historical society members and innocent child volunteers who don’t quite realize how fucked up it is yet. Of course, always sponsored by many of the Vascur businesses. Vascur Fishing! Vascur Hardware! Vascur Pest control! Vascur Heating and Cooling!
Audra walks past the stage to the little space between Bev’s Bar’s front door and a larger, raised stage. Behind the glass, Bev is serving beers in cans to a few fishermen who appear worse for wear. They must’ve missed their bar nights the last few days. 
She recognizes one. Donnie B’s brother, Clark. Shit. Donnie’s boat went down in the storm two nights ago, and his mother and father had already passed from the same kind of cancer her husband Derek had within months of each other—that wasn’t even a year ago. All that was only a few months before Rachel went missing. She doesn’t blame Clark for hitting the bar instead of watching someone talk about how great this place is for another year in a row. 
Audra heads back out to the audience area. Despite the storms, the death, and the two missing girls, the show apparently must go on. Hayley and Wren migrate over to her.  
A puppet man who’s been made to look so starving he’s practically a skeleton crawls onto the large paper mâché island from the fluttering blue cloth that’s supposed to represent the ocean. 
“I’ve made it. But now what? What do I do?” the puppeteer says. “This place is desolate. Surely no one can live on this island.” 
The gathered crowd boos. 
Two other puppets appear: a woman and a smaller one meant to be a young girl. They take him to their shelter, a cave on the island. The police captain’s nephew narrates what happens next. 
“The woman and the child lured the man into a cave, promising him salvation. What they actually meant to do was to eat him.”
The curtains close, rustling ensues, and when they’ve opened, the scene has changed. Now, the three puppets are inside a cave made of what looks to be spray-painted tin foil, lit up and shining in red. 
“The women meant to take from the man any bit of flesh he had left on his body. One night, while they were sleeping, the man was growing more hopeless as his flesh ate itself away, and he heard a voice call out to him.
“‘You can change everything,’ it said. ‘If only you are willing to give yourself fully.’ The man cut from his own flesh to save the starving girl and her mother. He sacrificed himself to save the two strangers.”
“Here we go,” Wren says, “the white-washed colonization story. Two Indigenous women needing the help of some starving white dude.”
“The woman grew stronger and healthier.” The lighting changes from red to blue. “The man cut more from his own flesh and gave it to them. As they grew, the island started to grow too. Rains came and brought more trees, plants, animals, life. The storms, like the one that had brought the man in, ended for a time. They made a family. New people came to the island, too.”
The curtains close on the puppet theater again and then reopen to a scene on the beach and the start of a town in the distance. Two puppets with angry eyebrows appear. A large, old Mr. Vascur puppet takes the survivors into a cave and tells them how to treat the island in order to live harmoniously there. 
“‘In order to live harmoniously with the island and have a prosperous life, you must be willing to cut from your own flesh and sacrifice for the island.’ Some of the people wouldn’t listen. They were selfish and unkind; they only wanted Mr. Vascur to continue to sacrifice himself for them. And soon they perished or fled the island—they were greedy, would not sacrifice a bit of themselves for the sake of their neighbors. Typhon rewards its residents who love it, who sacrifice for the greater good. Citizens like you and the Vascur family that are here enjoying this beautiful island today!”  
The lighting turns bright white, shining on the Mr. Vascur puppet and the puppets meant to be supporters, those who sacrificed themselves for the greater good. 
Cheers come from the crowd. Hayley rolls her eyes. 
“Great-Grandpa, the savior we all needed,” she says in a sarcastic voice. 
Wren laughs. Both of them stick their fingers in their mouths in a “gag me” gesture. 
“Cringe.” Hayley, much like her mother, Allie, despises the name recognition and the overall fanfare given to her by some—and the heaps of teasing by others—that comes with being in the Vascur bloodline. 
The spotlight moves from the stage to the giant statue of Mr. Vascur, the original one supposedly, at the end of Main Street. His executive contour hairdo, his all-American look, and especially the marble wings on his back elicit a feeling of unease inside Audra. Sure, the island’s main business is Vascur Fishing, and it provides jobs, and the island is her hometown—she’s got pride—but the colonizing Vascur obsession and indoctrination of blind and whitewashed town pride is super weird and archaic. It’s something Derek used to complain about too, and one of the reasons he’d hated moving here, back to Audra’s birthplace. He’d say it was too small-minded and not where he’d like to raise Wren, but back then, she didn’t know where else to go to get away from the mess she’d made in Seattle. Guilt wraps around her heart; they wouldn’t have had to move back here if she hadn’t screwed up so royally. 
Mr. Vascur the Third, Kirk, Allie’s dad, hops up the three stairs and onto the stage. The crowd turns away from the puppet show and faces him as he grabs the microphone. The man has always been made for a crowd; even when Audra was little, she enjoyed watching his presence up there. Even if all he said was bullshit, she could appreciate the confidence. 
“Thanks, Grandpa!” he says with a salute to the statue. “But seriously, it’s the hardworking people like you who make Typhon Island such an amazing place to live and make our families! The Alaskan wilderness didn’t scare my grandfather, and it doesn’t scare us, does it?” 
The crowd shouts again. 
Audra surveys the area. The usual naysayers of the Founder’s Day celebration even cheer a little from down the street. Who doesn’t like identifying with being a hardworking Typhon citizen, with being considered fearless and rugged?
“I’d like to thank all of you for coming out here, especially after the storm that took a few of our hardworking men from us. We won’t forget Thomas Brutherland or Stevie Heck and what they provided the island.”
A round of claps and tearful hollers goes around the booming crowd. 
“I’d also like to thank our valiant police force: Chief Michael, Detective Laskey, and our two patrolmen, Officers Vinnie and Lou.” 
The crowd claps. Audra looks around with a closed-mouth smile and a little nod. The claps grow dim, and an angry, high-pitched call interrupts the fanfare. 
“Yes! Let’s all give a round of applause for the police who still haven’t found my daughter!” Fuck, it’s Misty. Her daughter, Jessica, is one of the teenagers Audra still hasn’t been able to locate. Shame rolls in her stomach. The people around Misty separate as she pushes her thin body towards the stage. 
“You gonna thank the police, but you’re not going to say anything about her?!” Misty shouts at Mr. Vascur. 
“Of course—we are all still hurt by the news that Jessica ran away.” 
Oh shit. This isn’t going to be good. 
“Ran away? Are you fucking kidding me!” Misty yells as Audra pushes through the crowd to her 
“Misty, come with me.” Audra puts a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t do this.” 
“Get the fuck off me!” she yells, and the crowd backs up further. She stares right through Audra’s eyes and into her shame. “When are you gonna find her, Detective? After a few beers and the Founder’s Day celebration?” She turns to the rest in the crowd. “You all look at me like I’m crazy! But my girl is missing, and you’re all celebrating some long-dead asshole!” 
Someone laughs farther back in the crowd. Misty pushes a woman, causing a toppling of bodies, and rushes out of the crowded area and off Main Street. Audra follows, jogging away from the rest of the people on the road. 
“Misty, I’m trying to find her!” Audra calls. “Hey, wait up!” 
“Sure you are,” Misty says, turning. Old, caked mascara runs down her face. “You know, they did the same thing after Tabitha went missing when we were kids.” 
The pain hits like a bullet to the chest, and Audra stills. She hasn’t thought of Tabitha in years. No one’s talked about her in so long. 
“After her funeral, everyone just forgot about Tabitha. I didn’t realize then how heartless it is to forget. Everyone made it seem like we had to move on, that it was the right thing to do. But it isn’t! They’re doing the same thing now, they’re cheering and having fun, and all the while, my Jessica is out there, probably fuckin’ dead!” 
“I won’t, Misty,” Audra says. “I won’t forget her. I’m not going to let that happen to Jessica. We’re still looking, there’s no reason to believe that she’s—” 
“Just leave me alone.” Misty turns the corner. 
Audra was lying to her anyway. There are plenty of reasons to believe Jessica is dead: it’s been sixty-two days since she was seen, she’s the second girl around her age to go missing this year, and they live on a harsh Alaskan island. If they were lost or injured, the storm would have taken them. There are already plenty of reasons to believe they are dead, and Misty has presented another one. Audra lets her go because, really, what the hell is she going to do to make the woman feel better right now? 
All she can do is head back to finish her rounds at Founder’s Day.  

      [image: image-placeholder]“Well, that was really messed up,” Hayley says from the back seat.  
“Yup,” Audra says, but really, her mind is with Jessica’s mother. When are you gonna find her, Detective?
Find her, Detective. 
On an island like Typhon, she might never be found between grizzly bears and exposure; two months out there alone was crazy. And that fucking storm, that disaster that had swallowed fishing boats and pulled trees clear out of the ground. The area where Jessica was last seen has been searched, and miles beyond have been scoured as well. They went up and down mountains, through the creeks and crevices. They could search again, maybe. What if someone took her, held on to her body for a while, then dumped her after they’d stopped searching? It’s possible.  
“Mom!” Wren screams from the back seat.
Audra swerves the station wagon to the right and out of the way of a drifting Volvo. The other car is mere inches from shaving its side against the mountain. She blares the horn. “What the fuck are you doing?” 
The Volvo swerves back into its lane. Probably someone drunk after Founder’s Day fun. Audra catches her breath and looks in the rearview mirror; the car has pulled off on the shoulder and come to a stop. She’s not on duty anymore, and she needs to get Hayley home to her mother and Wren to bed, so she ignores the urge to pull over and cuss them out.  
Allie wasn’t at all sad to miss the Founder’s Day celebration in lieu of work; she and Hayley have always sort of despised it. 
The gravel road to Allie’s house crunches beneath her tires. Allie ambles down the driveway in brown leather clogs and a long, colorful skirt. In her off time, she always looks like a kindergarten art teacher. 
Allie knocks on the car window, and Audra rolls it down. “Hey,” Allie says. “You look like you could use a glass of wine.”
“Accurate.” Audra sighs.
“You girls wanna come in for a nightcap?” Allie shouts to the back of the car, then turns her focus back to Audra. “C’mon, Detective, fill me in with a little Founder’s Day debrief?”
“No, not tonight.” Audra forms a closed-lip smile. “I would love to, believe me, but—” 
“C’mon, Mom,” Wren says. “Hayley and I can study while you guys talk …” 
“Tempting, but I’d rather have you get a good night’s sleep before the test.” Though the excuse is valid, it’s not the real reason she doesn’t want to go in. The truth is that she doesn’t want to be with Allie right now or talk about herself—she wants to plan out a fresh search for Jessica. “After the last two days trying to keep the island intact with the storm and cleanup and—” 
“You suck, Mom!” Wren kicks the back of the seat.
“Hey!”
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.” Allie sighs. She pushes the blond hair from her face and her chunky black glasses up on her nose—a nerdy habit she’s carried with her since earning her Four-Eyes-Club membership in middle school. “Didn’t mean to start an argument. I just miss you.”
“I know,” Audra says. “It’s just not a good night.”
A crescendo of heavy sighs all around makes her cringe with shame. Can she catch a break today?
“Alright, Hayley.” Allie crosses her arms. “Audra’s right. Inside.”
“Thanks for the ride, Audra. See ya, Wren.” Hayley runs up to meet her mom, who’s practically sulking as she walks up the drive. Wren crosses her arms and pouts in the back seat. Allie’s not happy, and Audra doesn’t blame her—Audra’s obsession with work, the missing girls, and desperately trying to keep her less-than-productive feelings inside have made her quite avoidant of deep human connection.
Allie has always known what to say and how to see past Audra’s hard exterior, and she can’t have that right now. The guilt about disappointing Allie, about pushing her away, is a paper cut compared to the gaping wound of Misty’s desperate pleas to find her daughter. Girls like Rachel and Jessica don’t need the messy, weak, vulnerable mess that Allie wants her to be. They need the stoical, logical, and strong star detective, and that’s exactly what they’re going to get. Jessica has been gone for sixty-two days. Rachel has been gone for one hundred and twenty. They have to be out there somewhere. Dead or alive, Audra needs to find them. 






  
  3
Audra


When Audra wakes, last night’s words stick to her like a spider web on the face of an early-morning hiker.  Where’s my daughter, Detective? is written across each sticky silken fiber. She wades to the bathroom for a pee, washes the guilt off her face, and moves her creaking bones to the kitchen. 
The remnants of a rushed Monday breakfast are strewn about the counters. Tara, Audra’s live-in girlfriend, scrunches Wren’s burnt-blond hair. The small act of affection is met with a sweet, soul-warming glance from the girl.
Audra giggles, allowing herself to feel a bit of gratitude. She’s got a girlfriend she loves and a daughter who makes her laugh every day. It feels almost normal. After Derek got his diagnosis five years ago, she feared laughter would never bloom inside of her again. Watching cancer eat her husband by the mouthful took something from her, a little fire inside that dreamed and hoped and wished for a happy future. Tara lit that wick again, and even though the flame stayed small, it was there.  
The clock on the stove reads 7:17 a.m. Audra looks away. Fuck, why does she always have the good luck of looking at it exactly at that time? Years ago, at this exact minute, Derek’s heart stopped and his bowels gave way. She picks at the skin on the side of her thumb and ignores the sick ache in her belly. Tara runs her long fingernails along the back of Audra’s flannel shirt, and goose pimples rush up her body, making the weight of her husband’s death lift, though only slightly. 
“I’m supposed to meet Hayley.” Wren has the bad habit of talking with her mouth full. She gets up from the stool at the small kitchen island. “Since you banned the school-night sleepover.”
“Ah,” Audra says, ignoring the slight. “Good luck!” 
Wren runs to her bedroom. Her stomps vibrate through the old wooden floors of the home as Audra grabs a mug for coffee. There were going to be more children. There would have been two kids or even three if Derek had his way. She held out, insisting that she needed more time, and then he got sick. And sicker. Regret threatens her sense of peace—no, shame, because even if she could do it over again, knowing he’d be gone, she probably wouldn’t have budged. 
If Wren’s off to school early, maybe she can spend some alone time with Tara. Can’t linger in those other thoughts too long.
Wren sprints toward her backpack without a glance at her mother. 
“Love you,” Audra says. She wraps an arm around Wren from behind and plants a kiss on the girl’s warm cheek before she can wiggle away. 
Wren’s footsteps soon fade away outside the house. Audra is off Mom duty. Relief floods her body. Time for something she’s good at. Audra turns toward Tara, a hunger nagging at her almost as loud as the memories and the tasks of the day ahead. She pulls Tara’s face to her own, pressing their lips together, plunging her tongue deep into her girlfriend’s mouth. Tara moans. Audra pulls away and makes a come-hither motion with her finger, stepping toward the bedroom. 
But something stops her cold in the doorway. A memory woven deeply inside her plays in the present—Derek is lying right in front of her in their bed with an oxygen mask strapped to his face. His frail body, lying on its side, the cancer of his bones having deformed his spine and ribs so that it’s impossible to lie on his back without being in excruciating pain, his skin marbled with purples and blues. 
Ghosts, memories, not real. 
A catheter full of his piss runs off the side of the mattress. Audra can still smell the mix of antiseptic and urine. 
They’re just ghosts, Audra. She turns back toward the doorway. 
Tara approaches her, giving her a funny look. “Are you okay?” she asks. 
“I’m fine.” Audra can’t break free of the stiff fibers of the memory, so she drops to her knees in front of Tara, ripping her tight jeans and silk underwear down. Tara’s hands wrap around Audra’s long chestnut hair. Audra pulls Tara gently down to meet eye to eye in a kiss before skipping her lips like stones across the river of Tara’s body until she reaches the space between her legs. Audra buries her tongue inside of Tara and listens to the moans that come from her. But beneath the cries of ecstasy, Audra can hear the faint humming of Derek’s oxygen machine. The mechanical sucks, the hiss in the tubes. She does her best to ignore it, to distract herself. 
I bet he knows everything now that he’s dead. Every secret. Every ugly bit I tried so hard to keep from him. I bet he hates me. 
Audra drowns all thoughts of Derek, their marriage, and all the choices she made in Tara’s screams of pleasure, trying to ignore the growing pit of guilt inside of her stomach.

      [image: image-placeholder]Her cell phone vibrates on the hardwood floor. They both lie there panting, their warm, naked bodies pressed against each other and the cool ground. Audra wants to ignore the call and stay here. But she can’t. Not with two missing girls and the town in an uproar. Founder’s Day was a forced break, but now it’s back to the business of cleaning up and attempting to put the island back together.  
“Leave it,” Tara says. “They can go on without you.” She plants her lips on Audra’s bare shoulder. Tempting. 
Audra scoots on her stomach across the floor, stretches her arm out, and grabs the phone. 
“You’ve got Audra. What’s going on?” 
“Hey, you at home? Is Tara there?” It’s Detective Kale.
“Yeah, why?” 
“I’m so sorry, Audra. We’ve got a bad situation over at the Vascur house.” Audra’s heart drops. “Allie Vascur was attacked—she’s dead.” 
Audra’s breath catches in her throat. Her heart feels like it’s been struck by a bullet, its toxic lead spreading throughout her chest and into her arms and legs.
“Tristan called it in. And Hayley is missing.”
Allie’s dead. Allie’s dead.
“Hayley’s missing?” She must be having a nightmare. Audra moves the phone away from her face and lets out a small sob. What the hell happened after she pulled away from their house last night? 
“We can’t locate her at the moment.” 
“Okay.” She holds her breath and mentally pulls her feelings deep inside. “I’ll be right there.” 
“Audra, you don’t have to—” 
She hangs up. Tara stares at Audra as she rushes over to her drawer and frantically pulls out work clothes. 
“What’s going on?” Tara asks, her brows knitted together with worry. “Are you okay? Is Wren okay?” 
Audra’s shaking hands make it difficult to pull wool socks over sweaty feet. Allie’s dead, and Hayley is gone. Somehow, in the twelve hours that have passed since she was alive and fucking well, Allie was killed. She’s lying dead in her beautiful home that her family built. What the fuck?
Oh god, Wren—she’s going to be devastated. Maybe Hayley ran away. Wait, Wren said they were supposed to meet early for math study. Maybe Hayley is there, safe, with Wren right now. She has to let Kale know. She must’ve left really, really early for school. She tries to call Kale back, but all the bars are gone again. That fucking storm. The cell tower must not be working properly. 
She should’ve said yes to the nightcap at Allie’s house. She’s a horrible friend, and now Allie’s dead and she’ll never ever get a chance to—
“Audra, what is it?” Tara grabs her by the shoulders. Tears well in Audra’s eyes.
“Allie is dead, and they can’t find Hayley.” 
“Oh god.” Tara lifts a hand to her mouth. 
Audra should comfort Tara. They should cry together, but she can’t. She needs to be a detective now. 
“Wait, why are they sending you in? You’re friends.”
“Are you serious? You think I can’t be professional about it?”
“No, I didn’t mean that, I—”
“I’m fine. If it makes you feel better, it was Kale who called.”
“The rookie?”
“Yep, so you can rest assured it won’t just be me.”
“Audra, that’s not what I meant.”
“I know.” Audra huffs.
“Didn’t Wren say she was going to meet Hayley at school?”
“Yeah, that stood out to me, too. Let’s hope Hayley was gone before this happened.” 
Audra throws on a shirt, goes over to the ensuite bathroom, splashes her face with some water, and then pulls up her long, messy brown hair into a ponytail. She stops for a second to examine herself in the mirror. Her strong cheekbones are flushed red, but the rest of her face and neck are pale as a ghost. Her fingers search her scalp for a rough spot to pick. 
Leave it. 
Allie’s dead. She has to go. Audra picks until it bleeds. She hasn’t done that since she was a teenager, wrought with stress.  
Wren’s on her way to school to meet Hayley. God, hopefully that’s true. Hayley, who just got her braces off, who just had her first date last weekend, who was supposed to kick ass with Wren in the soccer tournament next week—she can’t have seen her mother die. She can’t be another missing girl.
She has to be at school, safe, about to see her best friend walk up. 
She has to. Wren can’t lose anyone else.
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Valorie


The unmistakable bang of a gunshot rings in her ears. 
“Jesus, girl!” a man shouts from somewhere to Valorie’s right. She tenses. “We almost hit ya!”
He doesn’t sound like her father.
That’s a strange thought. Why would she think that? Where has she been?
Her left foot is numb. Her heartbeat thumps like a drum in her ears. She focuses her eyes toward the ground, toward her bare feet. Her toenails are caked with dirt and dried leaves and … is that blood? Pine trees surround Valorie; somehow, she’s gotten into the woods. She needs to think … what is the last thing she remembers? 
She almost ran a car off the side of the road. She pulled her car over—she was leaving Allie’s office, her house. The session was difficult; she remembers the puffiness of her face and her swollen sinuses. The stench of metal permeates her nostrils now. The familiar scent of a rare steak confirms that what’s caked on her foot is, in fact, blood.
The right side of her face throbs with painful heat. Her hand instinctively moves from her side toward her cheek, but Valorie stops it in midair. She doesn’t remember putting on gloves. She turns her hand over in front of her face, examining the skin saturated with deep crimson. She lifts her other hand to face level to see if it matches. No, those aren’t gloves. Her hands are covered in something else. Something sticky and thick and red. 
“Girl, you need to stop where you are! Are you okay?”
What does this man want with her? Did he hurt her?
Valorie’s bloody hands are cold and stiff. Is she safe? Should she run away? She can barely even feel her left foot. 
Bright orange coveralls break up the foliage of thick green leaves. The sting of pine needles on the soles of her feet slowly brings feeling back into her body. The stings and aches return, but she can’t control them; it’s like she’s a slow-moving train on fire barreling toward an unknown destination.
What is the destination, Valorie? She trudges on, and the thud of men’s boots continues to follow her.
There’s running water off to the left. Maybe she’s near Visser Creek. She hasn’t been here since she was fourteen. 
Don’t go that way. The voice in her head is not her own; it’s Veronica’s, one of her parts. 
What way? she replies silently.
A flash of memory like an old polaroid fresh out of the camera presents itself: a girl disappearing into a doorway. That song, “Crimson and Clover.”
Finally, one of the men steps in front of her, bearded and with dark trenches in his skin. He appears weathered, but his eyes are kind. That’s how Valorie likes to think of herself on her best days: beat up but still capable of being tender. But here she is, missing time and covered in blood.
“Miss, you really need some help. We gotta get you to—”
“Oh fuck.” The other man’s voice is familiar. “That’s Valorie Clemens.”
Don’t panic.
That guy’s alright, Veronica says.
One of the men tries to pull at her bloodied hand to get her to stop walking. The pressure bothers her, and she shakes it off and keeps going. He tugs again.
“That fucked up little psycho,” the mean one says. “Let her get lost.”
“Shut the fuck up, Earl—she needs our help. We’re not going to leave her out here.” The wrinkled man might be nice. Veronica seems to think so. He might save her. She wants to stop, but she can’t. Her feet keep moving; they’ve got their own agenda.
A breeze dances across her breast, and she looks down to see that her shirt is torn open. Deep purple scratches stretch from the top of her neck down to her breasts. Her breath becomes quicker, her panting rhythmic.
It’s coming. It’s happening again—she recognizes it from the night before and a million other times. She’s about to dissociate. Valorie tries to keep her grip on reality, tries to slow her breathing. She doesn’t want to leave again, but with each step she takes, the world becomes blurrier. 
The trees fall away, disintegrating into ash, their remains floating on the crest of the wind. The stream she heard before stops flowing. The shrouds of hanging moss and wizard’s beard shift and bloat. 
The men don’t exist anymore. Not here.
Her feet press into the last few inches of moss and dirt on the ground, then she steps onto cheap linoleum. It’s sticky, always sticky, and thick with crumbs. We were in the forest. This isn’t right.
What forest? Veronica mocks her. You’re going to Lala Land, Val. 
Sweat secretes from her pores. 
Stop. 
Her feet keep pulling her forward. She doesn’t want to go any farther. Old, peeling, yellow wallpaper lines the room. Pictures of flowers and little girls adorn it. Valorie used to like to pretend they were all her friends. It’s the place she lived when Momma and Daddy were still around, before the big house, but it’s different now.
A stone doorway that was never there in the real trailer home where she grew up catches her eye. Through the arched passage, she can see a meadow: the meeting place. Allie helped her make it when they started their work together. The littlest parts of herself live there now instead of in the trailer or the big house they really lived in.
Turn into it, Valorie. Turn into the meeting place and be okay. Allie taught you how. 
She tries to make her feet go toward the doorway, but she remains inside the room. The buttery sun from the archway shines on the dirty linoleum floor as if not daring to touch her. The tears come hard and heavy. She doesn’t remember how to stop, how to turn. Her body keeps pulling her forward, toward another door instead. This door is familiar—a door she didn’t ever dare look behind. A door in the big house she was always forbidden to open. 
A bang comes from the other room. Valorie jumps.  
“Valorie’s here,” the raspy voice calls out to her from past the door. It can’t be happening again. Why is this happening? Why am I here? “Oh, Val, come out, come out wherever you are.” 
It knows she’s here. 
It knows she’s here, and it’s going to find her. She needs to run, but she can’t control her legs. The muscles in her calves and her thighs are heavy, laden sacks inside her meat clothes. 
Useless, completely useless. 
Her feet carry her forward as the door creaks open, revealing the dark cavern. 
Her hands and arms grip the heavy wooden doorframe as her legs try to carry her in. Splinters prick at her fingertips. Her feet force her body beneath the doorway, but she claws her nails into the wood. Her muscles scream. 
She’s going in, and there’s nothing she can do except hold on for dear life. She thinks of the girl with the long brown hair who used to live with them and all the girls in the white dresses. 
“Oh, don’t leave me, Valorie. I want to play like we used to. I’m your only friend.” 
Her feet reconnect with her nervous system; she scrambles and grunts, desperately trying to stay away from the monster calling to her from the other side of that doorway. The numbness in her bloody, bare foot is gone, and she uses the brief control she has to move back. She grabs the splintering wood door and tries to close it, pushing as hard as she can. Something is blocking it, though. It’s wedged open with long spindly fingers, wet with tar off the sharp edge of their nails. 
Valorie screams and grunts and shoves the door with all her strength. 
The creature shrieks as the door closes shut on its claws, severing them. They fall to the floor. Valorie turns the lock and pushes her back to the door. The thing bangs from the other side, making her shoulders bounce against the solid wood paneling. It shrieks so loud it stings her ears. She kicks and shoves harder against the door and slides down onto the linoleum and watches as the tarry black fingers turn to dust beside her.
The pounding stops. But it will be back. It always comes back. 
The doorway to the meadow is gone, and Valorie sits bloody in the kitchen of her parents’ trailer.
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Audra


Audra keeps the emergency lights on the roof of her Jeep so as not to draw any more attention than necessary. If Hayley is missing, if someone has taken her, it isn’t a good idea to let anyone know yet that the police are aware of Allie’s murder.  
She stops the Jeep at a stoplight, and the big sign for Vascur Fresh Fish makes her heart skip a beat. Mr. Vascur is outside, and he waves from across the lot, pulling a toothy smile. She instinctively waves back. He must not know Allie is dead.
Her stomach drops.
She’s going to have to tell his family, the family that owns this town, including Mark, her high school sweetheart and Allie’s brother. Her Mark—tell him that she couldn’t keep the place safe, that she let the worst thing imaginable happen to one of their own. 
Vascur Fishing is Typhon. The Vascurs made this place, and they always seem to keep it going even in the hardest times. Allie … selfless therapist, forgiving and loving mother, doting and faithful friend, and Mark’s baby sister—dead.  
And Audra let her get killed. She should’ve said yes to a nightcap, yes to a long conversation. Yes to all of it, and now she’ll never have a chance again. 
She pulls away from the light and scorns herself for letting her own sadness and self-pity infiltrate her mind. You’re a detective, Audra. Focus. Allie was murdered—there’s no time to feel sorry for yourself. Who could’ve done it?
Tristan would be the most obvious killer. The husband. 
Everyone knows their money came from Allie and her family, not from the man who takes odd jobs on the boat every so often and works at Bev’s pub on Tuesdays and Thursday evenings. He’s the reacher in the relationship. People thought Allie had settled, no doubt about it. That could breed resentment, make him feel small or inferior. It could breed motive. Come to think of it, he wasn’t at Founder’s Day, and his car wasn’t at their house last night when she pulled up … 
But Tristan is a real person, not just a suspect. He was by their side when Derek got the cancer diagnosis, and Wren was so little and needed fun Uncle Tristan to lighten the mood. Audra saw him cry after leaving the hospital room when Derek had stopped eating, stopped using the bathroom, and when she brought him home for the last time …
She takes a deep breath and then bites her lip. 
At this moment, she’s a detective, not Allie’s friend or Tristan’s friend or Derek’s wife; she is her job right now, and that’s it. The sinking, sick feeling in her stomach needs to go away. The town will be doubting her abilities, but she can’t doubt herself. She needs to put all these feelings in a little box deep inside herself and save them for later. For when this case is solved and Hayley is back. 
The brakes of the Jeep grind against pads that need changing as she pulls to a squeaky stop at the end of Allie’s driveway. She steps out of the vehicle. Police tape surrounds the premises, blocking anyone from getting closer to the house. 
Good job, Detective Kale. 
She pops the trunk of the Jeep and pulls apart the thin layers of her fold-up, disposable coveralls, then grabs her police belt, equipped with a taser, mace, gun and a flashlight next to Wren’s soccer cleats and uniform. She pauses. She’ll need to wash the grass stains out of Wren’s soccer shorts later.
Audra raises the yellow caution tape above her head and steps onto the property.
Allie’s house. This is a crime scene—she needs to focus on the victim and solve the case. That’s what is best for Allie and Hayley.
The front doors of the home are wide open. Audra steps through them, as she’s done a thousand times before. She can nearly see young Hayley running through the house with Wren by her side, their bright little smiles, the sounds of Derek and Tristan’s laughter just out of sight.
Allie’s keys and purse are lying on the entryway table, and below them sits a box filled with plastic booties to keep the crime scene clean. Hayley’s chubby face, framed in a cheap gold frame, stares down at her from the wall as she secures the booties on her rubber boots.
Kale approaches, dressed in matching coveralls. He reaches out for her shoulder. 
“Hey boss,” Kale says. “You sure you’re okay to be here?” 
Audra flinches. Newbie doesn’t yet realize how small the town is and how well everyone knows each other. That will work to her advantage, because while it isn’t typical, there’s no way in hell she’s letting anyone else take the lead on Allie’s case. 
“I’m fine. I mean, we went to high school together. The girls play soccer together.” 
That’s not the whole truth, but she doesn’t need her partner doubting her ability to be objective right now.
“I’m sorry.” Kale contorts his face into a sympathetic half smile. 
“Thanks. I’m okay. Let’s focus on the victim and get things going now,” Audra says, pushing his arm away and walking past him. She starts down the dark hallway, taking a huge breath in to compose herself. The undeniable metallic smell hits her. Blood. Allie’s blood. 
She should’ve come in for the drink last night.
“Wait.” Kale interrupts the looming spiral of self-blame. 
Audra stops in her tracks and looks down. Red smears of person are splayed like paint strokes on the newly refinished hardwood floors.  
“Why isn’t this marked?” Audra asks.
“We haven’t gotten to it yet. I’m sorry. Ben!” 
The forensic technician looks up from his position in the living room, where he’s examining a table and tweezing a hair into a baggie. For such a small place, there shouldn’t be a forensics tech on staff, but Typhon has had more than its fair share of missing person cases. It’s why Audra was offered the job to return here in the first place. After she successfully solved her first missing person case in Seattle, Chief Michael practically begged her to come back out, and the timing couldn’t have been more perfect for an easy exit. 
“It’s okay,” Audra assures him. “Where is she? I mean, the body?” 
“Near the back door,” Kale says. 
They follow the trail of blood, and Audra is careful not to step on anything else. She keeps a healthy distance from the streaks and knife gouges on the hardwood floor. 
“She was stabbed?” Audra asks. 
“That’s what we’re thinking—stabbed several times and tried to get away from her assailant,” Ben says. “Poor Allie.” 
Bloody footprints become distinct on the pale, beige wood as they get closer to the other end of the house. The blood grows thicker and purplish in hue near the back door that leads to the patio. She has to stifle the urge to scream or burst into tears. Instead, she takes a deep breath.
“It looks like whoever left their footprints was headed the same way she was,” Audra says.  
“Maybe she was trying to get away, and they went after her, attacking until they knew she was dead,” Kale says. 
Audra stops several feet away from the body and gulps. There’s Allie—a lifeless mess on the floor. She takes gloves from her coat pocket and pulls them over her fingertips, the rubber tips tugging at her skin, moist and gripping. 
The sweet, metallic smell of Allie’s insides makes Audra’s stomach turn. Her friend is lying face down on the floor, curled up and contorted with one arm stretched out toward the back patio. One of her black, manicured nails is split down the middle. 
“There’s going to be evidence under her nails—make sure it’s taken care of.” Audra’s voice quivers.
Kale nods. A pool of blood cradles Allie’s limp body. On her back, stab wounds protrude where a sharp knife must have torn through her shirt and into her flesh. The light blue, short-sleeve button-down appears tie-dyed with deep red blood. Her hair, once in a bun, is disheveled.
“Has she been photographed here yet?” Audra asks. 
“I think they were getting everything else—”
Audra pulls out her phone from her pocket and begins snapping photos. She starts at the bottom of the body, focusing on the legs. Allie is wearing black-heeled Mary Janes. Blood is smeared on her ankles. Her black denim pants are two-toned, likely soaked in blood in spots, but no visible penetration. Most of the wounds appear to be located on the trunk of the body and the arms. 
She snaps a photo of Allie’s torso from every angle she can get. A gold charm dangles from her neck into the pool of blood like a bucket hanging into a well. She recognizes it as a Mother’s Day gift she’d worn for years. 
Allie’s eyes are closed. 
If Hayley were home, she would have seen her like this, would have seen her mother dying, struggling to stay alive. 
Allie suffered, and the most Audra can wish is that she may have lost enough blood that she went into shock. All she can hope is that Allie’s body rushed with endorphins and pulled any feeling from her appendages. The body does that to protect the heart as a last-ditch effort to survive. Maybe she got dizzy and fell unconscious quickly.
She’s going to be sick. 
This is not how Allie should’ve died. When they were in their twenties, Allie would always want to talk about big things after they had a few drinks. She always said she wanted to die in her sleep, an old lady on a cruise in her bed like the woman in Titanic. 
Instead, she’s been stabbed to death in her own home. And maybe Audra could’ve prevented it. Maybe she’d have gone in and had too much to drink and stayed the night, and maybe she’d have been here to hear about what was going on with Allie. She could’ve been here to protect them. If she just hadn’t been so selfish.
“I think she was getting ready to leave, to see a patient,” Audra says, swallowing the thought down. 
“This early?” Kale asks. “Why do you say that?” 
“She’s wearing heels in her own house—and the blouse,” Audra points out. “It looks formal. She’d only wear this kind of stuff with patients to look professional, but you’re right. She saw someone late yesterday, so it wouldn’t be normal for her to then see someone again so early. Unless it was an emergency session or something. Where’s Tristan?” Audra glances over at a pair of wine glasses on the table. “Maybe they were drinking, had a fight.” 
“He’s already down at the station. He’ll be waiting for us.” 
Audra walks around to the front of Allie. Her hand looks like it’s reaching for something beyond the patio doors, pointing at the bloody footprints that lead around the body and out.
“Why would she be reaching toward where the killer was going?” Audra asks, looking to Kale but mostly thinking out loud. Kale isn’t the most seasoned detective; he’s in his late twenties, and he probably took the job because he couldn’t get one in Michigan, where he transferred from. Or maybe he was running from something, too. “Judging by the way her blood trail changes from erratic, like she was fighting the killer, trying to defend herself against their blows …” She walks back toward Allie’s feet. “… to drag marks, like she’s pulling herself toward the door. I guess she could have been trying to get away, but …” 
“I see what you’re saying. The marks make it look like she was trying to go toward the killer, maybe plead with them for help?” Kale suggests and, pulling on his own rubber gloves, joins Audra as she moves around the body. She catches him watching her moves closely. 
“The smears are still wet, but see, the blood on the shoe prints is nearly dry,” Audra says, crouching. She’s in the zone now, her eyes locked on to every single detail, analyzing it all. Some people can space out to music for hours, or painting, writing, creating, but Audra finds herself in blood tracks, in gun powder residue, in footprints. “Back here.” She strides into the other room, where the knife marks mar the floor. “This is where the majority of the struggle and assault happened.” 
“They didn’t have very good aim,” Kale says, “and the victim fought.” 
Audra snaps some more pictures, then walks back to the body. The victim’s arm and hand, crumpled next to the body, have visible stab wounds; the victim fought back. She raised her injured arms to block the attacker. 
“I think she had to have known whoever did this. She wasn’t expecting it. They got her in the back a few times first. She fell to the ground, kicked at it, trying to get away. She put her hands up in defense, trying to protect herself. Then …” Audra paces forward and leans down to take a picture. “Here’s where it changes: she stops running away, the killer stops stabbing her. Look.” Audra points to the footprints. “See back there? The killer is desperately moving back and forth, executing.” She moves closer to the body, squatting to point right next to the blood trail. “There. Right there. The killer stands and then walks away.” 
Kale stares at Audra. He’s hanging on her words, waiting for her to finish the story. 
“And the victim tries to follow their attacker. Uses all their strength to pull themselves forward, toward them. The killer wasn’t leaving in a rush—they were walking away. She knew them.” 
“Her husband, right?” Kale asks, offering a hand to Audra, to help her up. She doesn’t need it, but she takes it. She wants to make him feel important, needed. They’re standing close enough for Audra to feel his breath on the back of her neck. They look out at the backyard, into the wilderness. “And what about the daughter, Hayley? Where are her footprints?” 
Audra noticed that too. No smaller footprints tracking blood through the house. Hopefully that means Hayley wasn’t here when it happened. Audra wants to let herself believe that, but there’s a nagging feeling that she’s lying to herself. Something inside of her knows Hayley was here, that she’s missing. It’s the same feeling she had that day back in 2006, when Tabitha didn’t stop by her house after school like she was supposed to.
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Valorie


2006
Tabitha squeezed Valorie’s hand tight and led her through the brush. Butterflies swirled from her stomach down her legs, making them shudder and move in static bursts. She stepped off the path and into the mush that felt toxic, wrong. Tabitha gave her a look, and she shut up, not wanting to make Tabitha or [REDACTED] actually have anything to worry about. She followed Tabitha, their sinking steps leading farther into the clearing, into the marsh [REDACTED].  
“I want to go back,” Valorie said. “I didn’t wear the right kind of shoes for this.” A stupid excuse, but she had to try something. 
“It’s fine,” Tabitha said, shooting her a sterner look than before. [REDACTED] She kept walking anyway, farther and farther into the grass where she knew bears could be.  [REDACTED] only bought them sodas and took them hiking. Now he said. He had something cool to show them, and Tabitha wanted to see. And to be honest, Valorie wanted to see it too. 
She fanned at a moth that flew past her face, getting stickier and stickier with sweat the farther they walked. Valorie’s socks were riding down in her sneakers, and blisters were starting to form on her heel. 
They followed him around thick beige grass, which cut their bare legs the whole way, but Tabitha didn’t flinch. Valorie did when she saw what lay beyond the hill. This was the place she’d been taken before, a place she’d hoped didn’t really exist, but there it stood. 
This can’t be. This can’t be real. 
He took Tabitha by the hand while Valorie stood for a moment, trapped by memories of what had happened in this place, recalling the stench of blood on her white nightgown. 
She scratched at her neck. 
“C’mon.” Tabitha tugged her toward the doorway, to the place[REDACTED]. The place where she could be with the girls [REDACTED].
[REDACTED].
Valorie’s face went slack. 
“Valorie, are you okay?” Tabitha asked before she started reapplying the Wet N Wild lipstick she’d stolen from the drugstore earlier. 
Valorie nodded and smiled and assumed that she must be making stories up in her head again. But she couldn’t get her mouth to move. She couldn’t speak. She could only smile and nod and try to ignore the itch on her neck. 
[REDACTED] the rusted room, all Valorie could do was stand and stare and scratch that itch.

      [image: image-placeholder]Present Day
A brown, clover-shaped stain blemishes the paneled ceiling above Valorie’s head. It's just water damage, but she needs to get out of here. The song threatens to consume her again. The shape and the permanence of the water stain bother her. It’s the kind of thing you can’t get out. You can’t bleach it or wipe it off; it stays until someone cuts it out or replaces it. Can you cut away a song from your memory like you can a panel of white slag?  
If only.
Her once-bloody hand is clean and tethered by an IV. She’s surrounded by a symphony of voices in the hall and beeping monitors. Her mouth is dry, metallic, sour. She needs a drink.
The bed to her left is empty and relief hits her. If she has to be in this hospital room, at least she doesn’t have to be here with anyone else. As soon as she has the thought, she’s immediately joined by a man in scrubs. His hair is dark brown with bleached ends. He’s younger than her, maybe in his mid to late twenties. 
The man writes his name, JUSTIN, on the whiteboard near the door. Beneath it are the initials JD, which stand for Jane Doe. Valorie’s other name, one she’s grown accustomed to seeing over the years when these little episodes happen.
“Well, hello,” he says, washing his hands in the sink and pulling on a pair of fresh latex gloves. “Nice of you to join us.” He goes to the sink, fills a little Dixie cup with water, and brings it to her. 
Valorie grabs the cup from his hand, as desperate as a desert wanderer. She downs the water and clears her throat. “I’m Valorie.” 
“Hi Valorie, I’m Justin. It’s so nice to meet you. You’re inside Typhon Grace Hospital. Do you remember how you got here?” He takes a seat next to the bed. 
Valorie shakes her head back and forth. 
A deep, burning pain begins in her toes. Her breath quickens, and her heart rate spikes on the monitor. She pulls back hard into the hospital bed. “What’s wrong with me?” she asks. 
“Well, I can’t tell you that.” Justin laughs. “I mean, what’s wrong with any of us, ya know? We’re all a little nuts if we live on Typhon, aren’t we?” His eyes crinkle at the corners in a smile. He’s trying to be kind and warm, and Valorie can tell it’s genuine. She’s not scared of him. He feels safe. But she senses he’s uneasy about her, and she doesn’t know why. 
“Why do my toes ache? My chest feels strange, too.” 
Justin gets up and turns toward the door. “Why don’t I call the doctor in?” he says. “He can explain more.” 
“Wait. Please.” 
He turns back to her.
“I’m not—” Valorie takes a deep breath and clears her throat. “Listen. This isn’t the first time I’ve woken up in the hospital and not known where I am or what happened. It’s been a long time since this happened, but what I’m saying is …” 
Justin takes a step closer to her bed.
“The last thing I remember was pulling over on a road after seeing my therapist. I don’t know when that was, Justin. Can you at least tell me what day it is?” 
“September 24. You haven’t even been here the whole day yet. You came in about, oh, like maybe four hours ago.” Justin looks toward the doorway, then back at Valorie. “You weren’t talking when you came in, not at all. You weren’t asleep, you were just—” 
“Not home.” 
Valorie sets down the Dixie cup and looks beneath her hospital gown. Her left breast is scratched deeply, enough to draw blood, enough to be taped shut with those sticky butterfly things. “That happens to me sometimes, it always has …” 
It happens to you when someone does something very bad, Veronica’s voice echoes in the back of her mind. That means something really bad happened, Val. Someone hurt you, or maybe you hurt—
“Hold on,” Valorie says. “Justin, what happened to my chest?” 
“I can’t say, really. A couple of guys out hunting found you in the woods and brought you in. Did you go out late after the Founder’s Day festival, maybe? Blacked out?” 
Look in the hall, Val. Veronica’s voice cuts like a knife into Val’s thoughts. Look in the hall at where you are. 
The door is ajar. She can see the beige walls with a light blue stripe running along them. She’s in the psych wing, the scant stretch of six patient rooms and a lounge she’s grown all too familiar with over the years. 
Valorie purses her lips as her breath quickens. Psych isn’t good—psych means there could be a hold. She’ll need to be evaluated by the psychiatrist. She’ll miss work, and her cat won’t get fed. She messed up again, messed it all up. Her heart rate skyrockets on the monitor. 
She can’t think this way—she has to remain calm. “Why am I in psych?” 
“You can blame the fugue state for that—you were awake, but you weren’t talking. You said this happens sometimes. Do you see anyone for that, take any medications?” 
“Yes, Allie Vascur. She’ll explain everything. Why I wasn’t talking. I’m not a threat to myself, honestly. I’m okay.” 
Justin reaches for his pocket. “Alrighty, let me just call the doctor and we’ll get hold of Allie, you said? We refer to her all the time.”
Valorie smiles and nods.
Justin makes his way over to the computer; she can’t see the screen.
“Shit. Sorry.” He presses a few buttons and clicks some keys, tapping his foot impatiently. “System is down. It’s been real shoddy since the storm. Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll get this all straightened out. Alright? You just rest right now.” 
He exits the room but leaves the door cracked open, and Valorie can see him standing there in the hallway, just outside. She winces at the pain in her foot and pulls the sheet away from it. Her toes are dark, marked with purples and blues. Maybe frost nipped—nothing too serious, just uglier than usual. But the bottoms of them feel raw, like a thousand little paper cuts are mapped across the soles. 
I told you it was a bad idea to trust Allie, Veronica says. Something bad happened. It always does. 
“Enough,” Valorie says out loud. “We can get this all straightened out, and even if something bad did happen, we’ll get through it. We always do.”






  
  7
Audra


Audra paces back and forth in the police interrogation room. The incessant ticking clock on the wall threatens the minuscule sense of calm she’s clinging to. Sharp acid from vomit she tried to brush away still lingers in her mouth. Sharing a space with Tristan right now elicits a mix of pity, worry, and pure rage. Allie is dead, and the man’s daughter is missing and hasn’t shown up at school. Did Tristan, who once wiped spittle from Derek’s face, really murder his own fucking wife? 
His dirt-caked fingernails scratch at his tears and his snot-encrusted beard. The army-green button-down he always wears to the bar is damp, the sleeves darkened with blood. 
Supposedly, when he discovered the body, he crumpled to the floor a feet away from her, trying not to disturb any evidence while he waited for the police to show up. 
“You really think I did this, Audra?” Tristan chokes out the words, taking in little trembling gasps. “You think I killed Allie? You think I took my own fucking daughter? You know me.” 
She does know him. Well, she used to, but a lot has changed since then.
“Hey, guy,” Kale interrupts, “don’t do that to her. You don’t think this is hard enough on her?” 
Audra’s blood boils. The last thing in the world she needs right now is a rookie pointing out how hard it is for her on a personal level in front of a suspect. It can’t be hard for her right now, and it shouldn’t, not if she wants to stay on the case, and she needs to stay on the case. She’s locked her grief in a steel box. Her dead old friend is in a different box, and grieving the loss of a dead friend is a box inside that box. A nesting doll of despair.
Audra lays her hands on the cold metal table and looks Tristan in his red, bloodshot, drooping eyes. 
“Tristan, I have to investigate everyone. It’s my job. You were her husband.” 
“I am her husband,” he cries. 
Fuck, this is hard.
“Then tell me why you didn’t come home until 6:13 this morning,” Audra says. “Tell me where you were.” 
“I was at the bar. I told you. I worked my shift, I was done cleaning up and everything around 4 a.m.—you know, Founder’s Day afterparty.” Tristan’s eyes dart from Audra to Kale and finally down at the table. “That’s when Bev left for home, and I went upstairs to sleep.” He moves around in the chair uncomfortably. “I’ve been sleeping at the bar sometimes when it’s too late. Allie would worry about me driving home.” 
He had to stay at the bar because he was drunk by the end of his shift, which is what he means. Kale turns to Audra and gives her the “Are you sure, super sure this son of a bitch ain’t guilty?”  look. Audra gives him nothing. Because as sure as she was this morning that Tristan couldn’t have anything to do with it, that certainty is quickly disintegrating with the reality that very few other people would or could have committed the murder. 
“So, if you slept at the bar, then why’d you come home at 6:13?” Kale asks. “Why wake up from your cozy cot at Bev’s, maybe three hours into sleep, and go home?” 
“I got an alert on my phone. The security system malfunctioned.” 
“Security system?” Kale asks. “From what we’ve gathered, most are down.” 
“Yeah, well, guess we got lucky.” His voice is sharp as a blade. “We had it installed after Allie let her office go.” 
“She was seeing clients in the house?” Audra asks, unable to disguise the shock in her voice.
“Yeah, we needed the extra money. Allie was insistent we not take any more from her dad. She didn’t tell you?” 
Fury burns inside Audra. If she’d been a better friend, she would have known, would have noticed. But in truth, she had no idea Allie was strapped for money. After Derek died, Allie was there for Audra in all the ways she needed her to be, saying the right things, coming over to clean and bring wine and talk. She picked up mothering Wren when Audra was barely making it through the day. And Audra, Audra didn’t even have time for a glass of wine with Allie, and Allie had been carrying financial stress all alone. Tristan should have fucking stepped up for once and contributed instead of getting drunk at the bar with the patrons—or worse. 
“She let go of the office,” Audra says, her tone accusatory, “and started seeing clients at home, and you were okay with it?” 
Allie always said she didn’t want Hayley to lose the little anonymity she might have garnered in this little town where everyone knows fucking everyone. What changed? Audra would have warned her if she’d known. Audra had seen what people—seemingly normal people—were capable of. 
“I didn’t want her to do it.” Tristan hides his eyes behind his hands. “I said maybe we should sell the house, get something a little smaller. I never wanted the big fancy house, that was all Allie and her dad, and she wasn’t willing to uproot Hayley.”
“That would have been a tough call for her.” Audra’s heart strains a little, threatening to tear open that box. “Tell me about the security system. Can you give us access to it?” 
“Yeah. Yeah, of course. It’s all through Allie’s laptop and our phones. The company is called Terro-Fi, an off-island thing. I just figured, you know, it was just a glitch from the storms or whatever when I got the alert.”  
“So,” Kale starts again, “you got the notice of a malfunction.” 
“And I went to check on Allie, and that’s when …” Tears stream down his face again, and he gasps. “That’s when I found her like that. Oh god.” 
“And you told the dispatcher she was dead. How did you know?” Kale asks. 
“She’d wet herself. And the blood, obviously, but I heard that when people die, they …” The shaking sobs return, and Tristan buries his head in his arms. “Did you find Hayley yet? Did she make it to school?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Tristan’s cries are barely muffled behind the interrogation room door. Hearts are heavy in the middle of the station, as most of the officers watched Tristan grow up or grew up with him. Audra probably should have left him in a jail cell. She just couldn’t bring herself to do it.  
Even if he killed Allie … he was worried about Hayley. That feels real, and usually she can detect bullshit. Hayley, as it turns out, did not make it to school. But if he was at the bar all night, if he truly hadn’t been at the house, the second wine glass at Allie’s would have been someone else’s. That someone else could have been Audra. Most people would be grateful not to have been there, but she would have stopped it or died trying. That would have been better. 
“Dexter, can you contact Judge Martin and get a warrant for the security footage through …” Audra pulls her notebook from her jacket pocket. “Terro-Fi, the victim’s security system. The company might not give it to us without one.” 
“Phones are down again for the moment—it’s gonna have to wait.” 
“Fuck,” Audra says. Maybe things will come back online soon. We just gotta work with what we’ve got. “Send someone over to the store on foot, then; Judge Martin should be there.” The town was so small that the judge also ran the hunting supply store. 
“After Founder’s Day?” Dexter refutes. 
Audra sighs, then refills her coffee mug. She makes her rounds to the officers, assigning them tasks to start the search party. By now, they know the drill, and it’s second nature. Audra takes a sip of piping-hot coffee, the burn trailing down her throat and into her stomach. Her rubber boots leave dirt behind on the linoleum as she makes her way to the whiteboard. Two teen girls’ school pictures stare back at her. Their faces have haunted her nearly every single day and night for the last several months.
Jessica and Rachel—now just referred to as “the missing girls.”  
Jessica has piercing blue eyes and dark hair cut at her shoulders. She was fourteen when she went missing. Misty, her mom, talked to Audra about how Jessica had rescued kittens and volunteered at the pet shelter with her from a young age. 
There were less-than-stellar cops and a few neighbors who thought she ran away, but that wasn’t Jessica. Usually, they’re trying to escape an abusive situation. Jessica wasn’t that kid. No signs of abuse, ever. Misty was a single mom—and a good one at that. 
Rachel was a sad case of neglect and seemed more likely to Audra to be a runaway case. Her father had died on the fishing boat when she was a baby, and her mother had been in the drunk tank more than a handful of times, and there were rumors she’d turned to sex work to make ends meet. Rachel jumped between her mom’s house and her aunt’s, according to the school records, and the aunt already had a couple of kids to take care of. One with an awful sickness … 
Audra’s stomach sours, but she won’t look away from their faces. Hayley can’t become another picture on this whiteboard. Audra’s phone vibrates again. 
“They’re back up!” she shouts in Dexter’s direction. 
A text from Wren. <<Anything yet? Mom? Did you find her?>>
Fuck, she thinks. If Wren knows, probably everyone knows.
She texts back. <<I don’t know anything yet, I’m sure she’s fine, we think she’s safe. Don’t worry Wren, we’ll find her.>>
She is absolutely not sure Hayley is just fine. 
Her body tightens as she imagines the girl next to Jessica and Rachel, tied up and gagged. She needs to focus. Audra flips the whiteboard to the other side. Ben hands her a stack of images, pictures from the crime scene, and she begins taping them up. Kale grabs his coffee and meets her there. 
“Okay. Hayley is missing. It’s been less than twelve hours, so we all need to focus on her right now,” Audra says, posting a picture of Allie and her daughter on the board. Sadness threatens to spill over and outside of her. Seeing the two of them up there is too much. She closes her eyes and breathes deeply, trying to pull herself together. Two lower-level officers approach the board.  
“She could be out hiding somewhere. You know, maybe she saw what was happening and got away,” Kale says. “She could be in the woods. I say we get a search party organized immediately. People wanna help, I’m sure of it.” 
“Can you get it going?” Audra asks, partially because she needs to delegate, but also because she needs Kale out of her hair to think for a second. 
“Sure thing, boss.” Kale turns with practically a spring in his step. He’s getting to call the shots on something. Good for him. What he says next surprises her, though. “We should start here.” He points to a spot on the map about a half-mile from Allie’s house.
“Why there?” Audra asks. “It should be closer to Allie’s place—maybe she didn’t get far.”
“Right,” Kale says, rubbing his hand alongside his jaw. “Sorry, just had a feeling. You’re right. Start closer, then fan out.”
Audra nods to Kale, absolving him. They need to be smart right now, not go off some outsider’s gut feeling.
Allie’s dead, and Hayley is missing.
Audra starts writing down a timeline on the board.
“Where’s Audra?” Allie’s father, Kirk Vascur, demands with a booming, desperate voice that echoes through the station.
She whips her head around to see him at the door. His face is red and swollen, obvious even from a distance. The pain of it hits her like a ton of bricks. He’s lost his daughter. She flashes to the time he picked them up after a junior year dance when they’d gone to a house party. He hadn’t told Audra’s mom. Right now, all she wants to do is run and hug him and cry into his chest. 
Get it together, Audra, now. No time for feelings.
“Here!” The squeak in her voice threatens to unmask her and let them all in on how much pain she’s feeling. 
Kirk beelines to her, pushing past Chief Michael. His arms open, and he engulfs her in them. Hot, seething pain fills her chest. Oh God, she’s dead. She’s really dead and there’s nothing I can do to make her come back.
Audra bites her lip hard and wills her tears to stay inside her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he says. Kirk pulls away from her and wipes his eyes on his coat sleeve.
Audra doesn’t know what to say at first. What do you say to your friend’s father—the man who snuck up and scared the shit out of you on camping trips, who drove you to the prom, who put blankets on you when you passed out at sleepovers—about his daughter being murdered?
“Kirk.” Chief Michael steps in. “You shouldn’t be here.”
That’s when Audra realizes they’re standing next to the printer, which is actively making a towering stack of crime scene photos. 
“I need to be here,” Kirk says. “I want to know what you all need to find Hayley. Audra, what resources do you need from the company?”
“I’m sure we can—” 
Chief Michael steps in front of the photos. “Kirk, we’ve already got a few retirees coming in to help with the investigation. One’s a good detective. He’s going to take over for Audra.”
Her stomach drops. “What?”
“You are too close to this; Allie was your friend.”
“And you’re not?” Audra snaps.
“I won’t hear of it,” Kirk says. “Audra is the only one I care about heading this case. She found little Tonya—and you, Michael, you’ve done murders on this island before. Remember that string back then?”
“I remember, Kirk, and this isn’t that.”
“How do you know?” He raises his voice, and other people start to stare. “Outsiders don’t understand Typhon. They don’t know the landscape, they don’t know the history, and they won’t care as much as Audra will. I’ve seen officers give up when they don’t care. Audra never would.”
He’s right that sometimes people do, but just because she found Tonya, the girl who went missing last year, doesn’t mean that she’ll find everyone, that she can stop whatever’s happening. 
“You have to let her stay on as head detective.” Kirk steps to Michael, and Michael lays a warm hand on the man’s shoulder, acknowledging his grief. 
Then he turns to Audra. “Kale is with you every step of the way, and I’ll be checking with him to make sure you’re not getting too personal with this.”
“Thank you,” Audra says.
“Search party?” Kirk asks her.
“Already getting started. Everyone’s going to be meeting down at the trail head closest to Allie’s.”
“I’ll bring out the company four-by-fours and walkies. Phone service is still shoddy.” 
Audra nods.
“Alright,” Chief Michael says. “Don’t fuck this up. Now what’s the timeline?” 
“Last night, we dropped off Hayley after Founder’s Day wrapped up.” Allie asked her to hang out and Audra refused because she’s a horrible person. She doesn’t say that out loud. “Then Tristan called her on his break around nine thirty, he says. She was killed early in the morning, at least an hour before Tristan supposedly discovered her. It’s all blank until Tristan calls us.”
“So sometime between 3 a.m. and 6:30 a.m. she was killed. What’s that client question mark written there?” He points at the note pinned to the board. 
“I think Allie had a patient come see her,” Audra says, biting her cuticle.
“At the house?” Chief Michael sounds just as shocked as she is. 
“Tristan said they were struggling financially, and Allie gave up the office. She was dressed like she was going to see a patient.” Audra’s hand floats to her brow, rubbing the hairs to pacify the discomfort of the chief’s doubt in her.
“She sees people that early?” Chief Michael looks to her for an answer, and he catches her rubbing her brow, picking at a hair, her cheeks hot with embarrassment. Stop that, Audra. She puts her hand in her pocket. 
“Maybe?” Audra sighs. She’d have more to go off of if she hadn’t been such a shit friend.
“You need to get into her books.” Chief Michael rubs his brows. “We need her schedule to check who she could have been seeing or if anyone frequently had ‘emergency appointments.’”
“It’s not as easy as a key or a lock box anymore. Everything’s online. She uses some virtual health system.” 
“We’ll get a warrant and call the company right away. I’m with you on this, Audra—it’s hard to believe Tristan would do something like this.” It’s no surprise that Chief Michael would have a hard time believing it. He’s friends with Kirk and knows all the kids who stuck around Typhon forever. 
Audra turns away from the board, grabs her keys off her desk, and heads for the exit. She checks her phone. One bar. Three missed calls from an unknown number, but she knows exactly who it is: Mark. Allie’s brother. 
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Valorie


2006
Valorie sank into a blue leather chair inside the Typhon Island Police Station. Her bare legs stretched out like thin stilts from her pale denim daisy dukes. Her tennis shoes, yellowed from numerous trips in the creek, rested on the tile floor. 
“I’m Detective Michael,” the man said. He was large and commanding, but Valorie wasn’t afraid of him. What was there to be afraid of when you’d seen what she’d seen? “You aren’t in any kind of trouble. We just need your help.”
Michael slid an open pack of Grapevines across the table. She didn’t hesitate before taking one into her mouth and gobbling it down. Sweet cherry release. He shoved over an extra-large pop in a McDonald’s cup.
The sweat beading on the plastic made it slippery, but Valorie gripped harder and sucked down the syrupy Coke until it was nothing but ice. Her gulps resound like little shouts. Ever since she was a baby, she’d gulped like that and couldn’t shake it. Her momma thought it was cute, but her father hit her on the back of the head when he caught her doing it. You sound like a whore.
But he wasn’t here. She could do whatever she wanted.
That stung, to think about him, despite his harsh words. Was it possible to miss a smack on the head? To hate someone just as much as you love them?
The detectives needed something from her, something Valorie knew she wouldn’t be able to give them. She was yet again a disappointment to everyone around her. The bits and pieces of what she remembered from the afternoon before floated far away, just out of her eyesight. She hated losing things and not being able to get them back. But a voice whispered louder than her own thoughts. It’s better not to know, stupid girl.
“Is Tabitha okay?” Valorie asked, covering her mouth to burp.
“We don’t know yet. I know you care about your friend, but you’re not protecting her by keeping her secrets,” Michael said. “Do you think you could help us out?”
Valorie slouched further into the chair, pulling her pink polo shirt up over her mouth and her nose, hiding in her clothes like a child.
“I don’t remember who it was who we were with,” she said. She bit her lip, and the sharp taste of iron filled her mouth.
“But someone else was with you.”
Valorie twisted in her seat. She dragged her fingernail to her neck and scratched. The itch was something that never really went away. Sometimes it was small, and she could ignore it. Sometimes it was so strong she scratched until it bled. It drove her aunt insane. She hated to see Valorie doing it and yelled at her every time she touched it. Valorie hated it too. It felt like the itch was inches beneath the surface, pressing against her windpipe. She thought about grabbing the pen on the desk in front of her and using it to dig in deeper than her nails could go. There were police here—they could help her if she hurt herself.
“Valorie, any kind of a description could help a lot. There aren’t that many people on the island to begin with. We could find Tabitha and the person she left with and bring them both home safe.”
“It’s like I told you, I don’t hardly remember any of it. The only thing is the red yarn. The red yarn and the cat.”
The detective stared at her with sympathy in his eyes. Like he felt sorry for her. He knew exactly who she was—exactly what she’d been through—and she hated that.
“The red yarn. You said that, but, Valorie, that was from a long time ago. I think you’re getting things jumbled. I know life hasn’t been easy for you.”
She sighed and turned away from his sad eyes. Her memory wasn’t jumbled. She was sure she saw those things. Sure, she felt them. She scratched at her neck. She knew she saw the yarn, and she saw the other Tabitha. Tabitha, her cat, not her friend, and something very bad had happened to her.

      [image: image-placeholder]Present
Justin has been gone for too long. Something must be going on. 
Valorie’s throat is itchy again. It’s stronger than the sharp pain in her chest, where her skin was torn.
You know something awful happened. The raspy voice of a monster makes her hairs stand on end. You are a horror, Valorie.
She’s alone in the hospital room. There’s no one there. There’s no such thing as monsters, and she’s a woman now, not a child. The monster isn’t real; it’s a part of her that had to evolve into something scary to help her live through her childhood. That’s what Allie said.
Not real, Valorie, Allie’s voice comes in to comment. Remember, that itch isn’t real. There’s nothing on your neck anymore. It’s a phantom pain, it’s a flashback. A physiological flashback.
The searing pain on her chest won’t let up.
Focus, Valorie. 
She’s lost time again. Maybe Veronica or one of the others took control again and left her alone in the dark. That would make the most sense. But this will blow her life up. She can’t just skip out on her job. She won’t live in the past forever. It makes her scared to think about it, but she’s got to confront Allie. She’ll tell Allie when she talks to her that the therapy is too much and that they need to put whatever they let out back deep, deep down inside of her, where it belongs, because she wants to be Valorie and only Valorie.
Not Veronica.
Not Nicko.
Not a monster.
She is Valorie, and that’s that.
Allie promised it wouldn’t be bad, said that it’s normal sometimes, while doing the deeper work, for little blips to happen. Maybe this is just a little blip. Maybe Veronica had a romp that went wrong; it wouldn’t be the first time it happened.
The closer she examines the scratches on her chest, the more she believes they resemble wounds produced by nails. Maybe nail marks that Veronica asked a lover to dig into her.
But then why does it feel like it did back then? Why does it feel like it did before?
The song comes back into her head again—“Crimson and Clover.”
Justin enters the room, smiling.
“Hi Valorie. So, I tried calling your therapist, Allie Vascur. Went right to voicemail. Could be their reception or …”
“She can’t be on call all the time, right?” Valorie says, an awkward laugh catching in her throat. She doesn’t like that face he’s making now. It means he’s going to say something she doesn’t want to hear. “I’m sure if you left a message, she’ll call back right away. Anyways, I’m … I’m a teacher over at the high school. Whatever happened … listen. I’m okay to go. I feel a lot better, really, and I’ve had these things happen before.”
The chemical smell of ammonia lingers in the air between them, thick, sterile, clean. The voices in her mind are like people chatting in another room, making just enough noise to distract her. She can’t be distracted right now.
Justin’s expression changes to skeptical, like it doesn’t matter what she says now. Like he might not believe a single word that’s coming out of her mouth. His brows come together, and he’s looking at her like he feels sorry for her. Pathetic girl. She hates it.
“Listen, Valorie.” There it is. He knows who she is, despite her trying to be someone else in this town, despite the whole town wanting to forget what happened. He can see right through her skin to what’s underneath. “I think we should keep you here a little while. We don’t know exactly what’s going on, and you were hurt, wandering around. It’s our usual protocol—”
“But I’m fine,” Valorie says. “I am fine. I have a few scrapes and bruises. I’ve been trying a new type of therapy with Allie, and she said this could happen. That it was rare, but this could happen. A blip.”
“A blip?” He puts his chart on his hip and looks at her, wide-eyed.
“A blip. Listen.”
Panic grips her chest, that deep down, beneath-the-bone feeling that everything is going to get even worse—even more wrong.
Justin nods.
“You know who I am just from living in Typhon,” Valorie says, swallowing hard and hoping upon hope that bringing up her past will convince dearest Justin, a nurse who already looks like he’s worked one shift too many this week, that she is not dangerous, just traumatized. “You know I went through a traumatic experience when I was a teenager. You know I was hospitalized afterward. And you know I have a condition. You know my diagnosis. I know people talk and call me crazy.”
Empathy grows on his face like a weed.
“I have been successfully living with it for over a decade. Seeing a therapist regularly, a psychiatrist, the whole nine yards. I know you don’t have access to my current case notes, but if you did, they’d tell you. Four weeks ago, Allie and I started a new form of therapy. Therapy that was supposed to help me remember what happened to a girl who went missing when I was a teenager.”
Justin sighs and moves closer to the bed, reaching the chair on the farthest side of the room where plastic bags rest, holding the soiled clothes she was wearing when the men found her.
“Allie and I have been working together for five years, Justin. Five. She told me this could happen; it’s rare, but sometimes when people delve into past experiences, their brains try to bury them, which means they can experience dissociation. Complete dissociation. Where I can’t remember things at all, like blank spaces in my memory.” That usually applies to the past, but lately it’s been happening in the present. 
“Listen, Valorie, I believe you. You don’t seem like you need to be here. You seem perfectly lucid now, but usually in this case—”
“Usually, in this case, you don’t have a fully functioning high school teacher who knows their diagnosis and who is seeing a therapist and a psychiatrist. Who has just begun a new form of therapy that’s known to sometimes cause these things to happen.”
“I’ll be right back,” he says, and walks out the door.
Valorie watches as he talks to a man in a white coat in the hallway.
She’s got him. She’s right, and anyway, it’s not like she’s trying to pull one over on him. Allie did say this could happen. Not exactly this. But like … something kind of like this. And she has a job, a cat, a whole life she needs to get back to now. She can’t afford to be in the hospital for seventy-two hours while they diagnose her all over again, change her meds and do whatever they plan on doing.
Justin walks back into the room.
“You’re good to go. The attending signed off on it. Besides, we’re all hands on deck after the storm, so we don’t have capacity to keep anyone who doesn’t want to be here.”
“Thank you!” Valorie says, practically leaping for joy in the hospital bed.
“Listen. You came in bloodied up. I’m not sure what happened out there, but we will have to notify the police when things come back online. Be careful out there, okay?”
“Of course.”
“You’ve got two emergency contacts listed here from your last visit.”
Last visit? When did she last visit the ER? 
“Who do you want me to try to contact to pick you up?”
“Two listed?” Valorie racks her brain for another person other than her only friend, Ms. Rashida Johnson, the art teacher.
“Yeah,” he says, “Rashida and Tristan?”
“Rashida, please. She works at the school with me. You can get her over the radio, I bet,” she says. “Can you update my file and eliminate the other one? It must have been an error or something. I don’t know anyone named Tristan—at least not well enough to call him an emergency contact.”
“Alright. I’ll call Rashida. You can get dressed if you want, but I’m going to ask her to bring you some clean clothes and new shoes,” Justin says, beginning to walk out the door back into the hall.
“Justin,” Valorie says, just before he leaves, “thank you for believing me.”
He nods, then heads out. Valorie stares at her tennis shoes in the bag on the chair in the corner. It’s stained with blood and dirt beneath the plastic. She looks at her breast, torn and red. There’s more blood on her clothes than could be explained by the wound on her chest. What happened out there, and why is Allie’s husband’s name listed as my emergency contact?
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Audra 


The ever-present smell of old textbooks, cafeteria chicken nuggets, and cherry lip gloss floods the halls.  
They pass by the open cafeteria door. The shadow of a youthful girl with untamed, dark brown, frizzy hair looks up from her lunch. Oh, sweet naïve Audra. Back then, Audra could never have imagined this nightmare happening to her. That teenage girl had no idea what she was in for, the mistakes she’d make. A lot has changed since the days of playing hooky with Mark and drinking by the creek with Allie.
She couldn’t have predicted she’d be a widowed detective back on Typhon—or that Allie would be in a coroner’s office. 
Even when they do find Hayley, she’ll basically be an orphan. Her mother is gone, and odds are Tristan will be convicted of her murder.
Mark could take care of her. 
She’s been avoiding the thought since the call this morning. Seeing Mark again. Telling him his sister is dead. Those are things she doesn’t want to do. Maybe Kirk already called him. Then he’ll come home to Typhon. He has to come, and she’ll have to see him in person. He’ll see Wren.
“Detective Laskey,” says Principal Barnes, a friendly-faced man with a pile of blond curls on the top of his head like a cherub’s. He bows his head, waving Audra and Kale into the office. “Let’s talk inside.” 
Kale walks in first, and Audra trails behind him. They take their seats side by side at the principal’s desk as if they’re delinquent adolescents. 
“We need to ask you some questions about Hayley,” Kale says.  
“I was hoping she would show up late.” Barnes slumps in his chair. Audra exhales deeply. 
“Mr. Barnes, are any other students or teachers absent from school today?” 
“Well, yeah, quite a few students. Not uncommon after Founder’s Day, you know.” Barnes scans his paper attendance book. “Hayley Vascur; Annie Dean has chemotherapy; Madeline Soujourn called out, but her parents didn’t say why; John Burrows … you know he helped out with the puppet show yesterday … and then Daniel Eager.” 
“Daniel Eager?” Kale asks. “Wasn’t he also absent when Jessica and Rachel went missing?” 
“Good memory. Yeah, he was absent those days, but he was excused, remember?” 
“I remember,” Audra says. 
“He had a note for the other two. His father, Billie, called him in today. He still sounded like he was celebrating, if you know what I mean.” 
Kale tilts his head. “The notes were because he was seeing a counselor?”
“Yeah.” 
“I think now is when we need the name of that counselor,” Audra says, staring into the principal’s eyes. 
“That’s confidential.” Barnes sits back in his seat. 
“We can get a warrant,” Kale says. 
“Is it Allie Vascur?” Audra asks bluntly. “Because if it is, we need to know.”
“Can’t say, Detective. Just trying to protect the kids.” Barnes winks at Audra.
Trying to protect the boys is what Barnes means to say. When Jessica and Rachel went missing, he wouldn’t budge on attendance until a warrant came in, claiming privacy. If he were really trying to protect the students, trying to protect this community, they’d be keeping a better eye on the boys. Especially the ones who made Rachel’s life a living hell before she went missing.
Boys will be boys. 
Boys will be held to the standards of the law when they call a girl a slut, post a picture of her online topless and passed out, and then again when the girl is reported missing within the week. 
“Sure, Mr. Barnes,” Kale says, the sarcasm thick in his tone, “just protecting kids. Any teachers absent today?”
Audra’s body relaxes a little as she realizes Kale isn’t one of those boys’ club assholes. 
“Well … there’s a sub for Artie the gym teacher today, as he went to help his brother come home from the hospital.” So much for privacy. “And then Mrs. Clemens hasn’t made it in today, and Rashida the art teacher left early.” 
Audra tenses. “Do you know why?” 
“No.” 
“Great,” Audra says. “Can we take a look at Hayley’s locker?” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Much to Audra’s disappointment, nothing is out of sorts or the least bit suspicious. Just everything you’d see in the average kid’s locker: old assignments shoved in the back, an extra pair of shoes at the bottom, a magnetic flower-shaped mirror, and pictures of her and her friends, including her and Wren at soccer camp in the summer. But just before Audra is about to give up, she sees one of those stupid cootie catcher/paper fortune teller things at the bottom, the handwriting sloppy and barely legible.  
It’s all she can think about on the drive back to her house. 
It wasn’t the typical red, orange, yellow, and blue stamped onto the paper. It was words describing body parts and, on the inside flaps, erotic things to do with them. Heat flushed her cheeks; imagining her daughter’s bestie doing these things made her stomach sick. Does she even have a boyfriend? Who would she have been playing this with?
She parks in the driveway. Kale stays back in the car as Audra makes her way to the front door of her house. Before she can finish turning the key, Wren opens the door.
“Hayley’s missing? Like missing missing?” she cries, her eyes red and swollen. 
“Well, we don’t know where she is,” Audra says. She tries to approach Wren, to pull her into a hug, but the girl backs away. 
“Allie’s dead! You really thought you could keep me in the dark?” Wren spits, brushing her hair from her face. Audra pivots to the kitchen, and her daughter follows closely. 
“That’s not what I was trying to do, Wren,” Audra says, grabbing a water bottle from the cupboard and filling it up at the sink. “When you left this morning, I didn’t even know what had happened yet. Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not okay! God!”
Stupid question. She can picture her late husband shaking his head. There she goes, getting it wrong again in the parenting department. Allie was like an aunt to Wren. And Hayley is more like a cousin than a friend. If only she could crumble into vulnerable goo with her daughter, cuddle in her big bed or stop and make posters for Hayley while they watch a teenage drama to try to distract themselves, but that’s just not her. She can’t be the warm, soft place for Wren; she can’t take Wren with her or fully be there for her right now, at least not until she’s solved the case. 
“You always keep me in the dark. You think it will protect me,” Wren cries. “But it doesn’t, Mom. What is going on?” 
“What exactly have you heard?” Audra asks. 
“Someone stabbed Allie, and my best friend is gone. People are saying it might have something to do with the other missing girls. With Rachel and Jessica. Is that true?” Wren crumples to the floor.
Audra walks across the kitchen tile to her daughter and lays a hand on her shoulder.
“Wren, look at me.” 
“No.”
“Wren.” 
She raises her head. The truth will come out either way, and Audra would rather Wren hear the truth, not the drama and rumors that are probably already circulating the island. 
“You really want to hear this?” she asks. 
Wren nods. 
“Allie was killed early this morning at their house. She was stabbed to death.” 
Wren winces but won’t break eye contact. 
“There’s no physical evidence that Hayley was kidnapped, but we’re treating it like she could be. We think she might have gotten scared and run away or hidden somewhere. And there’s nothing to indicate a connection to the other girls.”
“What are you doing to help her? To find her?”
“There’s a search party forming right now. Kale is making it happen. We’re interviewing anyone who could have seen or might have been involved with the murder. We’re following any possible lead, as fast as we can. She is the top priority, Wren. Mr. Vascur is pulling in extra resources to help, too.”
“I have to help.” 
“No.”
“Yes. I don’t care what you say. She’s my friend.” 
Audra doesn’t push back. She wants to ask Wren what the hell they’ve been up to with that inappropriate cootie catcher, if they’ve been doing drugs, if she or Hayley have been sneaking off with older men. She doesn’t like to pry too much into Wren’s personal life in fear of really being shut out, but she’s already looking at her like Audra is a horrible mother. She might as well shoot her shot. Maybe Wren is so scared she’ll spill what she knows. 
God, she hates thinking that about her own kid. “Wren. Was Hayley dating anyone? Or like … hooking up with anyone that you knew of? Sneaking around? Hiding anything from Allie and Tristan?”
“I don’t know … I …”
“Wren. I don’t think she’s been kidnapped, but I need to know everything that you know leading up to yesterday about Hayley.”
“Fine. She’s going to kill me, but I don’t care. We snuck out and hung out at the creek last weekend, when you were working late. Right before the storm started.”
A fire ignites in her. Two missing girls, and Wren is sneaking out at night? She wants to say, “Seriously? While the whole town was preparing not to die, you were off fucking around in the woods?” But, instead, she asks, “What happened?”
“Hayley disappeared for a little while. It was just us and a few other girls. She went away, and when she came back, she was acting weird … but she had weed. So, I didn’t know if she was smoking with someone else and felt funny. I thought she was just going to the bathroom, or I wouldn’t have let her go alone.”
Audra sighs. Weed. At least it’s just that. But who’s selling kids weed? “You didn’t see who she met out there? Were you anywhere near that old flop house I’ve made it clear to stay away from?”
“No.” She sighs. “I’m not an idiot.” 
“Anyone at the school known to … I don’t know, deal drugs?”
“Mom, weed isn’t even—” 
“I’m not here to debate. I just need to know. Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble.” Not right now, anyway. 
“Daniel’s dad grows it. Daniel ...” 
“Daniel fucking Eager? Billie Eager’s kid?” 
Wren nods. 
That fucking guy. He would have his kid dealing for him. Piece of shit, asshole. “Alright, that’s helpful. Thank you for being honest with me.” 
“Mom, you have to find her.”
“I will,” she says. “Now, where the hell is Tara at? She was supposed to be here all day.”
“She said she had to go into work.”
“She couldn’t call off for today? I don’t want to leave you here alone,” Audra declares, because even though she doesn’t want to believe Jessica and Rachel’s disappearance has anything to do with what’s going on, she can’t ignore the worries, the movies playing out in her mind that it’s a serial killer. That whoever took them is escalating, and teenage girls seem to be their thing, and they might be willing to kill a witness to make sure they get their pretty little thing. 
“It’s fine. I want to go help the search party anyway.”
“You’re not old enough. Not for today. You need an adult with you, and I can’t do it. I’m calling your grandma.” She pulls out the phone and makes the call. One of the benefits of living here, one of the only ones, is that she can call her mother when she’s really desperate—as long as it’s about helping out Wren. 
“You really don’t have to do that,” Wren says.
“It’s done.” 
It rings. Thank god for a signal right now. Darla picks up on the second ring.
“Hello, Mom.” 
“Audra, I heard about Allie. What’s going on?” 
“A lot.” Audra sighs. Her mom at least sounds like a normal person right now. “I need your help. I need you to come look after Wren while I work.” 
“Of course, but what—” Audra ends the call before Darla can finish her sentence. 
“She’s coming,” Audra says. 
“You didn’t have to do that, Mom.”
“I know I didn’t, but I wanted to. I love you, and I feel better knowing you won’t be alone right now. Even if you’re old enough. Grandma loves you and wants to be here for you.”
“She loves you too, Mom.”
Sure, kid. 
“Anyway, she’s coming. Stay with her. No going off on your own at all from now until I say, got it?” 
“Yeah.” 
“I gotta go. I’ll catch you at the search party, okay?” 
Audra leans in and kisses Wren’s forehead, then hugs her hard. She ignores the pain inside her chest as she pulls away. 
Once she’s out the door, she wipes some tears from her cheeks. It feels wrong leaving her daughter. She’s doing a better job than Darla did, though; she has to be.
Darla did exactly the bare minimum required in mothering. She fed Audra and clothed her, but behind every meal and bath time and “hello” was an unmistakable distain. As a little girl, Audra had on more than one occasion spied on her mother when Darla thought she was asleep. What she found was a relaxed woman with a sense of humor, kind and empathetic toward her friends like Bev. Audra had felt like an uninvited houseguest her mother was too polite to kick out.
She’s barely made it out of the house when she sees Mark walking up the gravel driveway. Her heart stops beating. It’s been years since they’ve been in the same space. The wrinkles on his face are accentuated by puffy, blotchy spots. He’s been crying, and clearly he hasn’t shaved in days. Gray hairs pepper his beard and head. A sliver of her wants to run to him, embrace him, but she silences that longing and holds her ground. 
“Audra.” His voice is hoarse. “Allie.” 
“When did you get in?”
“As soon as I heard. Chief Michael called me right away.” He shrugs. “What in the fuck happened? How? Who did this?” 
“I’m sorry. I really am. We don’t know a lot yet. I’m so sorry, Mark.” 
“Yeah.” 
“When was the last time you talked to her?”
He flushes brighter red. “I don’t know, around Christmas.” 
“I’m really sorry.” She hopes Wren isn’t hearing any of this. Seeing him. She moves down the driveway, out of sight of the windows. “I need to go, and you need to get out of here, go to your dad’s.” 
“My dad’s? Audra, what the fuck? You really don’t want me here? Even now? Derek’s dead, and so is my sister. What are you afraid of?”
Audra swallows the lump of worry, pain, and regret.
“I know Allie’s dead, but I need to be working her case right now, and you need to be with your family.”
“Be with my dad? You serious?” He shakes his head. “Jesus, Audra, even now? Can you thaw just a little bit?” 
The pain in his voice makes her want to coddle him, to care for him and let him care for her. They can lick each other’s wounds like when they were teenagers. But they’re not young any longer, and she has a case to solve and a teenage daughter to take care of. 
“There’s a search party. Your dad is helping—join it and get started looking. That’s what you need to be doing right now.” 
“Alright, Detective.” He turns away. He’s pissed, hurt, and who can blame him?
“Mark, I’m sorry. I just can’t do this right now.” 
“Nah, I get it.” He shuffles down the driveway. Audra’s phone beeps. She checks the screen—a voicemail. Must’ve snuck through when a crumb of a signal allowed. It’s from Kale:
Hey, there were three messages left on Allie’s phone about two hours ago from the psychiatric unit at Typhon Hospital. They were calling to verify that she was a provider for a patient they admitted this morning. Her name is Valorie Clemens. You know her?
Valorie Clemens. Orphaned girl and accomplice in a kidnapping. Of course, Audra knows her. Everyone knows Valorie. 
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Valorie 


2006
Valorie stared at her barely touched TV dinner. That afternoon at school, she’d thrown up the contents of her lunch. Tabitha was still missing, and the girls had started teasing and taunting her more than ever, blaming her for Tabitha’s disappearance while they cried crocodile tears and made missing posters and talked to every detective or newspaper journalist who would speak to them. 
She watched the news on the big boxy television while sitting in silence next to Diane, who was enveloped in a haze of cigarette smoke. Diane was not the worst foster parent Valorie could imagine, but she wasn’t the best either. 
“Tabitha was one of my best friends. Tabitha was such a wonderful girl, and so bright, and we love her so much. Come home, Tabitha.” The girl on the screen wipes away tears. 
Valorie had been by Tabitha’s side when they were taken into the woods, and all they cared about was Tabitha being missing. They weren’t thankful to see her when she came home alive. It was the opposite. They all suspected she’d had something to do with it, that she’d seen something and hidden evidence.
Valorie drank her apple juice and sat back on the couch, scared to say anything to Diane about the ordeal or the teasing going on at school.
When her parents had died and Diane took her in, she was warm and welcoming at first. Until her garage was painted red with the word KILLER. After that, Diane smoked more and talked less, and when she did speak, it was rarely a kind or quiet affair. But if Valorie was obedient and anticipated Diane’s needs, then things went smoother. 
Valorie took their TV dinners from the water-ringed coffee table and walked them into the kitchen to clean them up. In the other room, she could hear the faintest music. It was coming from the bedroom. She listened as hard as she could, even took a few steps towards the hallway, but she stopped when she heard what it was.
Crimson and Clover. 
She couldn’t breathe. It was back, that feeling, red yarn around her throat. The invisible string that hadn’t been there for a very long time grew tighter around Valorie’s neck. She dropped the dinners on the floor with a clatter. She reached up with her blue-polished and bitten, ragged fingernails and tried to pull it off.
Diane came into the kitchen, her mouth dropping open. “Are you choking?” she asked.
Valorie’s eyes grew wide, but she couldn’t see Diane at all anymore. She was deep beneath the surface of the island. She was wrapped in yarn. The room was bathed in warm yellow as if from a torch. It was here and there at the exact same time. Valorie was going to die standing in the middle of Diane’s kitchen with creamed corn splattered on her bare feet, she was sure of it, and part of her was happy, even thankful, that maybe it was her turn to go and things didn’t have to hurt so bad anymore and things didn’t have to be so confusing and she wasn’t such a terrible disappointment. And maybe she’d never ever have to hear that song again.
She’d be with her mother again.
A hard, stinging slap against her cheek brought her back into the room. The music stopped. Diane was crying and screaming. Valorie stood still. Her hands dropped from her neck, and she couldn’t feel anything anymore except the stinging on her cheek and the certainty that it would have been better if the invisible string had killed her. If she had died next to her mom. If she had never been born.
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Rashida’s car smells like patchouli and oil paint, an improvement from the scent of antiseptic and dirt that filled the hospital room. She hasn’t asked too many questions, which Valorie remains quite thankful for. But as they pull up to Valorie’s flat and the car comes to a stop, Rashida finally turns toward her. Valorie’s stomach drops. Rashida is going to ask her things she doesn’t know how to answer. Valorie’s going to fail.  
“Val, I know you have a rough past. And I’m really sorry you’re going through this. I can’t imagine what’s happening within you right now.” Rashida moves her hand closer to Valorie’s leg. “But I feel very honored that you trusted me enough to call me today, and I’m here if you want to talk.” She smiles, her pink pouty lips upturned. Rashida cares for herself and for others so effortlessly that it makes Valorie’s heart ache and her palms sweat.
She wishes that she could be Rashida or could be loved by Rashida in ways that make her feel embarrassed. Valorie presses her knees closed and bites the inside of her mouth.
“I know you’re here for me, Rashida. I appreciate it. I’m just so tired, I don’t know what happened. But don’t worry about me, okay?”
Rashida moves her hand all the way onto Valorie’s knee. She should love this, she wants this. But instead, her skin crawls, and she suppresses the urge to scream or to push her hand away.
This is why I’m doing the therapy with Allie, she reminds herself. I deserve to be able to be touched without losing my mind. The family deserves to know what happened to Tabitha, yes, but also I deserve to be able to feel human touch without wincing. Don’t I? This will all be worth it when we’re done.
“Go get some rest,” Rashida said. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”
Valorie nods, grabs her plastic hospital bag from beneath her legs, and rushes from the car. 
When she reaches the front door, she throws on a fake smile and waves before hurrying into the house. As she closes the door behind her, she tries to slow her breathing and reminds herself that she’s an adult inside her own home. There is nothing wrapped around her neck. Yet her air comes in tiny gasps; her lungs desperately search for more oxygen.
You’re in your home.
You are safe, Valorie.
You’re safe, Veronica and Nicko.
We’re all safe.
But it’s too late. Whatever grip Valorie has on time is slipping away. The very particles of ceramic tile holding her mortal form are morphing into forest moss beneath the weight of her tattered body.
Her scream is stolen. Valorie grabs at her neck, tearing at it, trying to tear whatever is strangling her off.
The beams of light that come through the windows on either side of her door are gone, and Valorie is left searching for any speck that will illuminate her situation.
She quickly regrets the thought. She squints her eyes closed as a pulsing, growing ball of light rises above her in the forest. This is how she dies, suffocating and eyes closed. Did she really escape it before just to succumb to it now?
You died a long time ago, silly girl.
Her fingers move from her neck to the ground.
Tabitha.
She flails her arms left to the right, trying desperately to find something to cut the tourniquet from her throat. Her fingers grasp, and her legs contort in spasms on the loamy ground. The only smell is dying, and the only taste is begging.
Valorie kicks at the ground hard, propelling dirt and vegetation into the air. Then the smallest little lick from a cat’s tongue on the tip of her nose changes the scene. Her eyes are clear and her stomach drops. She sees the yellowed, dull lights in the corner of the room in the trailer—it feels like she never left. Her back is still pressed to the splitting door. But the thing, the monster on the other side, is gone. Off again somewhere deep and dark and scary, where she never wants to go ever again.
Valorie’s hands are small, unpainted, unkempt. When she stands, her head just surpasses the height of the doorknob. Where’s Momma? she wonders. Where’s Momma and Cynthia? She knows Daddy isn’t here right now. She can feel it; he’s left them for a while.
And while that makes her feel okay, she’s also scared. Her father knows all right and wrong, and he can be the only one to say so. Only he has the connection to Great God. He proved he loved Great God, and she hasn’t. Not yet. He said she’d get her chance.
That’s why those girls come around. They’re trying to show Great God they love him too—“to prove themselves” is what Daddy says. To prove their willingness to sacrifice. Then they’ll be offered all the gifts of the chosen ones.
How lucky she is to be the daughter of one of Great God’s trusted leaders.
She reaches her hand down to pet the little tabby cat that’s wandered over to her. Her whiskers curl at the ends. Momma said it was okay to keep her. There were babies under the trailer, and she was the only one who lived. Tabitha. That’s not right. Gizmo.
Gizmo was born and made her momma not alive. She frowns. That’s not right either. 
Valorie scritches the top of the cat’s head, then opens the door to the big room. Momma and Cynthia lie together on a big, comfy bed. Soft sighs and cloudy coughs echo off the walls. Lots of covers and sheets, all shades of white, beige, and brown, cover the bed. Valorie turns back to the doorway, and Gizmo stares at her with her golden eyes and says, Valorie, I think it’s best we stay back in the kitchen.
But Valorie is scared, and though Gizmo can make her feel a little better, Momma is where she likes to go when the goose bumps won’t leave her arms. Momma feels warm and squishy and smells sweet like sweat and those blue flowers that make peas in the yard.
Momma says Valorie smells like that too; they’re kin and so they smell the same.
They smell like damsels.
“Come here, child,” Momma calls from the other side of the big room. Somehow, she’s moved. She sits, legs crossed, in a pale wooden rocker wearing a shiny white nightgown. Her locks of gold hair flow down either side of her face. Valorie starts to run to Momma. She makes it halfway, but then her feet feel like they’re stuck in mud. She pulls at her left foot as hard as she can, and a whimper escapes her lips as she does. The muck floor tears her feet up.
No, the forest did, when you walked and walked and walked and walked, and then the nice men took you to the hospital. You were cold and scared and torn up. That was a dream. Had to be. 
“Come on, Valorie,” Momma calls again, stern this time. Valorie gets her left foot in front of her right, slowly but surely stepping through the muck. Her muscles are like goo beneath her skin, barely attached to the bone. Momma’s eyes grow big as moons, wide and round. Her mouth opens, gaping and black.
Valorie tries to get to her quickly, but everything freezes and the room goes silent. Momma’s eyes and her big ol’ mouth and her browning teeth. Everything freezes except the red stain that starts to blossom on Momma’s nightgown. And the sound of the thing’s sharp claws dragging against the floor.
Valorie cries, but nothing comes out. Then there’s a rough lick on the nose again.
Her stomach falls. She gasps for air.
Cold ceramic chills the side of her cheek, and her cat licks her nose over and over. Breath finally fills Valorie’s lungs. Her chest rises and falls, slower and slower, and she begins to get sensation back into her fingers and her toes.
“You’re not Gizmo,” Valorie says, staring at the green-eyed, orange cat purring inches from her face. “I need to call Allie.”
Valorie shifts herself off the ceramic floor and searches the plastic bag from the hospital for her cell phone. The screen is cracked, and it’s completely dead. Valorie walks to the kitchen and plugs it into the wall next to her coffee maker. A stack of dirty dishes that she’s been meaning to get to stare at her. The ceramic plates are starting to mold; a few fruit flies flutter around them. How much time has she been losing?
It can’t just be this morning. Someone must be stealing little pieces here and there. She’s behind on all the housework.
It would be very helpful to have a part that does all the housework while I spend time in the garden, she thinks.
She opens the cupboard next to the fridge and pulls out a bag of cat kibble. She fills Piper’s bowl, and Piper struts over, purring, before chowing down.
The cracked phone screen lights up, pulling her attention away from the cat. Valorie grabs the phone and searches in her contacts for ALLIE THERAPIST. She presses the green button, leaving it on speaker, as she goes over to the sink and begins washing her hands. Using the dish scrubber to get beneath her dirt-caked fingernails, she scrubs until her cuticles start to bleed. 
Something rings.
She looks at her hands. This won’t do. Valorie needed a whole damn shower, a whole body scrub, a hot cup of tea, and a rest.
Another ring.
After this, she’ll call the school, explain that she was up all night sick and couldn’t make it. Rashida won’t say anything. They’ll buy it, and everything will be fine, and maybe she just needs to take a step back from the therapy she and Allie are doing. Maybe she can meet with her
tomorrow.
The ring is louder this time.
She’ll tell her what happened, how she lost time, and how she’s been slipping into the dark place. How she had clothes she didn’t recognize in her closet again. Allie will agree they need to step back, or maybe she won’t. Sometimes she can be pushy; sometimes she wants Valorie to heal more than Valorie herself. 
“Hello?”
Valorie shuts the sink off and rushes to the phone.
“Hi, Allie, listen. Sorry to bother you, but it’s been a strange day. I think the therapy may have stirred some old things up—”
“Who is this?” a familiar voice asks from the other side of the phone.
“I’m sorry. Is this Allie Vascur?”
“No, I’m afraid not. This is Detective Audra Laskey. Who am I speaking with? Are you a patient of Allie’s?”
A detective. Detective Laskey.
Audra.
Valorie stares down at the phone display. ALLIE THERAPIST. She called the right number. The call time clicks away: 1:05, 1:06, 1:07 …
“Hello? Are you a patient of Allie Vascur?”
1:09. 
Valorie presses the little red end button and closes her eyes. When she opens them, she’s not quite Valorie anymore.
“How you doing, you little furry bastard,” Veronica says. She stashes the phone in her pocket and reaches down to pet the feasting cat. 
Veronica walks past the dining room table and into the hall, where there’s a bedroom, a bathroom, and a storage closet. She goes into the bedroom and the walk-in closet. She brushes aside Valorie’s work clothes and moves the stack of boxes they’ve taken with them to every new home or facility she’s been admitted to since she was a girl. Veronica removes the panel on the wall in the back of the closet and reaches inside.
First, she grabs the journal they keep, then she pulls out a cell phone with a green phone case dotted with tiny frog heads, the screen perfectly intact, and dials the one person who might know what the hell is going on.
Why is a detective answering Allie’s phone?
It’s time for Veronica to call Tristan. It’s time to talk to Allie’s husband.
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Audra


A cool, nipping breeze wicks at Audra’s sweaty neck. This  would be a beautiful fall day on Typhon to take a hike around the island. The whispers of past excursions with Allie and the girls into the woods behind her home bring up a sick ache in her stomach. This isn’t a beautiful afternoon hike with the girls—this is a mission to find Hayley, dead or alive. Through the ruckus of the search party, the distinct ring of Allie’s phone starts in her pocket. She grabs it. 
“Who is it?” Kale asks. 
Audra holds it up for him to read UNKNOWN. She presses the green button and holds the phone against her ear. This could be a lead.
“Hello?” Audra says with authority.  
“Hi, Allie, listen. Sorry to bother you, but it’s been a strange day. I think the therapy may have stirred some old things up—” Her soft but panicked voice comes through the speaker. 
“Who is this?” 
“I’m sorry. Is this Allie Vascur?” That voice—she knows that voice. 
“No, I’m afraid not. This is Detective Audra Laskey. Who am I speaking with? Are you a patient of Allie’s?” That voice … it’s Valorie. It’s the Clemens girl. “Hello? Are you a patient of Allie Vascur? Valorie?” The line goes dead. “Valorie fucking Clemens.”
“She hung up,” Audra says, staring at Kale, mouth open in disbelief. 
“She could have gotten scared,” he says. 
“Sure.” A killer would be scared if the police called them, after all.
“Who is this lady anyway?” Kale asks. “Valorie Clemens?”
“She was a few grades below me. She was involved in a case when I was a teenager. She and another girl went out into the woods one day, and only Valorie came back.” In truth, the other girl was not just any little girl. It was the one Audra babysat for, ate hot pockets with, helped with her homework, and was the one who always smelled like root beer Lip Smackers. Tabitha. The year she went missing was a hard year. Audra doesn’t think about her if she can help it. Her mom was sick a lot around then too, lost her job, and lots of people couldn’t seem to keep work going. Despite there being no fish in the ports, men were still going out every day, bringing home close to nothing to show for it. “I’ve always thought Valorie had something to do with it.” 
Audra puts her Styrofoam coffee cup down on the folding table beneath the police tent. Volunteers buzz around the makeshift headquarters in the woods. 
“Call her back,” Kale says, pouring himself a fresh cup of shitty coffee from the giant metal thermos.
“Yeah.” 
Audra calls again, and it goes right to voicemail. She puts it on speakerphone so Kale can hear.
“Hi, you’ve reached the voicemail of Valorie Cle—”
A series of beeps interrupts the prerecorded message.
“Fuck, the phone signals are down.” Audra replaces the phone in her pocket. 
She lets out a frustrated grunt, drowned out by the slam of a car door. Wren bursts onto the scene, with Tara and Darla following. 
“Hey,” Audra says, approaching Tara, “you come to help?” 
“Of course,” Tara says, leaning into Audra, “and I brought your mom. Found her in the kitchen.”
Darla’s gray hair is tied up in that perfect little Rosie the Riveter handkerchief. Perfectly pretty for every occasion, even a hunt for a missing teenager. Her tender, feminine aesthetic was always there for everyone besides Audra, who was given only hardness.
When Wren was born and Audra couldn’t look away from her for a second, she realized just how different she and her mother were. Hopefully, Wren will never have to wonder if she’s a ghost, invisible and alone, while everyone else in the room seems to be going on like normal. 
“The whole gang’s here,” Audra says, careful not to address her mom directly. “Ready to get to work?”
“You betcha.” Darla grabs a vest and a walkie talkie.
Darla makes her way over to Kale and embraces him with a hug.
“Nice to see you, Miss Laskey,” Kale says, hugging back. Moments like these sting. They prove to Audra that Darla knows how to be warm and motherly.
“Alright,” Darla says. “We’re going to find our Hayley, right, Wren?”
Wren tries for a smile, but the worry lines on the teen’s face are thicker than any sixteen-year-old’s should be.
She slips a yellow reflective vest over her hoodie, and Audra runs her hand through Wren’s hair before pulling away. A tall figure at the edge of the forest grabs her gaze. Mark turns and waves before moving between a pair of pine trees. Yep, the whole gang is here. 
“You be careful out there—and stick together, okay?” Kale says. “Ope, you got bear mace, right?”
“Never without it on this island,” Darla says, holding it up like a badge of honor.
“You need anything, get me on the walkie, as it’s the only reliable way to communicate right now,” Audra says. She hands it over to Wren. Tara nods, but Darla is already running off toward Mark. When they were dating, her mother always seemed to love Mark more than her. Audra doesn’t like the idea of Wren being around the man, but there’s nothing she can do about it now. Saying anything might draw more attention to whatever they are. Kale turns back toward the car, and Audra follows.
“You be careful yourself!” Darla shouts. 
Audra raises a hand in acknowledgment but won’t let herself feel any comfort from her words. Her mother’s kindness is always fleeting. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The bar is already half full, the daily drunks and the guys on their work “lunches” filling the tables of the familiar tavern. Beer and fried food comprise the permanent perfume of Bev’s. It’s one of three places in Typhon where you can get a drink and a meal cooked by someone other than yourself. 
Bev sets down a pint of something brown and frothy in front of an older gentleman and stares up at Audra from across the bar with kind eyes.
Bev’s been more of a mom to Audra at times than her own. Darla and Bev were best friends for years; Audra watched her mom play mother to other girls, and Bev filled in as a makeshift caregiver as much as she could. The two matriarchs in the patriarchal-driven town stand out like feminist landmarks on Typhon. 
“Audra,” Bev says. Her kind, worn face is framed in gray hair. “This, about Allie? Awful stuff. Hey, Kale, want a beer?”
“No thanks, Bev,” Kale says. “We’re on duty.”
“Aww c’mon, Detective, you won’t have a drink with us lowlifes?” Billie Eager turns with a crooked smile on his face. As long as Audra can remember, Billie’s had two expressions: crooked-ass, teasin’ smile and “I’m going to beat the shit out of you” grin. 
“Hey Billie!” Audra shouts down the bar. “You gonna join that search party? We sure could use your help out there.”
His toothy grin almost switches to the pressed-lip smile. Billie doesn’t give a shit if you’re a woman or a man, he’ll fight you. She’s seen enough bruised-up women around here to count on Billie being a loose cannon. Ever since he was a teenager he couldn’t seem to keep his hands off people or his ass out of a squad car. But ol’ Kirk Vascur always bails him out. Kirk loves his town and all the people in it, despite their abhorrent behavior. Allie despises that part of her father.
The man next to Billie nudges his shoulder and whispers something in his ear.
“No, ma’am,” Billie says, the skin around his eyes crinkling. “I think I better not.” Billie scratches at his shoulder blade, and a budding rose of bright red blood ghosts through the gauzy shirt.
“What happened to you, Billie?” Kale asks. “Fight, or something we need to know about? Where were you this morning?”
“Alright, you two,” Bev interrupts. “Billie’s a dick …” He tilts his beer to her. “But I’ll have peace at my bar. At least wait until the sun goes down before you start a fight.”
Billie winks at Audra, and it makes her stomach sour. 
“We need to know about Tristan’s whereabouts last night.” Audra pulls up a stool at the end of the bar.
Bev’s kind but professional work face loosens into sorrow. She knew Allie nearly as well as she knows Tristan or Audra—that is, really fuckin’ well. Bev never had children of her own, but she’s always been at the events: trick-or-treating, bonfire in the square, ice hockey tournaments. Allie went away for a while to get her degree and do her internship, but she’s been back for sixteen years, and Bev loves her like she does everyone: wholeheartedly.
“I was hoping you’d tell me it wasn’t true. Did you find Hayley?” Bev asks. “How’s Tristan? How’s Mark?”
“They’re holding up best they can,” Audra says. “We have a whole search party out there trying to find Hayley.”
“She’s a smart kid and has a good head on her shoulders, from what you say. Maybe she ran away when she saw what was going down with her momma.”
“Yeah,” Audra says. “We’ll find her. Tristan is why I’m here, Bev. He says he was here last night, until early this morning.”
“Audra, you can’t possibly think that boy had anything to do with what happened. He loved that woman, doted over her.”
Already, people at the bar are shooting glances at them, rubbernecking.
“Can we talk upstairs, Bev?” Kale interjects.
She nods and stares down at the bar. “You all need anything, get it your damn selves!” she calls to the rest. “I know where you live.”
A few grunts and nods follow.
Audra and Kale trail Bev up the stairs. In the little loft above the bar are a few couches and then three closed rooms: Bev’s office, the spare room, and the bathroom. Audra is familiar. There’s hardly a towner who hasn’t at one point or another had to stay in the cot upstairs instead of driving home drunk or wandering off into the night to become another missing person. 
Bev’s office is like a different world compared to the tavern downstairs. She’s positioned a little water fountain in the corner and crystals and bric-a-brac on the shelves.
Kale takes a seat in the chair across from Bev, but Audra remains standing. She shifts her weight back and forth, trying to find relief from the worry growing in her chest, creaking the sticky board beneath her.
“Now.” Bev puts her hands together and then lays them on the desk. “What makes you think Tristan had something to do with this?”
“We’re not saying that he did,” Kale says. “It’s just, well, he’s the husband. He’s statistically the most likely to have been the killer.”
“But Hayley’s missing,” Bev says. “That’s his girl. The light of his fucking life. How does he seem, Audra? Does he seem like someone who killed their wife?”
“He seems fucked up about it,” Audra replies. Her face reddens—Bev’s tone feels like a slap on the wrist. “I know it feels insane to even consider him, Bev, but we gotta start somewhere. Even just to rule him out. He’s been staying with you sometimes after the bar closes?”
Bev nods and pulls out one of the lower drawers of the wooden desk. She slaps a pack of cigarettes on the top, slides out a dart, and holds it between her fingers, unlit.
“Of course, he’s broken up. Devastated is more like it. He loves his girls, Audra. Cried over ’em just a week ago, right there where Kale’s sitting. He was all worried that his staying here might become more permanent.”
“He was worried she’d leave him?” Kale says. Audra has never gotten the impression Tristan would be violent. He seems happiest camping or at home sipping cheap beer in the backyard watching the kids run around while he grills elk sausage. 
But that’s the outside. Audra, especially, knows that no one really gets the ins and outs of a marriage unless they’re inside of it. No one ever believes their neighbors, their best friends, their coworkers are the ones who killed their families. What if he killed Hayley too? What if they’re both dead? Could the fear of abandonment have been enough to drive him mad?
“Any idea what time he left last night?” Kale asks.
“Far as I know, he was here all night,” Bev says, moving the cigarette like it’s lit, flicking ash that isn’t burning. “I don’t have cameras or anything like that. But I can tell you he was drinking at the end of his shift. Wouldn’t have been safe to drive home.”
“But you don’t know for sure.”
“I’d bet this bar on it,” Bev says.
“You seen anyone new hanging around the bar lately?” Audra asks.
The woman stays silent for a moment.
“Not anyone new.” Bev sighs. “But she doesn’t usually come in.”
“Who?” Audra asks.
“That Valorie Clemens. I barely recognized her when she came in about a week ago. Tristan served her, so I didn’t spend much time with her. But don’t you go bothering that girl.”
“Why not?” Audra asks.
“The things that girl has been through. If you ask me, she deserves a pass for the rest of her life.”
“What does that mean?” Kale asks.
“Your rookie doesn’t know?” Bev asks, and Audra shakes her head. “She was one of the girls who went missing back when our Audra here was in high school.” Bev sticks the unlit cigarette in her mouth, letting it hang off her lip. “And before that. What she went through with her father and that whole business.”
“Business with her father? What do you mean?” Audra thinks back to the summer of her senior year. The early curfews, the worried moms; even Darla made sure to check in on her more often. Valorie and Tabitha went missing, and only one of them came home. That, she remembers. But stuff with Valorie before then? She can’t think of a thing.
“That’s old stuff that doesn’t need to be brought up anymore. But you’re the detective, Audra,” Bev says. “I’m sure if you want to find the information, it’ll be there. Just be careful what you go digging up.”
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Valorie


2006
Despite the people she’d lost, Valorie had never been in the funeral home before. She’d never touched the dusty banister or seen the floral wallpaper, but she’d heard the sounds of weeping women. Ambient cries of agony and uncomfortable laughter were seeping into the nooks and crannies of her brain. The sounds were so familiar she dreamed of them, thought them, heard them, without even having to try—even when she’d rather stab out her eardrums so she’d never hear them again. 
Valorie scratched her thigh where the itchy, cheap tights grated her skin. She pulled up her polyester skirt and used it to wipe the sweat on her upper lip. She was always conscious of how she might appear, thanks to Diane. Valorie wanted to wear sunglasses or a big, wide hat, something to conceal her identity or at least make herself less obvious. Valorie had seen people on TV wear these types of things to funerals, but Diane wouldn’t let her leave the house looking like that.
“If we’re going to go,” she’d said, “and we are—we won’t hide. That’s even more shameful. You might as well admit you’re guilty.”
Valorie hadn’t even wanted to go, but Diane hoped it would make the phone calls, letters, and people vandalizing the house stop. Valorie didn’t think anyone at the funeral would want to see her. It would only make things worse. The rumors circling town were that she was a whore, a murderer, and broken, just like her parents.
The town was quick to forget all the things that had happened because of the sacrifices her daddy made back then. She recognized some of them from the services they used to hold. Back then, they had liked Daddy.
After the afternoon of the abduction, sympathy was a thing of the past. Valorie had come out with only a few scratches and no recollection of the man who took them or what had happened or where they went. She was effectively useless. 
“C’mon, the service is going to start,” Diane said, taking Valorie’s sweaty hand tightly in her own. Diane was nervous too, despite insisting they shouldn’t be. She wasn’t deaf to what people said around town.
“Everyone is going, Valorie,” she’d said earlier. “Do you know what they’ll think if we don’t go?”
“Mom never cared what people thought.”
“How did that work out for her, Valorie? How did that work out for your mom?”
Valorie gulped as she scanned the room.
The entire town had shown up. And they all thought she had something to do with Tabitha dying.
It had been a mistake coming here.
Tears grew fat and wet in her eyes, the salty sting of them making her want to blink. Tears not for Tabitha but for Valorie’s own mom. She deserved a funeral just as much as Tabitha did. She deserved just as many mourners as Tabitha had now. Momma had gotten a shameful burial; two people attended for her, she didn’t even have a gravestone in the cemetery, and no one from their church showed up. 
A few girls ran past her. Long white dresses hung from their rail-thin bodies, and red chokers hung around their necks. Valorie squinted. No, not chokers—red yarn.
Diane’s piercing grip on her arm made her wince, but she followed and took a seat in the back. A large print of Tabitha stood beside her open casket. She was beautiful, with long black hair and piercing brown eyes. Valorie loved Tabitha as much as you could love a friend, but there had always been something missing between them, just as there had always been with Valorie and everyone. Like there was a piece of bonding that Valorie had plumb missed out on, some secret, ancient closeness between friends she’d never get to be a part of or was born missing. 
The girls in the white dresses caught her eye again, and Valorie started to get up from her seat to follow them. She knew them. They didn’t belong here. Or maybe a funeral home was exactly where they belonged.
Diane's claws keep her still in her seat.
“You sit still. It will be over soon,” she said, and loosened her grip. Valorie’s gaze followed the girls’ hollow faces. One in particular caught her eye. She looked like Audra, the pretty girl in town who Valorie couldn’t play anymore. Looked like her, but wrong. Older. Rippled and lumpy and swollen. Where there should have been feet beneath her dress, there was only shadow. Valorie wiggled. Diane’s nails stabbed harder, and Valorie knew they’d leave marks. The woman stared at Valorie as if she knew her, as if saying, I’m missing a part too. You should have been with us. The woman pointed her long, bony fingertip toward Valorie, then pulled it back again, motioning for her to follow.
Maybe none of it was real, and that was why Valorie couldn’t remember. Maybe Tabitha had run away, and the abduction was all a dream. The detective, the yelling. They’d said the yarn wasn’t real, so what else wasn’t real? Was Tabitha real? Was any of it?
Valorie scratched at her neck. Momma. Her momma was here too. Tabitha’s momma walked to the front of the room, stifling her sobs beneath a cloth handkerchief. From the closed casket, Valorie heard something, a voice crying out.
“Valorie, help! Help me, Valorie. I don’t want to die.” 
Tabitha’s body rose up from the casket. Her mouth was half torn open from the stitches she’d received after she was dead. Her eyes were hollow spaces. Her bloody fingers with their broken nails pointed at Valorie. 
The girls in the white linen danced around the casket, and the room grew dark. 
“Be a good girl, Valorie!” 
“Show great God that you love him!” 
“Help me, Valorie!” 
Valorie screamed.
Everyone in the room turned toward her. Tabitha’s mom gawked at her, her face twisted in disgust. 
Valorie reached her hand out toward Diane, but she slapped it away. 
I can’t breathe.
Valorie scratched at her neck, breaking the skin and letting a little red out. Diane wouldn’t touch her. She had to get out. She avoided the burning feeling of the townspeople’s eyes and rushed from the funeral home. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Present Day
Valorie wakes with a start, wet and freezing. 
Lukewarm bathwater surrounds her naked body, tinted pink from the blood that was left on her skin after the hospital. Her fingers are pruney, and her arms are covered in gooseflesh.
What time is it?
The TV is on in the other room. Static. The cable must be out again. 
There’s no window in the bathroom, no way of telling if the sun is still up. This isn’t normal. Splitting off, losing time. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. She was past this; she was integrated and functioning, successful even.
It has to be this new therapy. But maybe she and Allie are close to the truth. Maybe next time Allie will … Allie. That detective answered the phone. Something has to be wrong with Allie. No, she can’t think that. She can’t stay here and think that. Maybe Allie just lost her phone and someone turned it in at the police station. That’s why Audra has it. 
The floor creaks outside the bathroom door, the weight of a person making the wood cry out. Valorie freezes, slowing her breath despite her racing heart. It must be the cat, it can’t be a—
Another creak forces chills up her spine.
That’s too heavy—too big—to be the cat.
Someone is in the house.
She lifts her hand slowly from the rose-colored water and puts her palm over her mouth to muffle her breathing sounds.
Another creak sounds from the hall, and then a cough.
There’s a person in the house. There’s a person right outside the bathroom door. She locked the door when she came in earlier, didn’t she? But what happened in between? Where has she gone? What did she do before she got into the bath? Maybe she left the door open or a window unlocked. 
Or maybe she invited them in.
A man’s cough, muffled by the door, forces Valorie to gasp. 
The rattling of keys comes through the bathroom door as clear and loud as if they’re in the same room. He’s getting closer. They aren’t even trying to be quiet, so maybe she invited them here. They could be someone she knows, right? But who does Valorie really know? Who has been in her house besides the heating and cooling guy and the drunken, part-time Mr. Fixit who came to repair her garbage disposal last fall?
The footsteps come closer, and Valorie holds her breath, searching for anything around her that she could grab and use as a weapon if it came to it. But all she finds is a half-full shampoo bottle, a loofah, and a Venus razor. She can’t do anything with that.
She’s exposed, vulnerable, at the mercy of whoever is outside the door.
It’s just anxiety. Valorie has her body. She could use her hands to defend herself. She could shove someone off if they came in to pick her up and carry her to the bedroom. She could plunge her fingers into their eyes until they bled, she could bite their hands and neck. If that doesn’t work, she could not resist if she has to—if they’re going to rape her, to take her—and wait until they aren’t expecting it and hit them where it hurt.
The scar around her neck burns as the floor groans outside the door.
Valorie doesn’t let the air out of her lungs, and she prepares her muscles, tightening them, readying. She’s lived through all the things that happened before, so she can live through this. She pushes her feet against the sides of the vinyl bathtub. She activates her muscles, trying to find her grip, so that when he comes in, she can spring up. Shocking him! Attacking him! Yelling and screaming. Making him think she’s crazy. 
She is crazy. He fucked with the wrong girl. But maybe this is the time. The time that she’ll be killed. Has she gotten away too many times with what survival has allotted her? She’s prepared to die so many times before.
Daddy’s voice whispers in the depths of her mind. Don’t be scared, child. Great God won’t let you die. Feel him in your heart, in all your body while it screams, then will you be close to God. Then will you surrender and feel his grace. My grace. 
A string wraps tightly around her neck. 
The footsteps quicken. Valorie stays at the ready despite the feeling that she can’t breathe. 
The steps fade down the hall. She sits still, unmoving, not breathing, until she can’t hear them. The door slams, and she waits, holding her breath. The room starts to get fuzzy. She waits until the very last moment before she remembers how to breathe. To receive oxygen.
You proved yourself today, Valorie. Great God loves you. 
Her body shakes. No Gods love me, Daddy. The color starts to come back to the world. Her muscles ache, cramping from the tension, the dehydration, the insane day. 
Wrapping her hand around the side of the tub, she pulls herself up before swaddling herself in her robe. She opens the door as slowly, cautiously, and quietly as she can before rushing to the storage closet. Behind the cotton balls and old Band-Aids, she finds the cold metal grip of a handgun.
A car starts outside.
She pulls out the pistol and walks through the kitchen on the tips of her toes, safety off and gun ready, looking around every corner until she reaches the front door. Outside the peephole, the man is gone, and the car along with him.
Relief floods her body. The man is gone, and she’s safe and everything is going to be okay. And maybe this whole day isn’t real, just a dream; tomorrow she’ll wake up and nothing will have happened. She won’t have woken up in a hospital, and she won’t have lost any time. And if she has, if she really blacked out, maybe that’s okay, because Allie will make it all better.
Valorie switches the television off. She walks through the puddles she’s left on the floor from her dripping body and back into the kitchen and over to the living room, where her cat snoozes on the couch. 
Her phone vibrates. Signals back. 
Three missed calls. 
A single text from Rashida. 
<<Allie Vascur is dead, Hayley is gone. Let me know you’re okay.>>
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Audra 


Rocky walls, dripping with runoff from mountain peaks and dotted with moss, frame the breathtaking views of the ocean down the serpentine road. The waves still lap, the birds still dive for fish, and nature doesn’t give a shit about any missing humans. Nighttime will come, the search crew will dwindle, and eventually, if she’s not found, the humans will stop giving a shit too. 
Hayley can’t die. She can’t be lost in the forest like Jessica or Rachel. Can’t be stabbed to death like Allie. Even before Wren can take a legal drink, she’ll have lost so much.
“I think it’s the husband,” Kale says, interrupting Audra’s grim line of thought. “Got worried about Allie leaving, about losing the money, maybe he came home earlier than he said. They got in a fight, she tried to kick him out, and things got heated. That happens—people aren’t thinking right, drinking too much, and have underlying issues.”
That happens, sure. But not with Tristan and Allie. Allie adored him; if he was sleeping at the bar, it was because he wanted to, not because she kicked him out. It had to be—Allie would have told her if things were that bad. 
“I hear you, I really do. I just don’t think this is going to be open and shut. And what about Hayl—” 
Audra smashes on the brakes. The tires lurch across the gravel road until they finally grip the ground and stop. Daniel Eager cranes his head toward the car, locking glassy, swollen eyes with Audra before racing off into the woods.
Kale looks over at her. “Was that Daniel Eager?”
“Yes the fuck it was,” Audra says, pulling the car to the side and putting it into park. As they get out, Daniel rushes to a parting in the rock, a sort of natural but rugged staircase that’s formed from centuries of mountain runoff. His footsteps become quieter and quieter as he climbs. Audra rushes after him up the steep rocks. 
“Should we really be going after this kid right now?” Kale asks, trying to keep up with her.
“Uh, yeah.” Audra pulls the mace from her holster and trudges one boot after the other up the hill, following the footsteps, gripping onto trees as she goes. 
Kale shouts from the back. “Why are you convinced he had something to do with it?”
Audra ignores him and keeps climbing. “Did you see his face? There were tears—he looked scared.”
“He’s a kid, Audra!” 
If only the monsters were easy to spot. Kale doesn’t get that they can come in the form of teenage boys, too. 
She heads into the forest, searching for any sign of movement, but even the leaves are still now. Not a single breaking twig breaks the eerie silence.
“Why would he run off like that?” Audra mutters to herself.
Kale stumbles, trying to catch Audra’s stride as they reach the top of the peak. Audra stops and turns around, offering him a hand to pull him up. Kale takes it, and she wrenches his body up alongside her. Audra quietly, hoping to catch any kind of sound that would indicate where he went, but it’s no use. He’s gone.
“He saw us,” Audra says. “He just kept going. That’s not right, Kale—something is up with this kid.” 
“Maybe. He headed out that way.” He points to where that big old white house kids often use as a lover’s lane stands over a sea of trees. Something about the house has always given Audra the creeps. “Should we follow him?” 
“I don’t know.” She wrinkles her brows. She doesn’t want to go out there, by that house. The last bits of sunlight flicker through the leaves as they head back to the Jeep and continue down the road.

      [image: image-placeholder]That station is quiet when they return. Stacks of papers line the desks—leads, calls, any little thing that could be a possible clue—making tiny towers on every surface. Most of the staff are out looking for Hayley, trying desperately not to let another girl be lost in the forest. 
Tristan is gone. They couldn’t hold him as they didn’t have enough incriminating evidence. 
“The security file is corrupted,” says Dexter, their tech and forensics expert, heading into the main area of the station. “Because of all the power outages. There are only bits and pieces we can see.”
“Okay,” Audra says. “Anything that can help us?”
“Ha, you can say that again. I’ve got some incriminating ass shit in here, c’mon.”
Something hits Audra deep inside her stomach, a feeling she hasn’t had in months. Not since Jessica went missing and never returned. Hope. Could the video show the person who’s been doing all this?
“You got the killer?” Kale asks. “Any footage of Hayley?”
“Nothing of Hayley. Look, you guys be the judge. You’re the detectives; I just find the shit for you to solve your murders, that’s all.”
Kale rolls his eyes, and Audra smiles, rubbing the top of Dexter’s head as if he’s a dog. They pass through the doorway and into the dimly lit cave Dexter calls an office.
“Alright, Dexter, what you got?” Audra leans into the computer screen and over Dexter’s shoulder, close enough to catch a whiff of Doritos on his breath. 
“So, everything before this appears to be gone, but there are ways of recovering things. I’ll work on that. But this, this was left plain as day.”
The angle of the footage is from above. The camera was likely attached to the eave of the roof, looking down onto the patio. There’s nothing for several seconds. Just pavers, the lounger Allie would suntan on during the summers with a cool cocktail, and a soccer ball next to the short brick wall that separates the patio from the rest of the yard.
Kale moves in closer, brushing against Audra’s arm. They stay pressed together, hovering over Dexter’s head. The lingering contact sends a warm rush up her body. A woman moves slowly across the screen. The view is grainy, obscuring the bloody footprints she left on the scene. She walks like a baby deer teetering slowly into the woods, never looking back at the camera.
“Ta-da!” Dexter shouts, clapping and pauses the video. “It cuts off again about five minutes later.”
Audra shakes Dexter by the shoulders.
“Alright,” she says. “I can’t see her face, but I think that’s Valorie Clemens. Dex, you keep working on recovering the rest of that footage.” 
Audra shuffles out of the office, and Kale follows behind. 
“She wasn’t walking out of the house,” Kale says. “She was on the patio behind it.”
Audra whirls to face him. “What? She was bloody and behind the house.”
“What if she showed up to her appointment and found Allie like that? I’m not saying we don’t question her, but don’t assume that she’s the killer.”
“What if Tristan showed up in the morning and found her? Same thing.” Audra whips past him, grabbing her coat. “Valorie is bad news, Kale. And we need to find out what this ‘business with her father’ was from before Tabitha went missing. I can’t believe my mom never mentioned anything. She hated Valorie.”
“When she was a kid? Who hates a kid?” Kale asks.
It’s not until he says it like that, with such incredulousness, that Audra realizes it might’ve been odd. But everyone hated her. The way he says it, like it’s absurd or cruel, plucks at a sting in her heart that she didn’t know was there. 
Walkies sound across the station. Kale breaks away from Audra to answer his. 
“Detective Kale Byer,” he says into the walkie. Audra waits as he pauses, listening. 
“What is it?” Audra asks. Please let him say they found Hayley. Please let this be over. There’s no triumph in Kale’s eyes. The opposite—crushing horror.
Over the receiver, a man’s voice shouts in a panic, “We’ve got a body here. We need backup, now!” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Rain beats down on the Jeep’s windows as Audra drives through the woods, trying to get as close as she can to where the body has been reported. Kale sits in the passenger seat, holding a bag filled with equipment for what comes next: latex gloves, tweezers, small baggies, luminol, little plastic numbers to mark the scene, and police tape for making the perimeter. 
We’ve got a body! 
This can’t be Allie’s story. Murdered trying to help someone was bad enough, but crawling after someone as she’s bleeding to death, watching as they take her daughter into the woods to kill her, makes Audra’s heart shatter. 
“Here,” Kale says, pointing to a little cubby in the road. Audra pulls the car in, parks it, and takes a deep breath, readying herself for whatever they’re about to see. 
Audra’s boot splashes in the puddle as she steps out onto the dirt and gravel road. She pulls her coat’s hood over her head to protect herself from the pelting bullets of rain. Kale follows her as she mucks her way into the forest. Wet leaves and pine needles whine beneath her boots as she moves deeper in and closer to the sounds of a crowd. 
A scream, guttural and scared, tears through the woods. Audra quickens her pace, running between trees. That’s gotta be Misty. Audra runs toward the stuttered cries, splashing through the mud. 
When she reaches the clearing, people are gathered around in a circle. One of the officers is trying to push them back. The woman wailing, the one screaming on the ground, isn’t Misty—it’s her mother.
Audra pushes through the crowd gathered around the tree. There, beneath the tangled branches of the tree, lies a torso with a pale, wet face, the mouth open in a yawn or a scream. Her face is frozen in time, blue and red … red yarn is wrapped all around her mouth, head, and throat. Audra rushes to her mother to comfort her and to move her away before she completely corrupts the crime scene. Audra crouches on the ground and pulls her into a warm embrace. Darla shrieks again and shoves Audra off of her, hard. Audra stumbles into the mud, her heart ripping in two. Bev rushes past Audra to Darla’s side. 
“He was supposed to be dead! This was supposed to be over!” Darla sobs and collapses into Bev’s arms. “Oh, Great God.”
Audra stares, stunned, at her mother weeping into Bev’s breast. 
Kale reaches a hand down to Audra, and his grip is wet as she accepts his help up from the slippery black mud. They approach the body. The pale skin is reflective in the rain, and the lower half of the girl is completely missing. But her face, white and ashen, lies beneath a large oak tree, her green eyes dead and bulging. 
The girl beneath the tree is Jessica. 
Hayley could still be alive.
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Valorie


2007
Valorie gasped as she woke from the dream. Her hair stuck to her face, and the smell of her overripe body stung her nose. 
Tabitha was screaming for Valorie to help, but Valorie couldn’t move, could hardly breathe, and her body felt like a suit, something that wasn’t in her control. It felt foreign and constrictive but comforting, like a hug.
“Help, Val!”
[REDACTED] moaned. Then there wasn’t anything intelligible, no more words. Only the sounds of legs kicking against the ground, tiny gurgling noises, and then—nothing.
Valorie played with the idea that maybe nothing had happened. That she’d wandered into this strange place in the woods, and that was all, that she was just alone and had imagined them. It wouldn’t be the first time. She’d imagined things before. Imagined people and voices and things that had never really happened. People who weren’t really there. It could be that Tabitha wasn’t even real, and neither was the person who took her behind the door.
A growl started low, and Valorie thought maybe that was made up, too. But then it started growing louder and louder, shaking the whole room, and she was brought back into her body. She was inside a dark place, a cavern with dripping stone. She should run, she should get out as fast as she possibly could. But she was frozen. A warm rush went down her leg.
Tabitha’s screams and Valorie’s screams and every girl’s screams that came before them combined together into something horrible but great. Great—as big as the mountain, as strong as the sea. Don’t you see, Valorie, you’ll become great too. His voice echoed, her father, his face, his lips unmoving. His voice was farther away. Something sick and dark replaced it. Give yourself to God. 

      [image: image-placeholder]She woke with a gasp, soaked and wet. She stood up from her bed and stared at the saturated, pale blue sheets in the moonlight. Her legs shook beneath her.  
Close your eyes, darlin’. Be quiet and still. This will all be over soon.
She didn’t want to, but she tore her diary open and began writing. The urge wasn’t hers so much as someone else’s, someone who lived inside of her. The imaginary people. She began writing, and she disappeared for a while.
When she came back to herself again, it was dawn, the rosy orange sunlight waiting just outside the window. She looked down to find pages of writing, things from inside her that she had never thought about before.
A yawn pushed its way out of her mouth. The pee-soaked sheets had gone stale. The smell and the memories were a sick soup that made her gag, and she was so tired, but she needed to deal with the sheets before Diane woke up and scolded her.
The bunched-up, soiled bedding was hard to hold as she stepped lightly down the hall. In the little utility room was a washer and dryer. Her toe smashed into the old paint cans stacked in the corner. She stifled a whimper. Can’t wake Diane.
She put the soiled sheets into the washer and undressed.
The dryer was empty, and there were no clothes to wear. She covered herself as best she could with her arms and stalked to the bathroom, where she locked the door and started the shower.
She stood there, examining her body in the mirror. Her breasts were becoming rounder, and she had more hair than the last time she’d looked at herself. Sometimes it felt like her body didn’t grow like other people’s bodies, but jumped. She’d blink her eyes and everything would be different. Her hair, her nails, her clothes, the weather. 
Her hand moved toward her chest like it had a life of its own—she watched in the mirror as her own hand, her fingers, tingly and numb, touched her breast. She threw up into the sink.

      [image: image-placeholder]Present Day
Valorie stands in front of the mirror, examining the deep scratch marks on her breast. There are purple lines surrounded by angry pink skin. 
Allie is dead. No, murdered. She’s been murdered in her home. And Valorie was found in the woods behind Allie’s house, wandering around with scratch marks on her chest and blood on her clothes. Monster. 
Valerie switches the light off and wanders back into the living room. She searches through her phone, but nothing comes up from Allie. No outgoing calls to her before this morning.
Why can’t she remember where she was? The old memories being so fragmented makes sense, but she hasn’t lost time like this in years. How does she get it back?
What if … what if someone else— What if Veronica reached out to Allie, or what if someone has been doing things behind her back? But that wouldn’t explain anything, because she wouldn’t have killed Allie. None of them would have.
Monster. 
Valorie ignores the thought.
Allie helped Valorie and all the other parts of her. Well, the ones they could find, but that new therapy—that new therapy could have brought up something in her that shouldn’t have been uncovered. That’s what Valorie is afraid of: losing control.
Valorie throws her phone onto the rug. It rolls and lands next to the couch. She shuffles off to the bedroom, grabs her laptop, and turns it on. It’s password-protected. A password from her waking life, her now life, only her life, which she’s never shared with the other parts.
But maybe they know, as they are integrated. Allie once said that they were a part of Valorie now, not separate people. Her head feels spiny and full of zaps, signs that she’s getting too close to something she isn’t supposed to. No. She’s thinking to hard about too many things at once and freaking herself out.
She inputs the password, and the glaring light of the screen hurts her head. Her phone is set to stay in sync with her laptop. To forward everything. That means that if another part came in and deleted something from her phone, it might still be on the cloud. Would any of it work with the storm having come in?
Valorie clicks on the text button, and everything appears to be the same as on the phone. She opens her emails, searching Allie’s address, Allie’s name, anything and everything. The call logs are the same.
She shuts the laptop and grunts, throwing herself back onto the bed. She searches with her hands for a pillow and lands on one with a big, bright sunflower on the front. Valorie presses it to her face and screams as loud as she can, muffling her frustration so as not to alert the neighbors that anything is wrong.
Her arms slacken, and she throws the pillow across the room. She starts scratching at her neck.
Stop that.
Valorie reaches into her bedside drawer, pushes past her notepad, nail polish, and a pair of earrings—which makes her stop for a moment, because those are not her earrings. They’re unlike anything she’d wear.
Something ... no.
She redirects, grabs the orange prescription bottle, unscrews the top, places two Xanax beneath her tongue, and lies back onto the bed.
Maybe she didn’t have anything to do with Allie’s death. There was no indication that she was actually there at Allie’s house this morning. Clearly, Allie activated something in her, woke up a part that had been resting.
If only she could talk to Allie. 
The Xanax dissolves, and nearly instantly, her muscles calm. She presses her eyes shut and falls asleep on top of the covers with the overhead light on.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later, Valorie lies, mouth agape, throat dry as a desert on the bed. She’s serene, empty, and sedated until a loud banging wakes her from her slumber. 
Trembling muscles cry in defiance of her mind. No, they will not wake up. No, they will not get out of bed.
Maybe the banging isn’t real. It’s not the first time she’s woken with a start for absolutely no reason at all. She turns onto her side, one eye pressed against the white quilted covers, the other adjusting to being open, darting back and forth, making sure no monsters are hiding in any corners.
The monsters live inside of us, Valorie. The call is coming from inside the house. 
The rapping at the door starts again, making her flinch.
She’s not imagining things. Someone’s at the door. Valorie looks to the window; a sliver of light is filtering in past her curtains, dull like the beginning of sunrise. It’s pretty early still. Why would someone be at the door now? Now?
Valorie tries to remember what day it is.
Maybe it’s Monday and she’s lost a whole bunch of days and Rashida’s rapping on her front door because she hasn’t heard from her. She pictures a black ribbon in Rashida’s bouncy hair and a coffee in her hand as she greets Valorie with a smile. They’re going to get in the car, take the long way to school, and then Valorie will notice the red knot tied around Rashida’s …
No!
Valorie has a normal life, a life she obtained by clawing her way out of the muck. She has bagels on Saturday morning, nods at the boy who works at the coffee shop, walks lazily on wooded trails, and pets her cat.
That’s not right, Valorie. 
Valorie peels herself off her covers and tries to ignore the voice in her mind that she fears is beginning to sound like Veronica. Her bones wail in protest. 
“I’m coming!” Valorie shouts, her throat dry as dust. She moves sloppily to the kitchen sink, pours a glass of water, then downs it as quickly as she can. She grabs a robe and walks to the door. The rapping stops. Rashida must have heard her. Valorie will tell her all is well, invite her in, and get dressed quickly. She’ll have a normal normal normal day. 
I don’t think that’s gonna happen, kid. 
Valorie shakes her head and thinks about running back to her room and taking another Xanax real quick. The voice is louder than usual, which means her serotonin might be dipping. That’s what Allie always said—low serotonin can mean more intrusive thoughts.
What if her serotonin is really low and she just hasn’t noticed? Maybe that’s why she lost time. Wait. How did she really know any of that happened at all? It could have all been just a—
Valorie peeks beneath her shirt, and the red scratches burn deep as she sees them again. Fiery, real, the split in her skin is a gaping reminder that it’s all actually happening. She won’t see Allie again; she’s dead. She’s rotting. 
Girls in white with hollow eyes flash before her like specters in the room.
Red blooming on white cotton.
Valorie gasps. She holds her hands out to touch real things. The table by the door, the yellowing wallpaper in the hall, anything that she can grip to stay here in this reality, in this moment. Not to go back there.
“Valorie,” a woman says, her voice kind and soft through the door. 
Valorie screams. “I’m coming!” She takes wobbly steps down the darkened hall. She kicks aside her shoes strewn in the middle of the floor. The air stiffens in her lungs as she reaches for the doorknob, twists it, and opens the door.
Audra. 
“Oh … hi,” Valorie says, trying to sound natural. 
“Good morning, Valorie. I’m sure by now you’ve heard about what happened to Allie Vascur,” Audra says, never breaking eye contact, never blinking. Valorie is totally exposed. Her body tightens, and a nervous sweat breaks out over her skin. Did it really have to be Audra to bring her in? Her eyes dart to the side to avoid the other woman’s gaze.
“I did,” Valorie says, now staring at the ground. “Is there something I can do to help you?”
“I think there is.” Audra reaches into her pocket, pulls out a piece of folded paper, and holds it up so that Valorie can see. “You were admitted to the hospital yesterday and left after a few hours of care, and came home?”
“Yes.” Valorie bites at her upper lip, gripping the door a little harder. “I did. I … there must have been some kind of accident, or I got hurt on a hike. I hike sometimes by myself. I know it’s not the smartest thing. A single woman, walking alone in the woods. But I carry bear spray, I do.”
Audra’s stare is blank, cold. “Valorie, we’d really appreciate it if you’d come with us down to the station and answer a few questions. We’re just trying to figure out what happened to Allie and find her daughter's whereabouts. You were a patient of hers, weren’t you?”
Valorie can’t hide it; she whimpers a little and tears well in her eyes. The heat flushes the skin of her chest. She sucks both lips in. Allie’s voice echoes in her mind. I’m not scared of any of the parts of you, Valorie. Are you?
Her face is betraying her. She nods quickly and doesn’t try to speak. Her words would be broken bits of glass, sharp and chaotic. 
“You can take a few minutes to get your clothes on and gather your purse if you need to,” Audra says, tilting her head to the side, posturing a sense of safety. The movement feels like a fake attempt to prove they’re on the same side. Valorie knows that look. That tactic. That basic trick of the muscles to elicit calm in the person you’re interrogating, brainwashing, abusing.
Valorie turns around and tries to close the door, but Audra pushes her shoe between the door and the frame.
“I’ll be here waiting.”
Valorie continues inside and finds her phone on the couch. She texts Rashida.
<<There’s a key beneath the flowerpot on the back porch. Check on Gizmo for me there’s food in the pantry. I’m sorry but I need help.>>
The text is already sent when she realizes the error—her cat’s name is Piper, not Gizmo.
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Audra


Valorie sits unmoving behind the two-way glass of the interrogation room, her legs pressed together tight, her hands in her lap, wisps of hair hanging over her eyes.  
“She seems so small, innocent,” Kale says, taking a sip of his coffee. “Docile.” 
“Innocent?” Audra asks. How could he say something like that, especially with the video evidence they have of her outside of Allie’s house? “Dangerous is how you need to see her, Kale. She was seeing Allie for help, and she killed her.”
“We don’t know that she killed her, yet.”
“Are you serious?” Audra asks. 
“I mean exactly what I said: we’ve got a video of her behind the house with blood on her. We don’t know if she walked in for an appointment and found her like that. Maybe she freaked the hell out and walked off in some kind of fugue state, especially with her illness.”
“What are the odds she’d be at the scene of a murder twice in her life?” Both times for people Audra cared about. Two people she could have saved, if she hadn’t assumed everything would be alright.  
“What does that have to do with this case? Is there a piece I’m missing?”
“Missing teenage girl at both. Murder at both. One person we know for sure was there.” 
“Audra, I’m not trying to be an asshole, but a few hours ago, you were convinced Daniel Eager was involved. I get that I’m not from here, but it sounds like you don’t even know the whole history of all that’s happened in this town.”
Audra seethes. “I’m just saying we can’t go in with a closed mind.”
“Fine.” 
Maybe he was right. This wasn’t a sure thing. Maybe this was more of her mother’s narrative seeping into her own mind. You stay away from that girl, Audra; something’s wrong with her. She stayed away when she was young and even as an adult she wouldn’t make eye contact, lend a smile, or stay in the same room as her. Is this childhood hatred influencing her determination to nail Valorie? To quickly get a confession and a location on Hayley? Is she being unfair?
No, Hayley is still gone. They found only half of Jessica. There’s a video of Valorie, covered in blood, behind Allie’s home. Audra’s mother shoved her into the mud next to a dead body. Allie is dead. Audra is a terrible fucking friend. She was a terrible fucking wife. And as Kale pointed out, a one-track-minded detective. She doesn’t know the whole history of the place where she lives. She needs to find out what Bev was talking about at the bar—what happened before Tabitha went missing back then. 
Maybe it’s completely separate. Maybe what happened with Tabitha is unrelated to this, too, but the more she thinks about it, the more similarities pop up. People sick in town, missing girls, storms. What, is she blaming Valorie for all that, too? 
“You pointed out earlier that sometimes the simplest explanation is the right one, and right now we have a simple explanation,” Audra begins. “The video. It’s the only evidence of anyone else in the house besides Allie, and the woman in the video, Valorie, was literally covered in blood.”
“But the wine glass. Allie wouldn’t be drinking wine with a client,” Kale points out.
“I’ll keep an open mind,” Audra says. 
He gives her a doubtful stare. 
“I promise.” 
They enter the interrogation room, and Valorie immediately perks up. Heat rushes up Audra’s body. 
“Hi, Valorie,” Kale says with a sympathetic smile. “I’m Detective Kale Byer. I’m just here to ask you some questions about where you were yesterday. Just be honest, and we’ll try to figure out what happened to Allie, okay?”
Valorie’s eyes meet Kale’s. Despite the bags around them, they’re still remarkable to Audra in their coloring: deep gray, like the sea after a heavy rain.
“I’m going to try my best to help,” Valorie says. “Allie meant a lot to me, and I can’t believe she’s gone.”
Oh, please. 
“Let’s start with how you ended up at the hospital yesterday,” Kale says.
“Alright.” Valorie shifts in her seat and puts her hands together between her legs. She looks at Audra in a knowing way, as if they’re friends, and it makes Audra’s stomach turn. “I’m not sure exactly what happened. I started to feel weird driving the day before yesterday. I pulled off to the side of the road and, I … well, that’s the last thing I remember before waking up in the hospital.”
“Where were you?” Kale asks. “When you pulled over.”
“Coming home from Allie’s.”
It was Founder’s Day when Allie asked her to come in. They passed a car on the road. It swerved. The glass of wine … drinking with a client would seem like a huge breach of Allie’s ethical code, but Valorie was there outside of regular office hours. 
Audra would know for sure if only she’d gone in. Said yes. Maybe none of it would have happened. 
“Was there a reason for that?” Kale asks. “The night visit?”
“She wanted to see me.” Her eyes fill with tears.
“I know this is a lot to process, your therapist being gone.” Kale pushes a tissue box over. Valorie takes one and wipes her eyes. “Why did she want to see you?”
She takes a moment to wipe her face, then takes a deep breath and a sip of water before she starts. “We were working on something. Together.” 
“What do you mean?” Kale asks. 
Valorie smushes her mouth around. She glances back at Audra as if looking for a friend to bail her out of having to talk. Audra stares back hard, and Valorie shifts in her seat. Audra hopes Valorie felt the venom. “We were trying to recover a memory.”
If Valorie is telling the truth, Allie wanted Valorie to come in at night. They would have finished their session right as Audra was pulling up to drop off Hayley. It’s odd. No matter what, it isn’t normal procedure. Why would Allie do that?
“Why would Allie want you to come in so late? What did she need you for that she couldn’t wait until normal business hours?” Audra asks. It comes off harsher than she intended.
“She thought we were close to finding something. About …” She bites her lip. Looks down. “About Tabitha.” 
“Tabitha?” Audra asks. 
“Tabitha is the girl who went missing when you were younger?” Kale bends down to Valorie’s level. 
She nods.
“You said you didn’t remember anything back then,” Audra says. 
“I didn’t. But I thought it might be inside, somewhere. Allie thought so.” Valorie looks up to Kale. “I have a disorder; it’s why I was working with Allie. Sometimes my mind hides things from me. Allie thought … she thought we might be able to pull it out now that I was in a better place.” 
So, Allie was trying to find out the truth about Tabitha, but why? It didn’t seem particularly important to her back then, and she never mentioned it recently. 
“How did Allie want to pull the memory out?”  Kale asks. 
“A new therapy.” Valorie continues biting her lip. 
“Do you know what it’s called?” 
Valorie shakes her head. “It was more of an experimental thing, I guess.” 
“The memory,” Kale asks. “Did it come back that night?”
“I don’t remember,” Valorie says. “I don’t remember anything about the session. Only leaving afterward.” 
“Valorie.” Audra bends down. Maybe Valorie really thinks they’re allies, friends, and she can use that. She puts an arm on her shoulder. It makes her skin crawl. “We really need you to try and remember what happened. I’m sure you meant so much to Allie, and I know she means a lot to you.” 
Valorie flushes red, and more tears stream down her cheeks. “I don’t know,” she says. “I wish I knew. I shouldn’t have gone. We shouldn’t have been messing with my memories.” She shakes her head rapidly back and forth. “They didn’t like it.” 
“Who didn’t like it?” Kale asks. 
Audra rubs her shoulder, the crêpe-like fabric beneath her hand moistening with sweat. 
“The others. The mon—” Valorie starts breathing hard, hyperventilating, then coughing. Audra moves her hand to her back, but Valorie’s spine straightens, and she pulls away. The woman goes stiff all over; her head cranks to the right, and her eyes widen. It’s as if she’s seen something terrifying. 
“Valorie, are you alright?” Kale asks.
Her head snaps back, and she slouches. 
“I’m fine,” she says. Her eyes wander slowly to the corner. Her voice is changed, almost sedated.
“Valorie, you’ve met Hayley, Allie’s girl,” Audra says. She’s careful not to get too close to Valorie, whose body has shifted, the language of it changing from soft to something sinister, making Audra hypervigilant. “You’ve seen her—she’s so young, so innocent. You could help us find her.” 
“I’m sorry. I wish I could remember.” She’s all cold and monotone now. She reaches up to her neck and picks at a raised red mark that brightens like a choker around her. 
“Valorie,” Kale says, “I need to show you something, and I don’t want you to be alarmed. But I think it’s important that you know we have this—and maybe it can help you remember something, anything, about the session or the next morning. Are you okay with that?”
Valorie nods robotically. Kale opens the laptop at the end of the table and pulls up the video clip Dexter recovered earlier. Valorie watches the screen and drops her fingers from the raised red marks on her neck.
“This,” Kale says, pointing at the screen, “is Allie’s back patio. In a moment, you are going to see someone walk across it and then into the woods.”
Valorie stares at the video. Audra watches her, waiting to see Valorie do a double take, to realize she’s been found out, caught. Valorie sucks air in hard, presses her hand to her mouth. She’s seeing it. Seeing herself walk across Allie’s patio.
“It’s me,” she whispers between her fingers. Her shoulders rise closer to her ears, and her face contorts, twisted and horrified, until suddenly it’s like something has pulled her attention away completely. Her eyes stare off at nothing, entranced, lost somewhere in the corner of the room. Maybe she’s avoiding the screen—or maybe she’s remembering something. 
“Are you remembering?” Kale asks. “Remembering what happened?” 
Suddenly, Valorie’s arms go slack. Her body slouches in the chair, and her eyes grow huge, almost popping out of her skull. 
“Do you remember seeing Allie?” Audra says. “How did you get covered in her blood, Valorie?”
Valorie’s skin flushes pink and her eyes refocus, then blink. She shakes her head and looks away from whatever she was staring at before. Her whole demeanor changes. Her eyes dim, growing impossibly dark.  
“Valorie, can you tell us what happened now?” Kale moves a small black recording device closer to Valorie on the table. 
“It’s Veronica,” Valorie says, her voice raised in pitch, sounding almost like a teenager’s. “What’s this?” She motions toward the laptop screen, paused on the woman walking across Allie’s back porch.
“It’s you, Valorie.”
“That ain’t me.”
“That’s not you?” Kale asks.
“No, that’s Valorie. I’m Veronica.”
What the hell is going on?
“What’s a girl got to do to get a cigarette in here?”
Valorie twirls her hair. 
“Valorie, what are you doing?” Audra asks. 
“Ve-ro-nic-a.” She enunciates each syllable and sticks her hand out toward Audra. Her voice is different, with a Jersey kind of twang. She turns to Kale. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting. What am I in for?” 
“Valorie, what are you doing?” Audra prods. “Can you tell us what happened before you left Allie’s house?” 
Kale restarts the video, and Valorie leans on the table, her face inches away from the screen.
“Shit, that is Valorie behind the doc’s house,” Valorie or Veronica says, a little laugh in her voice. She locks eyes with Audra. “Well, Detectives, I’m going to need a cigarette if you want me to talk. I’ll tell you about the doc and the quacked-up shit she was pullin’.”
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Valorie 


Valorie stares at the screen, watching what looks like herself walk across Allie’s patio. She watches as her body, splattered with blood, heads into the woods. The woods those men found her in. 
A cat meows.
Gizmo.
Gizmo sits in the corner of the interrogation room, moss forming beneath her delicate, orange-tufted paws. Valorie smiles. This isn’t real. This can’t be happening. She’s still in bed dreaming, and the dream just turned nice again because Tabitha is here.
She pushes her chair away from the table. Detective Laskey and the other officer stay seated at the table. Perfectly still. That doesn’t happen in real life. That’s dreams. This is all a dream. Relief floods her body, and she takes her shoes and socks off her feet and leaves them underneath the cold table.
The soles of her feet walk across the wooden floor and over toward the dark corner. Moss tickles her as the darkness gives way, breaking apart the building, disintegrating it, opening it up to the world outside. The secret garden. Allie can’t be gone, not in the secret garden. Allie helped her make it, after all.
Warm sunlight makes her skin glow. The sweet smell of hollyhock carries Valorie further from reality and toward the big tree. Gizmo rubs her body against the rough bark. Valorie plucks a dandelion from the ground before sitting down beneath the tree. The bark pulls at her hair, and she feels calm, safe, like nothing in the world could be bad, and even if it is—
Remember when Daddy took you to the sacred place?
Do you remember the monster?
HUSH.
That’s not here. Not here under this tree with Gizmo.
She stares across the overgrown grass toward the crowd of cattails near the pond a few meters away from her. Someone’s at the edge of the dock—Nicko with his fishing pole. He waves his hand at Valorie, and she lets out a breath she’s been holding since Audra arrived at her front door. It sends warm tingles throughout her body.
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Veronica 


Veronica flicks the lighter and pulls in a mouthful of smoke. At least the pigs listen.  
“What did she do now?” Veronica chokes out a laugh and sits back, crossing her legs. Her stare burrows into Audra. 
“Who?” the young officer asks.
“Valorie. Who the fuck else we talking about?” She cackles. 
The detectives look at each other. Audra rolls her eyes.
“You’re saying you aren’t Valorie?” 
“We share this meat sack, but no. I’m not Valorie. I’m Veronica, honey.” 
“Veronica, sure,” Audra says, turning toward the door, clearly ready to leave.
“Oh, come on, Audra, don’t leave yet—didn’t ya have some questions for little ol’ me?” 
Audra turns around, her body trembling slightly, but whether from fear or annoyance, Veronica isn’t quite sure. It doesn’t matter. She got a little something out of her, and that’s exactly what she was going for. Perfect little Audra, fancy detective, the spared bitch. “Why were you always so mean to Valorie? Ain’t like your family’s cut from woven golden cloth or something.”
“What are you talking about?” Audra asks.
“She adored you, you know. And you ignored her. You’re nothing but a big ol’ bully.” 
Audra turns red. She walks over to the table and leans close, inches away from Veronica’s face. Her hot, stale coffee breath collides with the cigarette smoke. “Oh. I’m the bully? I don’t know if you’re aware, but people are dying, and you’re looking guilty.” 
“Guilty guilty guilty,” she mocks. “Guilty of what exactly, Officer? I don’t see no arrest warrant.” 
“Murdering Allie—and probably Tabitha.” 
“Ooooh, bringing up the past now, Detective Audra Laskey.” She drags on her cigarette.  “Gee, I don’t know if I’d do that if I were you; we all got pasts, my darlin.’ You go mucking around in that shit and you might pull out your own skeletons. They aren’t very nice, Audra.”  
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Audra says. 
Veronica presses a finger to her lips, then makes a motion with her hand like she’s locking her mouth with a key. 
“Whatever,” Audra says. “I don’t need to dig anything up right now. We’ve got video evidence of you at Allie’s house covered in blood. I bet once we test your DNA with what we’ve found, it will confirm your involvement.” 
“I wasn’t there. Valorie was.” She turns to the guy; he’s kinda hot. Looks like his mom spent time at a country club or something. “Sweetheart, you really think little ol’ me slaughtered Dr. Barbie in her own home?” She takes a drag of the cigarette before she continues. 
“Alright,” Kale says. “So you didn’t do it, but we do have video of Valorie being there and covered in blood. What do you think happened?” 
“I think Dr. Barbie got herself in some trouble. Probably Valorie was in the wrong place at the wrong time, or maybe with all that shit she was stirring up with Valorie she pushed someone else too far. There are dangerous people here, you know that, Detective? Dangerous men here on Typhon.” 
“Any you can tell us about?” Kale asks. 
“Audra knows.” 
“Anything at all you can tell us, Veronica?” Kale smiles sympathetically at her. Shit, he is really cute. Maybe even a nice guy, if those actually exist. “It would help us out a lot. Valorie can’t remember, she says, but maybe you know something?” 
“Have you listened to the tapes?”
The detectives look at each other.
“You don’t know about the tapes?” Great fucking detectives, these two. Veronica chuckles and ashes her cigarette into the little Dixie cup on the table. “I thought it was weird, too. Like, what is this, the ’80s? Allie recorded all their sessions on a little tape recorder. Valorie consented. I saw. At the beginning.” Not that Valorie ever asked her opinion on it.
“Do you know where she kept them?” Kale asks.  
“Her office. You know the bookshelf by the fireplace?”
Audra shoots her a dirty look. “Yes, of course I do.”
“Well, it opens up to the little pocket bar. Real fancy. But you know since she’s kind of an uptight cunt—she don’t keep any liquor in it. Just tapes.”
The man looks at her, eyes sweet and shallow. Kiddie pools.
“What do you have against Allie?” Audra asks. 
“That bitch? She tried to erase me. Make Valorie push me down.” 
“Make you wanna kill her?” Audra asks. 
This bitch. “No, Audra, I didn’t wanna kill her. I’m not a fuckin’ idiot. Who’s gonna get away with killing the beloved Mrs. Vasucur?” 
She turns back to the man. “The tapes,” he says. “Let’s say they’re there.” Man, he’s cute. “Will you sign a release for them? For us to listen to your tapes?”
“For you, baby, anything. And for Valorie, she’s absolutely helpless sometimes. You have to listen to those tapes. When you do, you’ll realize she’s a mouse. She couldn’t have done nothing to Allie—she loved her, admired her. I don’t fucking get it, but she did. I can guarantee she’s lost without her. She’s fucked. But that might mean it’s my lucky day.”
“What do you mean?” Kale asks. 
Audra leaves the room and comes back with a slip of paper, an agreement to release medical information, and a pen. Veronica shoves the cigarette in her mouth, nearly burned to the filter, and signs the paper before she sits back and they start to walk out of the room.
“Can I tell you one more thing before you leave?” she says. “Might be helpful.”
“What?” Audra asks.
“You look at the husband yet?”
“We can’t share that information,” Audra says.
“He hasn’t told you everything, I know it. Men keep secrets as good as women do.” She winks at Audra and plops her cigarette into the Dixie cup and waves. “Tata!”
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“That was fucking unreal,” Audra says, striding down the hallway of the police station, Kale trailing behind her. 
“What?” he asks.
“What was that, some play at an insanity plea?”
Kale doesn’t answer. 
Audra pushes open the two doors to the precinct and heads directly to the Jeep, not bothering to look behind her to see if he’s following. She knows it’s Valorie, and now that they have the video they can provide she was there, or was at least involved. Audra doesn’t buy that she wandered around Allie’s property and that was it.
Valorie saw something happen to Tabitha. At the funeral, she was completely distraught. The way Valorie said her name earlier made her skin crawl. Like she knew her. But doesn’t she? They’ve been on this island together as kids, teenagers, and now adults. Audra knows her as well as half the people on Typhon, has seen her for what she is, and remembers her mistakes. Valorie can’t know what happened to Audra off the island, or why she came back. 
Audra picks at a scab on her finger. She picks at it until it opens up, spills her blood; she immediately regrets it and sucks on the wound until it stops bleeding. Valorie got under her skin. Why can’t people just tell the truth, admit who they are? Should she be asking herself the same question?
Valorie fucking Clemens. Audra sits in the passenger seat, watching trees and streetlights whip past. But she’s not here. Her mind is back in 2006. 
She babysat Tabitha, back when she was fourteen and Tabitha was ten. She baby-sat her until the girl was twelve years old, past when most of the moms and dads stopped caring about leaving their kids home alone. Her parents were probably clueless that sometimes she’d gotten made fun of for still having a babysitter or that she went home from school with Audra instead of walking home alone like the rest of the kids at her school. The looming threat that Tabitha’s parents felt about their daughter becoming a missing girl never went away, even when the disappearances stopped. 
Her parents didn’t back off until she was fourteen, a high schooler, and even then, she wasn’t allowed to go anywhere alone. But that didn’t protect her. Not the day she was taken, with Valorie in tow. The girl who couldn’t remember anything back then, and still can’t remember. 
The car pulls to a stop in front of Allie’s house, and Audra gets out. An eagle shrieks in the distance. A horrid squall, one that gives her goosebumps all up her arms. 
Audra picks at her nails and walks past the police tape to the front door, where someone had left the porch light on all night. The house smells just as she left it. No clean-up crew yet to clear away the last bits of Allie—and maybe Hayley—from the carpet and grooves of the tile floor.
Metallic rot fills the air.
Audra walks toward the back of the house. There’s a little corridor to the left of the kitchen that leads out to the garage and Allie’s office. The half-basement has windows, a fireplace, and always smells damp. The space is clean, as it was before. Nothing is out of place, everything just so. Just how Allie liked things. Allie could have fun, sure, but there was always an order to things.
Always.
Audra runs her hand across the wooden bookcase. She jumps as someone touches the back of her shoulder.
She cries out and turns to see Mark’s face.
On reflex, she pulls him close to her, breathing heavily. The strength in his arms as they wrap around her settles her heartbeat.
“What are you doing here?” Audra asks.
“I don’t know, I just …” Mark’s eyes are swollen and red. “I think I had to see it for myself.”
“Mark, I don’t think you need to see this.”
“I wasn’t expecting the smell.” His shoulders slump. She wants to comfort him, to have them comfort each other, which is the only way she knows how. The temptation pulls at her, tugs at her most vulnerable parts. But she can’t open that door with him again. 
“I’m sorry, Mark.” Audra doesn’t make eye contact. “You can’t be here right now.” 
“Yeah, of course,” he says. He sniffles and leaves the room. Audra waits for the sound of the front door closing before proceeding.
Allie never showed her the hidden bar. In fact, Audra realizes she’s not sure she’s ever been in this part of the house before.
Allie kept her work separate before money troubles hit the island, and apparently the Vascur business. It must have been hard for her to let the office go. Things must have been bad. 
Kale’s boots clunk over the threshold into the room. He opens the drapes, letting in shallow sunlight from the forest outside.
Audra searches the wall until she spots an inconsistency in the woodgrain. Her fingers find purchase in the small split in the paneling. She pulls and is immediately rewarded. A mirror and her own dark gaze staring back at her, the lighting accentuating the ever-deepening circles below her eyes.
The secret bar—not so secret to her patients, apparently. Or at least not to Valorie.
The bottom shelves glow green, the kind that makes all the bottles light up. But now they simply highlight the labels of tapes spread out evenly between the two shelves. All marked “VC.”
She only taped Valorie.
New treatment. Valorie said that. Allie never mentioned doing a research project. Sure, there’s confidentiality, but to be on the cusp of coming up with a new modality and not to share one tiny bit of the idea with anyone? 
Well, maybe not no one. Maybe Tristan knew.
“They’re here,” Audra says, turning back to Kale.
“I’m surprised our guys missed that,” Kale says, putting on rubber gloves before advancing to Audra.
“They’re all Valorie’s. VC. Valorie Clemens.” 
Kale hands her a stack of Ziplock baggies. “That’s strange, isn’t it?” he says, squatting down before the tapes and lining them one by one into the baggies Audra holds open. “And not to use digital. Why these old-school audio tapes?”
Realization hits Audra right in the chest.
“Kale.”
“Yeah, boss?”
“Tristan might have had access to her laptop, the security system … he knew all the passwords. I’m sure he’d have to know her laptop password in case something happened to her, right? Derek knew my passwords, and I knew his. But that’s it. No one else.”
Kale puts the last tape into the baggie and reaches all the way to the back of the bottom shelf and pulls out the old tape player.
“She had to have been suspicious of him. Had to have seen him looking at her laptop or something.” Audra seals the last baggie and spins around “We’re missing something. Remember what Veronica—er, Valorie said.”
“Look at the husband. I thought you were sold on Valorie.”
“I was.”
“But?”
“But Allie kept these away from him.” 
They pack up the tapes quickly and head back to the station. Mark waves from the driveway as they leave. Her heartache deepens. How much pain can a person be in before they crack? We need to get back to the precinct and listen to these; there’s probably hours of recordings. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Tara stands outside the precinct, pacing by the door with her hair in her face. “Hey!” she calls.   
Part of Audra feels relieved to see her, but another is annoyed. She’s got these tapes to review and needs to get to work. Who knows how many hours are recorded? 
Still, Audra rushes to her. Tara’s practically trembling as Audra pulls her in for a hug. “Hey, are you okay?” 
“Yeah.” Her eyes brim with water, and her pupils look huge. “I saw they let that girl go.” 
Fuck, Audra swears under her breath. 
Kale passes by on his way inside and nods at the two of them, bag of tapes in tow. The last bits of sunset make Tara’s face glow pink and orange. 
“You think she did this?” Tara asks. 
“I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. She was definitely there.” 
“She looks so … small. Allie was in shape, fit as a fiddle.” 
It would’ve been hard for Valorie to overpower Allie, but not with a knife and not if Allie thought she could save her daughter by putting herself in danger’s way. 
“Yeah, but in a rage … even a small person can cause a lot of damage.” 
“And kidnap a girl?” 
“What are you getting at?”
“Nothing. I don’t know. I guess I’m just I’m fucked up about this. I don’t feel safe, and I’m worried about you.” Tara’s fingers on Audra’s arms provide a tempting comfort. “I wish you could let them handle this. You haven’t rested, and one of your close friends is dead. Wren’s best friend is kidnapped.” Tara’s words tug at her heart, at the part of herself that wishes she could just go home and cry, the part that’s always desired to be taken care of instead of being the caretaker, the planner, the fixer. “She needs you. I need you, and you need me, too.” 
“You don’t think I realize Wren needs me?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“How can you say that? Of course, I know she needs me, Tara, but what she needs more is for me to find her friend. I have to do my job.” Fury is building in every syllable she utters. “It’s killing me not to be there for Wren. But I can’t focus on that. You have no idea how hard it is being the only one. The only parent to turn to. Not being able to call up her dad and ask him to help out while we’re going through this?” 
“I didn’t mean—” Tara’s voice cracks. 
“I know that. I know. But you just don’t get it, Tara.” 
“I think you need to take a break.” Her cheeks are wet with tears. “Get away from this. I don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
What does she mean? Tara has never worried about Audra’s job before. 
“Go home, Tara.” Audra grabs either side of her shoulders and pulls her in. “You want to help me. You’re worried about me? Take care of Wren. That’s how you can be there for me.” She lets her go and heads into the station. 
“And how are you going to be there for me?!” Tara shouts. 
The words slap her hard in the face. As hard as her mother used to. Audra doesn’t answer. She pushes open the doors. 
Dexter stares at her while eating his sandwich. “Everything okay with the ladies?” 
“Where’s Kale?” 
Dexter points to her office door. Audra strides over, opens the door, and after she enters, slams it behind her. 
Kale rips open the first Ziploc bag and pulls out the plastic cassette tape labeled #1. “Ready to get started?” Kale asks. “Who knows how long these tapes are.”
Audra opens the cassette player on the cluttered desk. She and Kale sit and pull their chairs close together like they’re about to watch a new movie trailer; the excitement in the air is palpable. Kale shoves the tape in, and Audra presses the lid closed.
“You ready for this, boss?” Kale asks, staring at her with wondering eyes. 
She’s about to hear Allie’s voice. Maybe she’s about to figure out what the fuck is going on and why Valorie killed her. Audra nods and presses the little plastic button with the recessed triangle. At first, it’s just static.
Then, Allie’s voice breaks in. 
Tape #1

Allie: Valorie, do I have your permission to record our session today?

Valorie: Yes, you do. I, Valorie Clemens, give my permission to record my sessions beginning today, June 27, 2021.

Allie: And you understand that at any point, if you want me to stop recording, you can say so? Even if it’s halfway through the session?

Valorie: I do.

Allie: Thank you, Valorie. Today, June 27, begins our first session of this brand new therapy that Valorie has been so kind as to participate in. The reason we’re doing this therapy is because Valorie is no longer suffering from depressive states, and she is no longer struggling to maintain herself and her authority in the system. Valorie is functioning very well, and she’d like to put something to rest that’s been burdening her for a very long time. Valorie, can you tell me again what that is?

Valorie: (clearing throat) I want to … I want to remember what happened to Tabitha. I want to remember the face of the person who took her. I want to remember for myself—but I also want to remember for her mom.

Allie: And why now?

Valorie: I feel like I’m ready. There’s a lot I don’t really remember from my childhood. But I know some of that stuff will never change. I’m okay with not remembering it. But now. I mean. My—my mom is dead, and so is my dad. But I think if they were alive and I was the one who was dead, they would want to know what happened to me.

Allie: And why do you want to know?

Valorie: I want to be able to give Tabitha’s mom that and … and I also think it’s important for me to know what happened to me that day. I need to know what happened so that the part of me that experienced that, that’s holding on to that stuff for me, can let it go and can be okay.

Allie: And then you can feel united with them?

Valorie: Yes, I don’t think that the younger me deserves to stay locked there in time. I can handle it, and I want that young me to just get to be a kid. Like Nicko can.

Allie: Can you tell us who Nicko is?

Valorie: Oh, yes. (She giggles.) Nicko is a young part of me, a part I made that used to be able to kind of well ... like we call it.

Allie: Take over the bus, right?

Valorie: Yes. Nicko would take over the bus sometimes, and when he did, I wouldn’t act like myself. I’d get in trouble or say things that weren’t appropriate or say scary things to people just to scare them.

Allie: But Nicko was just a kid, right? Just a scared kid?

(Static pause.)

Valorie: Yes. Nicko was a boy, so he never had to have the red knot.

Allie: Yes, it was easier to be Nicko sometimes.

Audra pauses the tape.
“What is it?” Kale asks.
“The Red Knot.”
“What is that?”
“I’ve heard of it before.”
“What does that have to do with Valorie?”
“I don’t know.”
“You remember where you heard it?”
“School. I think, I guess, I don’t know. I remember …” 
Some kid at school. They were talking about how their mom didn’t talk to their stepdad anymore because back then he asked them to join the Red Knot. At least that’s what she thinks she remembers. “The only thing I remember clearly is that I asked my mom about it. I asked Bev first, and she told me not to ever bring it up with my mom. But we got into it one night cause she was pissed I stayed out past curfew and so I asked her about it to piss her off.”
“Well, what’d she say?”
“Nothing. I remember her eyes, though. She … she looked freaked the fuck out and …” And she slapped Audra hard on the face and left the room, left the house. Audra didn’t know what was going to happen. She can feel the sting on her cheek. 
“That’s all I remember.”
“Weird. Worth looking into for sure.”
“Yeah.”
Kale takes out a pen, grabs a sheet of trash paper from Audra’s desk, and writes it down. Red Knot, Valorie Clemens. Then he plays the tape.

Allie: What’s different about the parts in your system and this memory, Valorie?

Valorie: Well, I don’t know if there is a part holding it. I don’t know who they are if they are holding it and …

Allie: We’ve never tried to retrieve a memory with so little information.

Valorie: Right.

Allie: Usually, our goal is to heal the feeling, the experience, in order to reduce your symptoms. But your symptoms are already reduced. We’re doing this only because you want to know.

Valorie: Yes.

Allie: I want you to say those words, Valorie, and then, when you’re ready, drink the glass of water that’s on the table and we’ll begin.

Valorie: I want to know what happened to me. I want to know who took Tabitha and me. I want to know what they did to me. I want to know what they did to her, and I want to know how I got out.

Allie: Okay. Let’s find out.

What comes next is disappointing. Nothing is revealed. There’s back and forth, long silences, random facts about day-to-day life, and Valorie’s experiences in a group youth therapy in her late teens. After the tape, Kale is barely able to keep his eyes open. What if the tapes are a dead end? Audra thinks. But one end is very much alive. Her mother. 
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The lights above Bev’s tavern glow orange. Audra bursts through the tavern door and is immediately met with the smell of sweaty men and stale beer. Most of the town that’s of age is here. Kale isn’t by her side, and he isn’t in here drinking, which makes the hint of a smile want to creep up her face. He’s decent.  
She needs to know what was going on with Tristan and what her mom knew about The Red Knot. There were no documents at the police station that came up with anything about it. No boxes that she could find of evidence from around that time, either. Weird. 
Bev locks eyes with Audra as she pushes her way through the crowd, brushing up against flannels and puffy vests galore. She glances at Misty sitting alone at a table in the corner, looking lifeless as ever. That woman’s got grit. She’s never stopped looking. She hasn’t given up on her girl, but even she needs a little oblivion. 
Misty doesn’t make eye contact with Audra, and Audra’s not sure what the hell she’d say if she approached, so she rushes over to the bar. The back of Darla’s hair is pulled up in a black claw clip, and her messy blond waves hang from it.
Her overgrown, manicured, mauve nails cradle a frothy beer glass.
“Audra,” Bev starts, “what are you doing here?”
Darla whips around. She’s fixed herself up since earlier, but Audra can still detect the bit of red in her nose and puffiness of her cheeks, the look she has when she’s been crying. Darla smiles because they’re in public.
“I need to talk to my mom,” Audra says. “Alone.”
“C’mon, Audra,” Darla slurs, “take a break. Have a seat with your old ma.”
Old Lee Buchanon eyes her from the end of the bar, the same way he always has, since she was a teenager. The kind of look that feels like someone is imagining the exact shape of your body beneath your clothes. Makes her sick. 
“Audra.” Her name bursts through the ambient hum of the bar in a gruff, masculine tone. A heavy hand lays itself on her shoulder, and she instinctively pulls away. 
“Billie,” Audra says, “why are you putting your hands on me?” 
His wife, Christie Eager, hangs off his arm. A necklace with two wings hangs between her breasts over the low-cut white shirt that appears plastered to her skin.
“Audra,” Christie says, “we’re all friends here in this town, aren’t we? We all want the same thing.”
“We want to find those girls,” Bev says, her strained voice trying to smooth the tension between the lot of them.
“That’s exactly it,” Audra says. “We all want to find those girls. Except some of the people in this town seem not to want to. You, for instance, Christie. You won’t let us talk to Daniel. You know where he’s been today, Christie? Last I saw, he was running in the woods by that old flop house.”
“None of your fucking business where he’s at,” Lee says. 
“Oh, great.” Audra rolls her eyes. He’s stopped eye-fucking her long enough to stick up for one of his kin. 
“Hey now.” Bev shuffles toward the edge of the bar. Darla grabs her beer and quickly pushes her thin body between a few drunks, heading toward the back exit. “Audra’s just doing her job.”
Jeers start from around the room.
“She’s ungrateful,” Billie says. “An ungrateful bitch who’s poking her nose around where it doesn’t belong. My son doesn’t have shit to do with those girls. The detective should be at home with her own daughter. Maybe if she’d kept an eye on her and her friend, Hayley, there wouldn’t be another missing girl. Maybe if she’d—”
“That’s enough!” Tristan shouts from the second floor of the bar. “Billie, we know exactly who you are.” 
Well, things are escalating quickly. Audra doesn’t take her eyes off her mom, who’s moving faster than she can match. If Billie’s looking for a fight, he’s not gonna get one from her tonight. 
“Yeah, so fucking what, Tristan!” Christie shouts. “You think your kids are better than all our kids? Worth more than our kids? Than the rest of this town?”
With Christie and Billie distracted, Audra takes her chance. She needs to get to Darla now, while she’s loosened up, and get her to spill what she knows about the Red Knot. She pushes through the crowd toward the back door.
“Seriously, Audra!” Bev shouts. “You gonna come in here and start shit and walk away?”
Audra ignores her. Chief Michael can deal with it. What’s he been doing, anyway?
Cold air hits her sweaty face, and she catches her mom’s trail. Darla’s heading home, a place Audra’s barely been allowed in since she moved out at eighteen. She remembers the sting on her face when her mom slapped her back then, when she asked about the Red Knot. 
The distant look in Darla’s eyes earlier today left Audra feeling uneasy. Her breath fogs the air in front of her as her boots claw through the mud and rock beneath her feet.
“Darla!” Audra calls out. When no one answers, she thinks to yell, “Mom,” but stops herself upon hearing the screen door open with a whine in the distance. Audra huffs as she reaches the house. The white shutters on the yellow-sided house come into view, and she watches the silhouette as the petite woman lets herself in. Darla slams the door behind her.
“Darla!” Audra jogs over and jaunts up the front steps like when she was a teenager rushing home late for curfew. “We need to talk.” Audra bangs on the door.
“Go away!” she shouts back. “Leave it alone, Audra!”
“Leave what alone?” She pulls at the handle, but it’s still locked. “You’re gonna lock me out of my own house?”
“Not your house. Not for a long time!” her mom shouts, a low waver altering her Barbie-doll voice. “I just want to be left alone. Dear god, let me forget about this shit already!”
“Don’t you mean Great God!” Audra shouts.
Her mother cries out. Through the thin walls, Audra hears the cap of a beer bottle as it bounces off the laminate floor. She can’t just let Darla forget and drink herself to sleep tonight. The clock is ticking, and she needs to know about the Red Knot now if it’s got something to do with the girls and Allie.  
Audra walks around to the laundry room door. The little window next to it hasn’t been locked since she turned thirteen and snuck out of it for the first time. She grips her hands on the cold glass pane and pushes it up.
“You breaking into my fucking house?” Darla yells from the other room.
“If I have to!” Audra hollers back. 
“I’ll call the police on you,” she says from the other side of the door.
“Mom. I am the fucking police. Now let me in.”
Darla just walks away from the door. Audra shrugs and pushes the window open all the way and pops out of the screen. When she climbs inside, her boots land on a stack of bottled water next to the door, and she maneuvers her way over them.
In the kitchen, Darla’s sitting barefoot, feet up on the table and chugging a beer.
“I oughta call Michael on you.” 
Audra walks around the table to the refrigerator and grabs a glass bottle of Molson. She pops the top off and lets it fall to the floor, then kicks off her muddy boots and sits down opposite her mom. She pulls a mouthful in and swallows it. The crisp effervescence takes the edge off the heavy fucking day.
“You shoved me in the mud,” Audra says.
“Oh boo hoo,” her mom retorts. “A lot worse things happen to the women in this town, Audra.”
Audra gulps down another drink of beer.
“That’s why I’m here. Because you’ve been saying shit like that my whole fucking life and you’ve never told me what it means.”
“It means mind your business and be thankful you’re alive.”
“What the hell is the Red Knot?”
Darla blanches. “How do you know about that?” Her voice trembles.
“I don’t,” Audra says. “Here’s what I know. I’ve got a tape in my station with Valorie Clemens saying something about it. I’ve got you losing your mind over a girl’s dead body, screaming out ‘Great God.’ What is it?”
“It’s nothing, then.”
“It’s not nothing. I need you to tell me, because if even a tiny detail could help me find Hayley, then it’s worth you having a bad day about it. Jesus Christ. Don’t be so selfish.” It feels good to use the woman’s own words against her. 
Darla finishes the beer and takes a long breath in and out.
“Fine. What do you want to know?”
“What is it?”
“It was a religious group in the area when I moved here. Before you.”
“Were you a part of it?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
Audra sets her beer down on the table, and Darla grabs another one from the fridge before sitting back down.
“Ask me another question.”
“Does that have anything to do with you saying Great God over that girl’s body?”
“That’s what they called him.”
“Called who?”
“Their God. God, I don’t remember,” Darla says. She takes a generous gulp, and her eyes go a little fuzzy. “They said they found God and that we had to call him Great God, and Great God required great sacrifice.”
Great sacrifice? What the fuck does that mean?
“So, you were in this cult.”
“Next question.”
Audra huffs. “Fine. What kind of sacrifice?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know? Sacrifice like what we saw in the woods out there?”
“I don’t know.”
“What the fuck do you mean?”
“I mean, I don’t know, Audra!” Darla shouts. “I never saw it. I never saw what they did. I never saw what happened. I couldn’t have known.” She shakes her head and drinks some more. “I couldn’t have known. It didn’t seem bad, Audra. It seemed good to believe in something outside of all this. Outside of working to the bone, and people doing bad things just because they can. They gave people a purpose. It seemed like what was happening was for the good of the island.”
Audra can’t help but think of that stupid Founder’s Day puppet show. The greater good. Did they use the island’s motto to help enlist people?
“Who?”
“You know who—that Valorie girl’s family.” 
“Valorie’s family … and you, apparently. Who else?” 
“I don’t know, Audra. Ask another question.”
“So, the Clemens family … who’s that? Valorie, her mom and dad, her uncles?”
“Their family was looking for something to believe in, like the rest of us. Her mom was young, naïve, and probably would have done anything for Valorie’s dad. Valorie’s momma got sick. A lot of people got sick and … I’m sure there’s a whole case file at the precinct about what happened.”
“There’s not.”
“What?”
Audra laughs and gulps her beer. “There’s nothing.”
“Michael. Chief Michael, he had to have ...”
“Covered something up?”
“I didn’t say that. Listen, maybe that Valorie girl was in some kind of witness protection or something, and they needed to keep it secret to protect her. I don’t know.”
“Why do you hate Valorie Clemens?”
“I don’t hate her.” Darla rolls her eyes. “Audra, her parents ran the fucking cult. All I know is that they ended up dead, and for a while … our girls stopped going missing. Until Tabitha.” Darla nods.
“You think Valorie had something to do with it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe she was trying to start up whatever messed-up thing her parents were doing again.” She finishes the beer and avoids eye contact with her daughter.
“Everyone in town in your generation knows about this?”
“Not everyone.” Darla nods and stares off into the dark pantry. “Some do.” 
They want to forget. Like they did back in Salem after the witch trials. Burn the place down and never talk about it ever again. The shame. Valorie’s family couldn’t have been the only family. That’s not how cults work.
“Can you give me any names?”
“No. I won’t turn anyone into a scapegoat just because they got wrapped up in something bad back then.”
“You think it’s happening again?”
“I don’t want to believe that. I won’t. I can’t.” Darla gets up from the table, teetering back and forth before approaching Audra. Her skin smells sweaty and sweet. She leans over her and kisses her on the top of her head—an act that surprises her, that warms her. “I love you so much, Audra. You have no idea how hard it is to love you.” 
The warmth freezes in an instant. She closes her eyes and listens to her mother’s footsteps as she walks to her bedroom. A familiar sound she’ll never forget, a sound that won’t ever surprise her. Darla hurting her and walking away. “You can use the door. Go home, Audra.”
Darla closes her bedroom door and latches it. She’s a princess locked away, and Audra is the same as she’s ever been, put in the position of the evil stepmother, or maybe a stepsister—definitely unworthy of love in her mom’s story.  
She leaves through the window and rushes off into the night, wishing Mark were here to comfort her like he always did back when they were kids. The chill air wraps around her. A few working streetlamps illuminate her walk back toward town. She could go home, but sleep after that seems impossible. If anything, she has more questions than ever. She passes houses, most of which are completely black inside. 
Wren would be happy if she came home, if Audra gave her sweet, sad daughter a mom to cuddle up to if she woke in the night, but either choice—going home to be there for her or working late at the station—feels selfish. They both let someone down. 
A low roar makes her hairs stand on end. Between two houses that back onto the mountain, something moves, something big and dark. 
“Hey, bear,” she says, her voice catching in her throat because the creature sounds close, but she can’t see it, can’t see anything other than a huge, black moving mass. It growls again, but there’s something strange about it. She faces the mass and raises her arms, walking backward away from it. The mass moves slowly toward her. “Back up, bear.” She makes herself big and feigns bravery, even though her legs are shaking. “Go,” she says, finally able to summon some authority. 
It shifts to the left and then quickly moves up the side of the mountain, snapping trees as it goes. That thing has to be huge, bigger than any bear she’s seen. Grizzlies can get big, but what the hell is that? 
When it moves completely out of sight, another growl resounds so loud it echoes through the town. With her chest quaking, she hurries to the police station. 
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Valorie


1998
“Prayers on Sunday, Valorie. Wake, sweet baby.”  
Valorie came back to the world as her mother’s warm lips pressed against her forehead. Prayers on Sunday. Daddy was leading service today, and the special man was going to take them to their new home. The big white house on the hill. 
Her momma sewed a new white dress with lace and pearls for Valorie to wear on this special day. This was going to be the biggest one yet, her dad kept saying. This was the biggest one, and his new friend had set it up for him. He said Daddy was better at talking to people. Of course, he was. Valorie’s daddy was funny and silly and so smart that he always knew the answer to everything.
Valorie dressed quickly, and her mother took her overnight raggies out, the ones that made her hair all springy and curly. Momma’s blond hair shone in the light from the trailer windows. She puckered her lips and pressed bright red lipstick onto them. She dabbed it and then applied it again. It didn’t make sense to Valorie, but that was what Momma did, and she always looked pretty when she did it. Valorie always thought Momma knew everything and was so pretty she could be a Hollywood actress.
“My beautiful girls!” Daddy scooped her up into his arms and rubbed his scruffy face against her cheeks. “Today I’m going to make you girls proud.”
“Praise the Lord!” her momma said.
“I told you, Lydia. Everything’s gonna change today. You won’t believe it. Great God is so different than I thought he would be. But now that he’s inside of me, I feel it truer than I ever have.”
“Honey, you’re bleeding,” Momma said. She pulled at the bottom of Daddy’s shirt. Red was coming through on the ends like an ink-pen stain. “What the hell is that?”
“That’s between me and Great God, Lydia. You aren’t ready to understand. Here.” He hoisted Valorie over to her. “Your brains aren’t capable of comprehending it. That’s not your purpose here on Earth.” He marched to the bathroom, and his voice grew muffled, though Valorie could still make it out. “You understand me, Lydia? Don’t go asking stupid questions, okay?”
“My brain?” 
“Women, Lydia.” 
“Of course,” Momma replied with sarcasm.
“You’re gonna teach Valorie to be a bad girl. You want that?”
“No. Never.” She winked at Valorie behind Daddy’s back, and the girl smiled 
Drawers opened and closed in the other room. Daddy rushed into the back bedroom. “This place is beneath us,” he said, coming back. “I am chosen by Great God himself, and we’re going to make a good impression with the rest of the church, bring more people to Great God than ever in the history of man.”
“Great God?”
“That’s how you’ll refer to God from now on if you want a good life and you want to be my wife.” 
Momma set Valorie down on the ground and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Of course I do. I wouldn’t be with anyone else in the whole wide world; is that why you’re being so gruff? Scared I’d leave you?” she said. “C’mon, Valorie, let’s go be good girls at the church of Great God.”
Valorie didn’t understand why Daddy didn’t like their house anymore, but she was going to miss it. It was where she found Gizmo and secretly hoped to find a brother or sister for her. But they were moving some place new. Momma said it might be big enough for another kitty if Valorie didn’t cry about leaving the trailer. She wouldn’t cry about it. She’d bite her lip till it hurt if it meant she could have another Gizmo.
The trailer door slammed behind them, and Momma led her by the hand into Daddy’s truck.
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Hours have passed since the detectives made her watch the tape that showed her leaving Allie’s house, covered in blood. She went away for a while, and it felt good, but she couldn’t let that happen again, couldn’t let Veronica back in control.  
They brought her in before the sun came up, and now it’s starting to go down. What happened to Allie is monstrous—Allie helped Valorie so much, made her feel good about herself. But Valorie didn’t kill her. No, she couldn’t have. She would never.
She needed to get out of here.
And her cat must be getting hungry. There’s no guarantee her text to Rashida went through. 
And besides, if they really thought she killed her, wouldn’t they have arrested her? Charged her with something? That’s what they say on the shows. You have to be charged with something to stay.
She’s hungry and cold and doesn’t want Gizmo—no, Piper—to be alone. She doesn’t know what she was doing wandering behind Allie’s house. Maybe Veronica took her there and left when she found blood everywhere.
That’s the only thing that could make sense.
But that doesn’t explain the gaping scratch on her chest.
A fight?
Valorie winces at the thought. Then she gets up and knocks on the door.
“Hello?” she says, her voice echoing off the heavy metal door. After a few moments, she sits back down. A familiar face walks to her side. His eyes are creased, and he smiles when he sees her. She knows him but doesn’t at the same time. 
“Valorie,” the sergeant says, closing the heavy door behind him. “You were a lot smaller the last time we were here together.”
Valorie stares. 
“You really don’t remember me? I’m Chief Michael, well, Detective back then,” Michael replies, eyes closing in on her. Valorie pulls her arms around her chest. It’s always unsettling when someone knows her but she doesn’t know them, or when she recognizes someone but doesn’t know from where. It never stops being startling when people come up to her like this. Strangers often recount whole nights together, with Veronica or one of the others inhabiting Valorie’s body.
She shakes her head. “I have a condition.”
“I heard that,” he says, grinning at her. “You don’t remember me at all?”
“I-I feel like I know you,” Like maybe she can trust him. She doesn’t know why, though, and that makes her scared. “You weren’t working here for the kidnapping, were you?”
“What, when Tabitha died?”
Valorie’s eyes find a spot on the floor to fixate on so she doesn’t have to look him in the face when he talks about it. She hates to talk about Tabitha and how she died and how she couldn’t help. She nods.
“Yep,” he says. 
“But I’ve known you longer than that, haven’t I?”
“Are you asking if I knew you when you were little?”
Valorie nods again, staring at the skid marks from police shoes on the cement floor.
“I’ve known you for a long time, Valorie.”
That makes her insides shrivel. “I guess I… I never mind. I’m sorry I bothered you. But I’d like to leave. My cat’s at home alone, and I’m scared he’s not going to be okay.”
Footsteps encroach on the spot where her eyes stay fixed. His presence and his smell make sweat break out on her forehead.
“Scared for your cat, huh?”
Valorie nods, biting her lip.
“They haven’t charged you yet, Valorie. You can go if you want to, but I wouldn’t if I were you.”
Valorie breathes in hard, then gulps and swallows. “Why not?”
“There’s a lot of evidence that points to you, Valorie. The missing girls, just like when you were a teenager? We’re thinking that’s more than a coincidence. And they’re starting to listen to your tapes. It’ll only be a matter of time.”
The tapes. How do they know about the tapes? Allie said they’d be private until she knew the truth about Tabitha, until it was all done.
“Yep. The tapes of you and Allie. You know what I think?”
Valorie raised her head to meet his gaze. Fear grips her like a hand holding her up by the spine.
“I think Allie found out what you did all those years ago with that poor girl and found out you were doing it again, and so you had to kill her.” 
“I would never hurt Allie.”
He scoffs.
“I can go?”
“I’m not going to stop you. Where are you gonna go? There’s no way off the island—the ferry sank in the storm, and the water’s still so rough out there you’d die if you tried to swim.” 
Valorie walks around the chief. His shoulders tower over her, making her feel like a little girl again. She’s teensy in a big world that doesn’t make any sense and never feels like it’s supposed to. Or she never feels like she’s supposed to.
She walks through the open door into the hallway. A few younger officers turn toward her, and she’s startled to see one man in particular, one she knows but doesn’t know exactly where from. His deep brown eyes meet hers, and he looks stricken by her.
She’s got to get out of here.
Valorie bursts through the doors of the precinct and checks her phone. The text went through, and Rashida texted back.
<<The cat’s fine. Are you okay?>>
No, Rashida, nothing is okay.
Valorie walks. It’s not that far to her house. She has two miles to think.
The images of those girls from back when she was so little flash before her eyes. They, looking down at her. Blue eyes, brown eyes, hazel eyes, and one with a blue and a green pair like David Bowie. She was nice.
She was a bad girl in getting to know them, in studying their faces, and in talking to them. She was only supposed to hand them the yarn and smile and pose and act like everything was going to be okay because she was a little girl and Daddy told her she was special and that everything was going to be okay.
The streetlights turn on in front of her house.
Home.
She rushes up to the front door and unlocks it.
But nothing ever was okay, was it? She grabs the umbrella splayed against the floor off to the left side. If she were a dog, her hackles would be up. 
Someone is in the house.
Valorie’s lips tingle. Her ears perk up, ready to pounce at the next thing she sees. She takes her shoes off quietly and carefully. She steps lightly, making sure to be as quiet as humanly possible. She takes one tiny baby step after another. Sneaking.
Momma taught her how to sneak.
She reaches the corner and goes toward the living room, where the TV is blaring an old episode of The Office. The intruder laughs. When Valorie rounds the corner, she lifts the umbrella. Rashida’s eyes grow wide. The furry pile of cat remains asleep on her lap.
“Valorie. Are you okay?” she asks, pushing her glasses higher on her face in a habit so cute it makes Valorie swoon. 
Valorie lets out a deep sigh, and tears begin to flow like rivers down her cheeks. Rashida gets up, disturbing the cat, and Valorie collapses onto the sofa. Her legs are like Jell-O. She’s so deflated.
Such a failure.
Not loved by her daddy, not loved by anyone—she turned her back on Great God, and she’s been thrown away by him.
Sobs pour from her, convulsive and sweaty. Rashida returns, fretting, from the kitchen. Wine pools in the bottoms of their glasses, and as the acidic smell wafts through the air, Valorie’s shoulders begin to relax. 
She hands Valorie a glass. Despite Valorie nearly spilling it everywhere with her trembling hand, she looks at her with love. Compassion so sweet and so kind. If she knew all that Valorie had done, would she still look at her like this? 
Valorie takes the glass and presses it to her lips, gulping it down like sweet cold lemonade on a hot day in the trailer, like the day they found the maggots under the sink. Oh, everything is moving so fast right now, the whipping of time between then and today. Like parts of her are spread all over the calendar.  
“Rashida, it’s all melting. It’s all melting together.” Valorie finishes the cup, and Rashida grabs the rest of the bottle and empties it into her glass while Valorie stares at her technicolor skirt. Rashida is beautiful, artsy, fluffy, and kind. Everything Valorie never had, everything she never was.
“I’ll open another bottle,” Rashida says and rushes to the kitchen, her tall socks revealing only an inch of her stubbled leg. Valorie has the urge to pet her, to push up her skirt and lie there drunk, rubbing her leg. But that’s what she should have done months ago, a year ago. That was before Allie was dead and the girls were missing and her brain started melting. The warmth of the acidic red wine courses through her veins, starting to settle things.
Allie worked so hard to help her. And now she’s dead. They should have never gone looking in the places Valorie knew better than to try to get inside. She can’t go back into those dark places. All she can hope to do now is to die—or to live and go to jail.
Veronica says the video is bad. That it shows them leaving Allie’s house all bloody. The scratch on their chest couldn’t have come from nowhere, but Valorie would never hurt Allie.
But what if Allie activated something in those sessions, or someone? A part worse than she ever imagined. What if she found the monster that’s always been in there, waiting to get Valorie?
The couch settles as Rashida sits back down with a full glass of wine and turns her glance back toward the show. “Do you want to talk about what happened?” she asks, staring at the TV. 
“I don’t know.” Valorie takes another gulp of the wine, and the warm fuzzies whoosh all through her until she leans back with a sigh. The cat comes back to the couch, and Rashida sits there staring at Michael Scott talking to Dwight. 
“That’s okay. I’ll be here with you until you want to. Until then, we have DVD boxsets.” 
Valorie looks at Rashida. She appears relaxed and comfortable at the other end of the couch. The cat is happy, and if it weren’t for the fact that Allie was murdered and Hayley was missing and they found the body of a dead girl today and Valorie wasn’t the prime suspect in her murder … this would all be lovely. 
But she is the suspect. And this scratch on her chest won’t stop burning. The feeling of choking won’t go away. What was her mind hiding from her back there in the dark?
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Audra


The visit with Darla created more questions than answers. It’s pushing a whole day with no sleep, but the whole experience has Audra completely wired. Instead of wandering home, she makes her way back to Bev’s bar to retrieve the car. The bar appears quiet and dark except for a few draped windows upstairs that glow orange from the light inside. Audra gets inside her car and heads back to the station.  
Maybe Tape #2 will prove to be more informative than the first one. She glides slowly down the road and checks her phone as she goes. The shitty signal is out again. Kale will be seriously fucking pissed if she listens without him. Maybe she should go home and try to get some sleep. 
No. Tara will be there, and Audra was a total jerk to her earlier and really doesn’t want to deal with anyone else in her life rejecting her right now. Fuck it. Kale knew the job when he took it. He was so sleepy earlier; hopefully, he took a nap. She pulls out the radio and guides the steering wheel with her knee as she changes it to Kale’s station. 
“You awake? Over.” 
To her surprise, he answers immediately, though his voice is a little groggy. “I am now. What’s up?” 
“I want to listen to another tape.” 
“You sleep, Audra?” 
“A nap, yeah,” she lies. 
“I’m here when you’re ready.” 
“You sleep at the station?” 
“Yep.” 
Audra smirks. Good detective. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When Audra arrives, Kale is leaning against Audra’s office door. His yawns echo in the mostly empty police station. “You look like shit.”  
“Same to you.” She unlocks the door, and Kale closes and locks it behind them when they’re in. “Where’s Jerry?” Audra doesn’t necessarily want the police dispatcher, or anyone else, seeing her here in the middle of the night. 
“You didn’t hear him snoring?” 
“I guess not.” Audra opens the drawer with the remaining four tapes and pulls up the little plastic cassette marked tape #2. Kale yawns a second time. Maybe she should have let him rest. Oh well, nothing to do about it now. “Ready?” 
Kale nods, and she inserts the tape and presses play. 
Tape #2

Allie: Okay, Valorie. Today we are going to try something a little bit different. A little bit unconventional. It is completely safe, but it might make you feel a little uncomfortable. Are you okay with proceeding?

Valorie: What’s going to happen?

Allie: Today, I’m going to do the bilateral beats again. You know, like we’ve done before. But you’re going to lie in the room. I want you to drink all the water in the glass, and then I want you to lie down and I’m going to leave the room for while and then—

Valorie: And then I’m going to wake up, and it might be done or it might not have happened?

Allie: Right. If our little experiment works, you will stay asleep for a while longer, and when you wake up, we will have more information, but it might feel like—

Valorie: A dream.

Allie: Right! Okay, you go ahead and take your drink and listen to the nature sounds. Fall asleep if that feels right, okay?
Valorie: Okay.

(Silence and static for twenty minutes.)

Kale’s face slips off his arm, and his snore fills the small room. Audra checks her watch. It’s closer to sunrise than sunset. Wren should be waking up soon—if she ever went to bed. 
A knock at the door wakes Kale from his slobbery slumber. Audra walks, hips creaking and heart heavy, to the door. She opens it up to find Mark’s face staring back at her.
“What are you doing here?” Audra asks, pushing her tongue to the top of her mouth to prevent a yawn.
“I was looking for Hayley.”
“All night?”
Mark’s eyes are red. His hand rests against the door’s edge. The fall-air scent of him, all woodsy and sort of sweet, makes her want to push through the door and hug him hard and long. 
She tells herself it’s sleep deprivation. “Mostly, except your people,” he says. “Pretty much everyone went home after the … the other girl was found.”
Audra raises a hand to his shoulder and gives him a pat. “I’m sure tomorrow we’ll find her.”
Mark nods. “You need a ride?” 
“Nah,” Audra answers, “I gotta give Kale a ride home myself.”
Kale waves, scratching his forehead and rubbing his eyes. Suddenly, the tape recorder turns back on by itself. Audra jumps and turns as violent screaming fills the room, a screeching so loud Kale rushes to turn the volume down.

Allie: You’re okay. You’re okay. It’s okay, sweetheart.

(Panting and whining sounds.)

The hairs on Audra’s arms stand up, and she rushes to the tape player. Mark steps into the office. What’s coming from the machine doesn’t seem like it’s from a grown woman. The sounds are like a child’s, tiny and weak. 

Allie: Do you know who I am?

Valorie: No.

Allie: I am a doctor, a very good doctor. One who is here to help you, only to help you—and to listen to anything you have to say. I have a little girl, and she can tell me things, secrets, and I keep them for her if I need to. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, okay? Or do anything you don’t want to.

Valorie: Okay.

Allie: Do you want to tell me your name?

Valorie: Val. 

Allie: Val. I like that name.

Valorie: My momma calls me that.

Allie: Val is a sweet name, and your momma is a sweet momma, isn’t she?

Valorie: She is. She always smiles when she sees me. Always—‘cept today.

Allie: Why not today?

(Whining sounds.)

Allie: It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me.

Valorie: You won’t be mad at me?

Allie: No, I would never be mad at you.

Valorie: Not for anything?

Allie: Nope.

Valorie: Promise?

Allie: Cross my heart and hope to die.

Valorie: (giggles) Daddy don’t like when I say that.

Allie: Oh. Well, I don’t mind. You can say anything you want to with me. Anything at all.

Valorie: Momma didn’t smile at me today, and I know why.

Allie: Why, darlin’?

Valorie: Daddy took me and the girls to the place last night. I think she’s mad at me.

Allie: Oh no, honey, I’m sure she’s not. I’m sure if she’s upset, it’s about something else. It’s not your fault.

Valorie: I don’t want Momma to be mad, but Daddy says I have to go.

Allie: Go there for what?

Valorie: He says I make ’em feel safe.

Allie: I bet you do, because you’re so sweet. 

(Heavy breathing.)

Valorie: You can’t talk to her about that. 

Allie: I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do anything I wasn’t supposed to. Who am I talking to now?

Valorie: Veronica.

Allie: Hello, Veronica.

Valorie: She’s not going to tell you anything else today.

Allie: Why’s that?

Valorie: Because I don’t want you to.

Allie: Open your eyes.

Valorie: I don’t have to do anything you tell me to.

Allie: That’s true.

Valorie: Why are we doing this?

Allie: There was something in that water you drank, do you know that?

Valorie: What water?

Allie: The water Valorie drank.

Valorie: So what?

Allie: It makes you tell the truth.

Valorie: That’s not real.

Allie: What are you afraid of?

Valorie: That I will go away.

Allie: Do you trust me?

Valorie: No.

Allie: Why not?

Valorie: Because you want us to change, and change isn’t safe.

Allie: Because of what happened when you moved?

Valorie: When Valorie moved.

Allie: Yes. Can you tell me what happened when you moved to the bigger house?

Valorie: Her mom couldn’t protect her. She was stupid, naive. She believed her husband only wanted what was best for them.

Allie: He didn’t.

Valorie: No, he didn’t. He wanted power, and he didn’t care what happened to anyone besides himself. He hurt people. Hurt women. Her mom never thought it would happen to them.

Allie: What happened to them?

(A long pause.)

Valorie: No! No! No! No! No! Stop! No!

(Screaming.)

(Tape end.)

      [image: image-placeholder]Audra feels barely human when she returns to her silent house, as if she’s simply a sack of flesh carrying a worn-out soul. That thing in the woods and the tape recorder turning on feel like a dream. The microwave clock reads 7:13 a.m., and the sky is still orange with the sunrise. Two days ago, Audra was working on a few missing persons cases and dealing with drunks who got too handsy at the bar. Today, there’s a secret cult. A dead girl. Wren’s best friend, Mark’s niece, Allie’s daughter is missing. Allie’s body is in with the medical examiner—and they’ve found half of a teenage girl. 
Connect the dots, Audra, if they’ll connect. Maybe Allie got too far in over her head—perhaps she tried to help out the wrong kind of person. A dangerous person. Or maybe not. Maybe Valorie would have been okay continuing to be a teacher and keeping her head down and being the weird, quiet girl that everyone knew they should stay away from, if it weren’t for Allie. Her new idea caused a break or something, this treatment to recover memories that should’ve stayed buried.
Audra’s head is swimming in thoughts within the haze of sleep deprivation. 
The refrigerator is mostly empty, besides a few Tupperwares of leftovers, some close-to-expired yogurt, and a pair of beers left in a six-pack. Audra grabs one and opens it, and the hiss and the clink of the metal against the counter begins to loosen her up immediately. 
No. Not until Hayley is found.
She takes another sip and regrets it. I can’t let go, not yet. She pours the rest of the contents down the drain. Selfish choices hurt people. 
Oh, Great God.
What did mother see back then? What did she witness that made her fall in the mud upon seeing Jessica’s body, weeping as if it were her own daughter ripped in two?
“You coming to bed?” Tara’s voice startles her. Audra gasps, and her heart thumps hard in her chest. Tara rubs her eyes, walking into the darkened kitchen. One of the straps of her tank top hangs down over her shoulder.
“Jesus. You scared the shit out of me,” Audra says, moving in front of the empty beer bottle to block Tara’s sight of it. “I don’t know, I’m trying to figure out why my mom was so fucking weird today.”
“She did just see a body, and it was pretty gruesome,” Tara says, laying her hand on Audra’s shoulder. Her touch is usually comforting, but right now, her fingertips feel like hot pokers. Audra wants to push her away and get some space to think. 
“I know, but—” Something stops Audra from sharing more about what Darla said, about what happened with the tape.  
“It’s not an excuse.” Tara sighs. “I can’t believe she pushed you.”
The tiniest bit of relief floods in—Tara gets it, she’s not going to guilt her like Bev would. Your mother sacrificed a lot for you, but she wasn’t perfect. She didn’t know how to love you the way you needed to be loved. But she was there for you and never left you.
“I know you feel like you have to keep going, stay strong, power through,” Tara says, “but you also could use some sleep. You look like shit, and you need to rest. I get it. You wanna solve this thing, but you can’t do that if you’re delirious with sleep deprivation.”
Audra sighs. “You’re right.” Tara grabs her by the hand and leads her down the hallway to their room.
“Got any new leads in the middle of the night, Detective?” Tara asks.
“Just that Allie kept some things more secret than I thought.” Audra sits on the bed. Tara grabs her shirt and pulls it off her, undoes her bra, and fetches an oversized T-shirt. Audra pulls off her pants and lets Tara dress her.
Her arms are heavy and warm. She does this for Wren when she’s sick, when her daughter wakes up soaked in sweat, up all night sick, after a warm shower.
Tara dresses her like a rag doll and tucks her into bed.
You do those things when you love someone. It feels nice to forget and just be loved for a few seconds. 
“Oh yeah? Like what?” Tara asks. 
“You know I can’t tell you.” 
“Right. You’ll get to the bottom of it, I’m sure.” Tara kisses her on the forehead and eases her onto the mattress. “You’ll find Hayley.” 
Tara closes the curtains and leaves the room. Audra starts to drift off to sleep despite the dizzying images floating through her head, the girl’s eyes staring off into nothing under the tree, her mother’s cries, and the dark mass moving up the mountain. 
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Valorie 


1998
Momma was sick, and Daddy said the only thing that can cure her was a sacrifice. Valorie didn’t understand what a sacrifice means, exactly. She’d never seen one. But Daddy said this sacrifice had to be special or Momma wouldn’t get better. They wouldn’t have enough money to pay a doctor to help her live unless they did it. 
Valorie didn’t understand.
Daddy slammed the cabinets in the kitchen and Valorie tried not to react—he got madder when she acted scared. He wasn’t as fun as he used to be.
“I don’t want you doing it on my behalf,” Momma said. “I’m going to be okay.”
“Cancer is not okay, Lydia.”
“Then let’s just pray,” Momma said, reaching out toward Daddy. “Why can’t we just go back to praying and stop all this?”
Daddy’s face was full of tears. “I won’t go back to how we used to live.  Do you really want us to go back to that? You want me to run away with my tail tucked between my legs and miss this opportunity?”
“I don’t know.” Momma looked right at me. “Go play in your room, Valorie—go to Gizmo.”
Valorie left the room but stayed around the corner instead of going to her room. She likes to hear what’s going on. It made her feel less scared to know, even if the stuff they say is scary or there’s yelling; it’s better to know than to be in the dark or alone. Then she can figure out a way to make them feel happy again—maybe she can fix the problem.
“I want to give you and that little girl the whole wide world, Lydia,” Daddy said, “and I intend to do it.” 
“You can’t do this, and you can’t take Valorie with you anymore. That’s not fair. You should’ve asked me.”
“So you want this town to die, to wither and suffer? You want that for yourself? You want Valorie to watch that happen to you?”
“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying I’d rather leave it to God, the real God, and die rather than have to hear about another girl going missing.”
A loud slap came from the kitchen, and Valorie felt sick.
“Great God is the only God! And I am one of his disciples! Can’t you see we were chosen, given this opportunity! Look at our blessings now!”
“I don’t want any of it!” Momma shouted. “What if I have this cancer because of what you’ve done!”
“Blasphemy!” he yelled. Valorie peeked around the corner. Her momma sat on the floor, and Valorie watched, scared, as her big, strong daddy collapsed next to her and crawled to her like a baby, laying his head in her lap. She stroked his hair and kissed his head. Momma always talked about how important it is to forgive. Valorie admired her for always being able to do it, never holding a grudge. 
“I’m sorry, Anna. I’m sorry if this hurts you. But God made man to do the hard things and I won’t wait for your permission. I am the man of this house.”
“I know.” She sighed. “I’m sorry.”
Daddy kissed her hard. “You go rest. The other kids have helped before. One life is not worth the lives and livelihood of us all, darlin’. You need to remember what Great God wants, what he wants for his chosen disciples. I have a greater purpose, and I’m not turning my back on that. Not ever. Not even if you hate me for it.”
Daddy stood up, and Momma nodded but kept the rest of her body very still. Daddy whips around the corner before Valorie could move away.
“You listened to that?” he asked, puffy-faced. 
Valorie nodded. 
“Momma doesn’t always understand things, but I do. But you don’t have to worry, my little wonder. You want to help Daddy and make Great God happy today, don’t ya?”
Valorie nodded. 
“You like your big house and the special stuff we got for you and Gizmo? Like living with all the rest of our new family?” 
She nodded again.
“The disciples love you, Valorie, and they love us, and it’s our job to keep Great God happy so that we can all be happy, you understand?”
Another nod. She didn’t understand, but she figured her daddy knew better than her and he said this will make Momma not sick, and she didn’t want Momma to be sick anymore, because she didn’t play like she used to and she’s tired all the time. They said she might die. So whatever the sacrifice is, it has to be good, and it’s going to work because that’s what Great God wants.

      [image: image-placeholder]Present Day
Valorie’s lungs feel like they’re going to explode in red and purple confetti all over the car. The world looks topsy-turvy and foggy.  
Tabitha’s face flashes before her eyes. She grasps, hands flailing desperately for the car door handle. Bile pushes its way up her throat, and she pulls at the door until it opens so she can vomit onto the ground.
Where the hell am I?
She uses the steering wheel to leverage herself upright, steadying her body and begging her mind to stop swaying back and forth in a sickening waltz.
Daddy used to dance the waltz with the girls.
Daddy. No!
Get a grip, Valorie.
She wipes the vomit from her mouth and searches the car for any sign, any indication of how she could’ve gotten here, but there’s nothing. Wait. No. Not nothing. Valorie’s hand comes into view. It sways back and forth in front of her, but then it’s still ... and bloody. She looks at her chest. The wound is sealed, with fresh scabs making new skin over it. No—this is new blood, fresh blood.
She searches with her other hand in the center console and then the glove compartment for something to wipe it away, to take it off her fingertips. Want to see a trick?
Valorie screams, then realizes she’s parked somewhere in public where anyone could be out there looking at her. They’ll look at her, the crazy girl they picked up after a kidnapping, the girl who lost her mind. Who killed Allie.
But that wasn’t her. That couldn’t have been her.
Loving Allie doesn’t make her look less guilty, of course. You’re not supposed to love your therapist. That’s a boundary violation. 
A writhing moan escapes her lips. It sounds otherworldly.
What is happening? What’s happening inside me? What did Allie wake up?
She finds a pair of panties in the very back of the glove compartment, buried beneath the owner’s manual and receipts for oil changes once a year for the last fifteen years.
Turquoise silk panties.
Where did she get them?
A moan, something so visceral and animalistic, completely raw and hot and sick, plays through her mind. A memory that doesn’t belong to her, that makes heat rise between her legs, a memory that’s not hers at all, it’s a fantasy, has to be a fantasy or—
Veronica.
Her hands frantically rip down the sunshade, and she looks in the mirror. Her eyes are painted thick blue with dark black wings going up either side. She smears the image away on the mirror. It’s not her, Valorie, at all.
I should turn myself into a mental hospital, beg them to fix me.
Maybe they’ll do it this time. But she can’t leave the island. Can’t get help. 
Allie did it, Allie helped her, but then everything opened again, all the pieces of her. A sob escapes, a deep yearning to reach out and call Allie, to see her one more time, to hear her comforting voice and feel like everything is going to be okay again.
But now those detectives think she killed her. Allie was warm and kind and glowing and everything Valorie wanted to be. Allie was the one who finally gave her control. No more Nicko coming in and ruining relationships. No more Eric scaring away anyone who got close to her. No more Ver—
Veronica fought the hardest against Allie and Valorie. She was always scared they’d erase her because she wasn’t good all the time, because she liked to smoke, and she did things with Valorie’s body that Valorie didn’t like. But if anything, Allie fought for her, fought for Veronica to get the healing she needed and to communicate better with Valorie. She brought them to an understanding.
Valorie starts the car and catches a glimpse of the clock: 7:45 a.m. Rashida might still be at the house—maybe she saw her leave. Then again, maybe Veronica ruined everything with her. Veronica doesn’t trust women, never has, not even Momma. Not ever Allie. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t hurt anyone, not like that, right?
Not like that.
Because if she did, it means that Valorie did too, that her body was used to take Hayley, to make Allie go away forever, to rip her apart and take them from her happy life. Valorie slams her hands against the steering wheel and turns onto the main road.
A phone started beeping from the passenger side. 
Valorie slams on the brakes, stops, and listens. It vibrates and beeps loudly. She’s never heard that ringer before. Is it Rashida’s? Did she do something to Rashida, too?
She puts the car into park on the side of the road and climbs into the passenger side, her hands desperate to find the ringing, buzzing phone.
You killed Allie, and now you’ve hurt Rashida too.
Valorie reaches under the seat, pressing against the hard fabric finish of the old Volvo as tears stream across her cheeks and snot runs down her face. She can’t have hurt Allie—no way, and Rashida has to be okay.
But then whose phone could this be?
Hayley’s phone? Was it Veronica who took Hayley? Did she go to see her and hurt her?
Valorie cries out, pushing her hands deeper into the seat cushions until she hits something hard. She scrapes against metal, tearing her skin, as she gains a grip on the phone and tries desperately to pull it up.
But she loses the grip, and it falls. The buzzing and beeping stops.
She pulls her hand out; the scrape isn’t so bad, only bleeding a little bit, so she plunges it back in, fabric burning against the wound as she does. She leaves traces of herself all over the car. She touches the edge of it again and goes deeper, getting her full hand around the phone, grips it, and pulls it out hard, ripping more of her skin off with it.
The searing pain and the bright red blood make her feel nauseous again. She pulls the phone toward her with shaking, trembling hands until the screen lights up.
One missed call.
One missed call from Tristan, Allie’s husband.
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Audra 


Tape #3

Allie: Three … you’re nearly there, back in the earliest time you can remember feeling confused, feeling like you lost time … two … just a few more steps and then you’ll see it, you’ll feel it. Feel the words: ‘I can’t handle this.’ Feel the pain you tried to ignore, feel all of it.

Valorie: I’m there …

Allie: There, as who? Who am I talking to?

Valorie: Me—it’s me, but there’s someone else here too.

Allie: Who is it?

Valorie: I’m scared.

Allie: It’s okay, and it’s okay to be scared. It’s not happening anymore. It’s been over for a long time.

Valorie: Not for him.

Allie: For who?

Valorie: The monster, the one I told you about that finds me sometimes inside.

Allie: Inside the trailer?

Valorie: Yeah. It’s not my dad. I know you think it’s my dad, but it’s not. I’m not scared of him. I was when I was younger, but this is different.

Allie: Different how?

Valorie: Different. It’s not human.

Allie: I’m going to ask a question to both of you now, Valorie, to you and the thing you believe is the monster. Is that okay?

Valorie: I don’t know.

Allie: Is there anyone who could make it okay?

Valorie: Momma.

Allie: In this memory, this one you forgot or that got taken on by a different part of you ... Valorie, in this memory is your momma still there?

Valorie: Yes. She’s alive.

Allie: Is she scared of the monster?

Valorie: No. No, she’s not scared of the monster. Because the monster is me and Momma would never be scared of me.

Allie: Right, so Momma can make you feel safe and can make the monster feel okay?

Valorie: Yes, I think that’s right.

Allie: Then let them both come with you—or let them watch. Just like we’ve done before when you’re deep inside yourself. 

Valorie: Where? Where is this? Where am I?

Allie: You should be in the forest, like you’ve been before. In the comfort of that special garden. Now you just walk over to the pond and look in the reflect—

Valorie: This isn’t the garden. This isn’t right. Something’s not right. I’m not supposed to be here.

Allie: What are you seeing, Valorie?

Valorie: (begins whimpering) I’m not supposed to be here. I’m not supposed to see this part. No! No! No! No!

Allie: It’s okay Valorie, we can see.

Valorie No! No! No! No! No! No!

(The tape cuts out.)

Audra stares across the desk at Kale.
“That’s it?” she asks.
“There’s two more tapes,” he says, rubbing his eyes. “Two more tapes.”
“What the fuck was Allie doing?” Audra asks. “Clearly, Valorie wasn’t okay with it, right? Not ready for it … is it even legal to do something like this?”
Kale pushes away from the desk, finishes the rest of the coffee in his Styrofoam cup, and then shoots it like a basketball into the trash.
“I don’t know,” he replies, turning the lights back on. It’s been little bits of information among hours of mostly silence or useless memories that are completely irrelevant to the case or the Red Knot. Hours of Allie pushing Valorie after she entered a trance. All that effort to solve a long-cold case. Now, Allie’s dead and Hayley is gone and it’s all for nothing. Just more dead bodies. After listening to the tapes, it’s hard not to have some pity for Valorie. Clearly, the woman was messed up and Allie was pushing too hard, but that doesn’t excuse murder. 
There’ve been cases over the years where people claimed they blacked out and couldn’t remember events—hell, some even claimed they sleepwalked and committed murder—but it’s still murder. 
Audra’s empathy for Valorie grows, and so does her anger with Allie. Something is wrong with Valorie, something always has been, and Allie grew up here. She knew. The last Founder’s Day before Tabitha went missing, Darla was drunk, and Audra was desperate to run off and find some friends to hang out with. Valorie was with a group of mutual friends, and as Audra tried to approach, Darla pulled her away and scolded her. 
“I don’t want you to have anything to do with them,” she said. “Anything ever to do with that girl. Do you hear me?”
Audra remembers Valorie’s young face, kind eyes, full cheeks. The friendly, shy smile she gave her and the instant look of shame when Audra’s mother acted that way. 
The tape suddenly picks back up.

Allie: Valorie had to be brought back. She’s doing okay. She has reported missing some time, and she’s returned to grabbing at her neck. About a year ago, she stopped exhibiting this tic. But now it’s happening all the time. These procedures and therapies are known to sometimes bring up old habits, old coping skills. But this time, she grabbed at her neck more violently than I’ve witnessed before and screamed. She’s right on the verge of remembering something monumental. After the tape stopped, there was one more verbal communication, a word she repeated over and over. ‘Clover.’ I’ll be debriefing with her tomorrow and getting ready for the next session.

“Clover,” Kale says. “Could that have something to do with the location where Tabitha was taken back then? Or that group, the Red Knot?”
“Like a plant somewhere on the island? I don’t know. There’s clover all over the place in the summer.”
“I wish we could get into her mind.” Kale huffs. “You find out more about the Red Knot?”
Audra grabs her coat, her wallet, and her badge, then storms out of the office into the precinct. “Not much.” 
“The Red Knot,” Chief Michael says, interrupting their conversation. He rubs his eyebrows. “Haven’t heard that in a while.” 
“Oh yeah?” Kale asks. “Any insight?”
“Your suspect Valorie was a part of that group. Well, her parents were. At the time, she was just a kid in a bad situation. That shitshow died off years ago—back when I was your age, Kale.”
“Huh,” says the detective. 
“I think Valorie killed Allie,” Audra injects. “I think Allie fucked up and pushed the girl over the edge and woke something up in her that didn’t need to be woken up. Maybe the apple didn’t fall far enough from the tree, and she’s repeating whatever her parents did. She did it with Tabitha.”
“With Tabitha?” Chief Michael rubs his eyes, the circles under them darker than usual. He's losing sleep, too. “I never thought Valorie killed her.” 
“No?” Kale asks. “Why not?” 
“I just don’t,” he says, but there’s an edge behind his voice. “I think she might’ve seen something, though.” 
Allie thought that, too. “Chief, when the Red Knot was active, there were girls missing then, too, right?”
“It was hard to tell back then. Half the people here were folks running away from something. I think a lot of people just ran back to whatever they’d left before they came here.” 
Half the reason why cases of missing persons never get off the ground is due to that kind of thinking.
“Where are the files on disappearances for back then?” Kale asks. “Could be helpful.” 
Chief Michael yawns hard and loud. “Most of our stuff from back then got damaged during that big flood a few years back. I’d imagine whatever we had is gone.” Six years ago, there was a big flood, but Audra can’t remember it damaging the police station. She was busier than usual at that time, with Derek sick and Wren to look after. 
“Can you take a look?” Kale asks. 
“Sure, I can, but I’ve got another search to put together first.” 
“Right,” Audra says. The chief turns and walks away, clearly done with the conversation. “Well, let’s head back over to Bev’s—she has to know more about the Red Knot. I don’t know what exactly it has to do with what’s happening now, but it’s more than a coincidence all of this happened while Allie and Valorie were recovering memories about it. If it did make Valorie kill, we need to know why.” 
“I’m with you. There’s no time to waste. We need to talk to Bev and Tristan again.” 
Before they leave the building, Audra sees Chief Michael with Dexter; they’re hunched over in conversation, looking sweaty and worried. They hurry into a room and close the door before Audra can effectively eavesdrop. What are they talking about that they wouldn’t want to share with her?
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Veronica


Veronica was created as a way for you to cope with the trauma that you’ve endured.  That’s what Allie told Valorie a thousand times. 
I never felt like I was made. I just was.
My memories aren’t all that different than Valorie’s. We had the same mother, but Valorie ignored the bad parts of her. We had the same father, but Valorie wouldn’t dare stand up to him, not even once.
Valorie didn’t know it, but I was there to see things that she couldn’t look at. It was my burden to bear. Valorie remembers glimpses of the girls in white dresses. I hear their screams every day, see their blood; I hold Polaroids in my mind of men covered in sweat, dirt, and blood. During those moments, Valorie played with Nicko in the corners of the cave.
Valorie got it all. She had a shitty childhood, sure, but not as bad as mine. Valorie got to live a normal life after everything, to grow up to do what she always wanted: be a schoolteacher, have real friends. I was stuck inside her head for so long I didn’t even know what existing was anymore. But when Allie started the treatment and got Valorie to open up, I finally woke—and I wasn’t going to waste it.
We met at the bar the first time. I was leaving after a long night of drinking—because fuck Valorie—and he met me outside for a cigarette. 
“I’m Tristan. I don’t think we’ve met.” 
I knew exactly who he was. I’d seen a photo of Allie and him together in the house. I hated Allie, and he seemed like he did too, when we were together. It was the first time I’d felt loved and seen in too long. Now Valorie had gone and screwed it up doing that stupid treatment with Allie. If there are things she and I were never able to see, then no one should see them.
It’s sad what happened to Tabitha back then, but bad things happen to girls every single day.
<<Meet me outside the bar,>> the text said. Valorie was asleep. I crept off the couch, careful not to wake her friend, and grabbed the cell phone. His wife is dead. His daughter is missing. He needed to explain what happened, if he had any involvement. I could be with a married man. I don’t know if I could be with a man who killed his wife.
I know I didn’t have anything to do with it.
But that doesn’t mean Valorie or whatever they woke up didn’t.
Half the whiskey bottle is empty, and the world is starting to get foggier. There are no sounds outside the car, not a raccoon in the trash, bugs, anything. The whole damn town sounds asleep. My eyelids grow heavier by the moment, and my mind begins to wander. I can imagine what Allie would look like, covered in blood on the floor. It’s not hard when you’ve seen so much suffering in your lifetime. All the white-smocked dresses soaked in blood. The sounds a man makes while a woman shrieks in pain. Monsters live inside you after things like that. Big ones with sharp teeth and hungry eyes and stubbled beards and hot, rotten breath.
My fingers burn, and I jolt awake. The last embers of the cigarette between my fingers singe my skin. 
It’s nearly morning.
He’s not coming.
I turn the key and the ignition strikes. Gears turn into drive—and then Tristan bangs on the passenger-side door. An aggravated sigh escapes me.
He mouths, I’m sorry.
I unlock the door.
When he gets in and slams the door, I pull away from the bar.
“What the fuck is going on?” 
He starts crying talking about Allie, how much he’s worried about Hayley.
“You really didn’t take her, did you?” I ask.
“No.” He cries some more. “I love you, V.”
I put a finger over his mouth to get him to stop. Then I press my lips into his. I’m going to make him forget about them. Make him remember me and how it feels to be alive. Maybe I’m reminding myself, though, because I know things aren’t going to end well for this body. Valorie’s fucked, and I’ll be back in that prison soon. 
He kisses me back hard and pulls down my shirt. Bad things happen to girls every day, and that doesn’t have shit to do with me.
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Valorie


When Valorie gets back to the house, Rashida is making pancakes. The syrupy-sweet smell makes her want to puke. Leave it to Veronica to make an already messed-up situation a thousand times worse. 
Wait. No—
Valorie drank. Then Veronica drank more. Stupid. Why the hell was Tristan in her phone? What has Veronica been doing behind her back?
“Good morning,” Rashida says, casually flipping a pancake and looking Valorie up and down. It makes her cheeks hot, and fiery embarrassment flashes across her skin. “Where’d you go? For coffee? I like the makeup.”
Valorie grabs her cheek, remembering the blue eye shadow, the smeared fuchsia lipstick. Veronica’s mask. Does Rashida really like this?
“Oh,” Valorie says, rushing toward the bathroom to scrub it off. “Thanks.” She keeps her head down until she flips on the light. She turns the faucet on as hot as she can stand. Heat will make her feel clean. It will wipe away the tobacco staining her skin. 
She thrusts her hands beneath the sink, grabbing her strongest cleanser from the little cart. She scrubs. The skin of her hands burns, stringent chemicals filling the cracked, dried parts of her. But that doesn’t stop her—she needs to be cleansed.
That’s when she notices the feeling. The wet between her legs.
Bile sours her throat.
Oh God, what has Veronica done, and with who? With Tristan?
Did she and Allie’s husband plot Allie’s death? Now what? They’re continuing their affair in Valorie’s body? Experiencing ecstasy as Allie’s corpse rots? This is out of control. Veronica is a part that Valorie made. That means Valorie did this.
The rooms starts to spin.
Valorie clings to the scent of maple and butter as her body threatens to dissociate again.
Vomit pours from her mouth onto the floor.
Rashida can’t see her like this. Pitiful and sick and losing any grip she’s managed to have on reality these few years. These good few years.
She imagines Allie’s face. Fantasizes the scene: Veronica and Tristan together in Allie’s home. Allie confronting them. Veronica smashing a wine glass and taking the sharp point right to Allie’s neck. Laughing as the blood pours out on the floor. Is that what happened?
No, that’s not possible.
She doesn’t know what Veronica was up to, but the feeling in her underwear is real.
That doesn’t lie, that feeling. The feeling—
The light in the room extinguishes, and the only thing she can see is a single, old electric bulb. The warm light of a torch. The flames dancing on craggy stone walls. The damp cold seeps into her bones. The feeling of wet between her legs. Flashes of the girls in white dresses. The girls Daddy introduced her to at the bar.
Flashes of the dancing girls blip in and out in front of the swaying light bulb. Bloody wounds on Daddy’s back.
Valorie stands. The man’s stuff is dripping down her legs. She’s a grown-up and a child all at once.
We have to let God into the deepest, most special parts of us.
The girl at the bar’s eyes. Her smile. Her flirting with Daddy; Valorie knew what it was. She wanted the girl to go away because she was doing things that weren’t okay to do with a married man. It made her angry for her Momma.
God chooses us, darlin’. We don’t get to choose what to do, not when we’re a disciple.
The girl with red hair and blue eyes tried to get away, her pale, thin body running toward the door. Screaming. Screaming so loud.
And Valorie shut the door on her. Because Great God told her to.
Because Daddy told her to, and young girls need to listen to their fathers.
The screams grow louder until they’re coming from Valorie’s own mouth, filling the room.
“Valorie!” Rashida busts through the door and leans down over her. She takes a terrycloth from somewhere and starts wiping Valorie’s face with the warm, wet material, pulling her out of the scene. The light from the bathroom and the sick smell of pancakes and vomit grow stronger. “Jesus ,Valorie, are you okay?”
Valorie sobs, gripping Rashida so tight she makes red marks on her arm. But she doesn’t let go, and she doesn’t care. Not right now. She’d do anything to stay above. To stay above the ground and away from those moments forever.
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Audra


The stench of stale beer and lingering cigarette smoke floats in the air. Whispers of poison and hazy nights linger as Bev works on a stack of sticky pint glasses at the bar.  
“You don’t know where he is?” Kale asks. Bev lights another smoke—it looks like she’s off the wagon. 
“No, I don’t.” She drops cigarette ash into the sink. 
“I’m gonna look around,” Kale says, nodding at Audra. She nods back, trying to be supportive.
Bev keeps her eyes down, focused on the dishes, clearly trying not to connect with her. 
“What happened with my mom and that cult?” Audra asks plainly, flicking at the skin of her nails.
“Audra, what do you want me to say? It was years ago. She was young, impressionable,” Bev says. “She got mixed up with the wrong people, but it’s all over now, has been for years. That group is dead.”
“Everyone in it but Valorie—and, apparently, my mom.”
“Your mom has been through more than enough in her lifetime,” Bev says. “She’s as upset about Hayley’s disappearance as everyone else, and I don’t think it’s the time go bringing this back up for her.” 
“Well, it is if it’s at all relevant to what’s happening now. If it could help us find the girls who are missing.” Bev, of all people, should know damn well that Audra knows what it is to lose or be lost in the first place. “She said, ‘Great God.’ What does that mean?”
Bev slams down a dish rag and then pours herself a whiskey. Audra eyes the woman as she works her way around the bar to take a seat next to her.
“Great God is a term I haven’t heard anyone around here use in more than twenty years. I don’t know exactly what happened with your mom while she was a part of that cult. She never did say. But what I do know ...” She swallows half the whisky glass and places it on the bar. Her dry lips purse together and her cheeks flush. “What I know is that it’s what they used to say. The people back then called it the Red Knot. Valorie’s father was in charge of the whole thing. You know this island was deemed uninhabitable at one point? That Founder’s Day story about the Vascurs being so brave to come here after the Indigenous people refused to stay on this island, how Vascur made something out of nothing and conquered an unconquerable island, that was true.”
She takes a deep breath. “You know what I think? Maybe this place would have been better off without men coming here at all. Maybe for once, the white guy shoulda listened and not thought he knew better. But whether anyone on this island will admit it or not, the Vascurs conquered an island where storms take men and things don’t grow. The town founders were fanatical enough to breed a group of people who used that tall tale to start a cult, and there were plenty of gullible suckers and lost girls to take advantage of. Like your mom.” Bev sucks down every last drop of the whiskey she’s poured. She blows out hot fire and brushes her hand across her wrinkled cheek. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence your momma said those words when she saw that girl. It reminded her of things back then. More than a dozen girls went missing back then and never came home. Not in one piece, at least.” 
More than a dozen girls. Chief Michael didn’t mention them. That’s odd. Not in one piece. Ugh. She can’t help but think about Jessica’s body, drained of blood, wet and pale. 
Kale returns. “Tristan’s not here.”
“Told you as much!” Bev says. “Last I saw of him, he was leaving out that same back door. Hasn’t been back since. When are you two going to find that little girl?”
“We’re on it,” Audra says. “Thanks, Bev.” 
The woman nods but doesn’t say anything in return. Audra shuffles out the back way, right behind Kale. 
“Now what?” he asks. 
“Well, Chief said he’s working on the search, and I’m starting to think what Allie uncovered with Valorie on those tapes might be the key to helping us figure out what’s going on now.” The dampness outside nips at her. Audra zips her jacket all the way up—it’s growing colder. Along with the weather, the emptiness of the town sends a chill down her spine. The street on a weekday in this season ought to be filled with more people. “We should finish listening as soon as we can before anyone else can have access to the tapes.” 
“What do you mean?” Kale asks. 
“According to Bev, more than a dozen girls went missing back when I was just a kid here. Chief doesn’t remember that? Doesn’t bother to bring any of it up when we have a string of disappearances happening right now?” 
“That’s pretty strange.” 
“Yup.” 
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Audra


The station is nearly empty. Good. Most of the officers are out looking for Hayley, as they should be. There will be fewer prying eyes and ears. It feels like she’s running out of time as each minute passes, and Hayley is still missing. The threat of her being ripped apart like Jessica is a beastly breath at Audra’s neck. It takes restraint not to sprint to her office when they get in; she walks casually. Why the chief didn’t tell them about the missing girls isn’t quite clear yet, but it’s suspicious, and she’d rather not have any of the good ol’ boys at the station notice her eagerness.  
Once they’re inside the office, Kale closes the door with the gentlest turn while she rushes to push the tape in the player and press play. 
Tape #4

(Static.)

Allie: When you’re ready, Valorie, you can drink the water and lie back and allow whatever comes up to come up.

Valorie: Okay. I feel really good about this today—I feel like we’re getting closer to something. I had a lot of dreams after last session.

Allie: What were the dreams about?

Valorie: I had a dream about Tabitha. Just how I remember her—young and silly and always getting into trouble with me. You know, she was a real friend to me when no one else was, not a lot of the kids around us were allowed to play with me.


Audra winces.


Allie: I know Tabitha was a good friend.

Valorie: I wasn’t a good friend to her. I couldn’t save her, not in real life. But in the dream … it was the same but all different.

Allie: What was different about it?

Valorie: Well. It was the same because it looked just the same as it did that day. The overcast sky, the sounds of crickets in the forest, the thick grass of the clearing we went to.

Allie: You were in a clearing?

Valorie: Yes! I think we were. You know that trail that leads to Blue Bell Waterfall?

Allie: I do.

Valorie: You know the clearing there with the tall grass? Just when you start to veer away from the river?

Allie: I do, Valorie. That’s a real place. Is that the place you were taken that day?

Valorie: I think it is, I really do. In the dream, Tabitha showed me that instead of going off the trail. I ... I took her hand and we went to the waterfall. Nothing bad happened and instead we spent the day splashing in the water and laughing and eating the sandwiches she packed for us in her backpack. That’s the other thing I remembered. We ate the sandwiches; I was looking forward to ’em cause I was hungry. Aunt Diane had spent the night at her boyfriend’s house, and she hadn’t been home for a few days, and I was getting really hungry, so when Tabitha and I met up and she said she had those, I was excited to eat them. But we didn’t get to. Not in real life. But in the dream, we did. I almost thought it wasn’t a dream, you know.

Allie: I bet it felt real.

Valorie: (voice cracking) It did. It—(a broken sob)—it felt like maybe all this other life had been a dream. But then. Then the other Tabitha came up to us from under the waterfall, but she didn’t get wet and then … that’s when I knew it wasn’t real, that it was a dream, and that’s when things started to fall apart.

Allie: What do you mean?

Valorie: When Gizmo came over and we pet her, I heard a growl and so I looked. There was something there. 

Allie: Like a bear?

Valorie: No, not like a bear. It was like the monster. I just turned my head for a minute to look, and when I turned back, Tabitha and Gizmo were gone and I was alone and I was scared. I woke myself up. But I think ... I think because the monster came, I think I was close and I feel like we were there. That we went into the clearing with the tall grass, where we weren’t supposed to go cause there’s bears that like to be there, but the boy took us.

Allie: The boy? You haven’t said that before, Valorie. The boy?

Valorie: I don’t know why I said that, I don’t know.

Allie: I think you’re right, Valorie, that you’re really onto something. Do you feel comfortable taking the drink now?

Valorie: Yes.

“A boy,” Kale says as the tape goes silent for a few seconds. “If she was remembering what actually happened that day …”

Allie: Just like the times before, all we are doing is using tools to reach deeper into your mind and retrieve memories. They’re like old movies—they are in the past, and they aren’t really happening anymore. But those parts of yourself that experienced the trauma and they get stuck sometimes, sometimes to protect you, sometimes because you can’t process it. But you can process it now, Valorie, and you can handle it; your mind will not allow you to see things you cannot handle. But if you need a break or you need help, all you have to do is just say, okay?

Valorie: Okay.

Allie: I want you to try and think about that day, think about being on that hiking path with Tabitha. Just like in your dream. But you’re going to take the path into the clearing and see what’s there, okay?

Valorie: I can do that; I can do it.

Allie: And then just notice, Valorie, like you’re watching it play out on a television set.

Valorie: Okay.

Allie: I’m going to give you buzzers to hold, bilateral stimulation to help you to utilize all your mind. Okay?

Valorie: Okay.

(Sixty seconds of silence.)

Allie: What are you noticing, Valorie?

(Valorie takes a deep breath.)

Valorie: I notice the clearing and the sky. I see myself holding someone’s hand. I know it’s Tabitha’s, but I can’t see her face. Just her hand and her arm. There’s dragonflies, and the air smells like sweet wildflowers. The sky looks like a storm, though, and I feel worried in my stomach.

Allie: Notice that.

(Sixty seconds of silence.)

Allie: What are you seeing, Valorie?

Valorie: We aren’t in the clearing anymore. We’re in a valley between two mountains. They’re close. We aren’t on a trail. Tabitha’s hand is holding mine tighter, and we’re climbing down somewhere.

Allie: How are you feeling?

Valorie: I feel numb.

Allie: Notice that.

(Sixty seconds of silence.)

Allie: What are you getting now?

Valorie: I can feel there are a few people here in the room.

Allie: What room?

Valorie: Our room. I can’t open my eyes. But I see it. Your desk. You, sitting in your chair. I know there are people in here. Tabitha’s in here, the monster is in here, my father.

Allie: Notice that.

(Sixty more seconds pass.)

Allie: What are—

Valorie: You don’t belong here. That’s what they’re saying to me.

Allie: Who?

Valorie: The girls. The big people. They’re saying I don’t belong in here, and I can’t find Tabitha. 

(She sobs.)

Allie: Who are they, Valorie? Is there anyone you recognize?

Valorie: I don’t know. The only faces I see are the girls’ faces—the rest are blank. Like black holes. I can see red coming from their backs. The girls I see have the red on their necks. I know he hurt them—(she cries)—and I know it hurts—(she gasps)—and I know he’s going to hurt me.

Allie: Your father?

Valorie: No. He wouldn’t hurt me. Not like that.

Allie: Who is it?

Valorie: (crying and sobbing steadily) I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know. I don’t want to be here anymore. I don’t want to see the girls. I’m sorry for what happened to them. I can’t help them, and I don’t understand why it didn’t work for them.

Allie: Okay, just notice.

(Valorie makes choking sounds.)

Allie: It’s okay, you’re here right now. I’m going to speed up the bilaterals to help. You’re okay.

Valorie: No!

(Scuffling sounds. Sixty seconds pass.)

Allie: What are you seeing now?

Valorie: The police talked to Veronica. She wrote it in the book. Tabitha’s gone, she’s dead, and they think I know something.

Allie: How did you know Tabitha was dead?

Valorie: What?

Allie: When you were interviewed, Tabitha was missing; you couldn’t remember what happened to her.

Valorie: Veronica is angry with you.

Allie: With me?

Valorie: Yes, she says you need to stop.

Allie: Does Veronica want to talk to me?

Valorie: I don’t think she does. It’s all dark. I can’t see anything else except—oh no.

Allie: What are you getting?

Valorie: I see it, and I’m scared. The red clover. I see it and I— I feel it. I need to stop. Stop stop stop stop
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Audra


Audra slathers peppermint oil beneath her nostrils. 
The coroner, Dr. Nickle, unveils Jessica’s body. Her skin is discolored, marbled, and dull. Her fingernails are cracked and her ribs protrude from above her swollen stomach. Her eyes are milky and stuck wide open.
Jessica—what’s left of her—rests on the metal slab. Cold and rotting instead of making mistakes like staying up too late drinking wine with her best friends. Allie, her Allie, is lying on the next table. The presence of their bodies is so heavy on her Audra can barely stand upright. She would give anything to go back to that night and just say yes. Allie, I’d love to have a drink. What’s on your mind? What new experimental treatment are you doing on our traumatized population? What secret did you find out that someone killed you to keep?
“Everything points to Jessica dying within twelve hours of you finding her,” Dr. Nickle says, his wrinkled eyes dark and sullen, framed in a surgical cap and mask. “She was held captive for a while.”
“Why do you say that?” Kale asks.
“These.” His gloved hand traces a line across Jessica’s neck. “These marks are from repeated rubbing or attempts at strangulation over the last several weeks.” He runs the rubber over the skin. “Parts are healed and scarred.”
“Is strangulation the cause of death?” Audra asks.
“I don’t think so,” he says. Jessica’s milky, globulous eyes appear to move. Audra bites at her lip, making a little sting. She turns away toward Allie’s body. There’s no escape from the horror happening all around her. Allie’s chest is stitched up, her body a mixture of blue, brown, purple, and black discoloration.
Her voice whispers in Audra’s ear like she’s right next to her. You could have saved me.
“The neck mark,” Kale says, “you’ve seen this before?”
Tears push themselves from Audra’s eyes, and she whips around to face Jessica again.
“Yes, actually,” the older man says. “But not since Tabitha.”
“Tabitha?”
“I was just appointed back then,” Dr. Nickle says, touching Jessica’s neck with his latex gloves. “It wasn’t any scarring. Just a mark on her neck. Real thin. Fibers stuck in it.”
“What kind of fibers?” Audra’s chest gets hot, and her heart races. The girl who went missing, the girl whom Valorie couldn’t save. Who Valorie might have killed.
“Like red yarn,” the coroner says. “Red wool fibers.”
“You find any on Allie or Jessica?” Audra asks.
“Actually, yes,” Dr. Nickle says. “Jessica has them, see?” He grabs a pair of sharp metal tweezers and lowers them down to her, lifting the red fibers. “Looks the same to me.” 
Audra’s phone buzzes again in her pocket, and she sends it to voicemail.
“You know anything about the Red Knot?” Audra asks.
“Can’t say I do. But like I said, I got transferred right when that poor Tabitha was killed.”
Kale’s phone starts ringing. He grabs it and answers. Tabitha had red fibers in her neck too, so this has to be connected. Same killer. Or a copycat … 
Muffled sobs echo through the cold white tomb from the receiver.
Sobs that Audra recognizes right away.
Tara’s.
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Valorie


Valorie sits, hair wet and sopping body dripping onto the covers of her bed. Rashida cleaned her up, helped her into the shower, and waited until she was sure Valorie was asleep. 
She isn’t.
When Valorie hears the click of the knob, she opens the storage space beneath the floor and finds the box buried beneath newspapers, camping gear, and old term papers she forgot to return, as well as a broken radio.
She stares at the contents. A daddy long-legs crawls off the edge of the tattered cardboard box and onto the floor. She scratches at her neck, the little spot she’s been working on since the morning she can’t remember. The skin is pink and raw, but it doesn’t bother her, not one bit. She needs to scratch. She might even need the burn. It keeps her here in reality, where she belongs.
Valorie hasn’t opened this box in a long time.
The box has followed her wherever she’s gone but as a far-off shadow. Something she’d periodically forget about and then remember and need to pour herself into. The crested monster lay dormant and sleeping in its stained, slouching body. It’s been years since she thought of it, let alone opened it. The last time she looked, it felt like an ending, a death even. But not a sad one— more one of those deaths that come after years of sickness and suffering. Relief. Or at least that was what she thought before Allie was killed. Now, she knows it was merely hibernating. All of her past was waiting for an opportunity to spill out and contaminate her present world.
She needs to know what’s going on. Is she really losing her mind after all these years, hiding her own memories from herself? Did it make little holes in her head? The pieces of her she tried to snuff out? Have the pieces she ignored consumed her from the inside out?
If she killed Allie, this might be the last time she gets to hold the contents of this old thing. The tattered cloth of one of her momma’s white dresses. The curling yellowed photographs of her mother and father. Her father and the monster were often entwined in her head, but there was a sliver of her that loved him. She remembers her daddy playing with her teddy bear, tickling her, and hugging her close as they read Bible verses.
Valorie peels the lid off, dust clinging to her fingertips, begging her to turn back—but the cries fall on deaf ears. Hiding from herself isn’t working.
She’s done enough pretending that things didn’t happen. She worked so hard to be normal, but normal wasn’t real. Not for Valorie; she knows now that the others are really her. Nicko is her, Eric is her, and even Veronica. All of them are Valorie.
The scent of rotting memories fills the room, and she stifles a sneeze and pulls the dusty, white, moth-eaten cloth from the top of the box. Her most precious possession, her mother’s dress. Valorie presses it to her face and breathes in, wishing with every bit of hope inside her that she’ll still be able to smell her. But the piece of cloth is a ghost of what it once was. It’s not her mother, and it has nothing to do with the smiles and hugs and sweet, warm feeling Valorie had when she was near.
She sets the cotton waif on her lap and grabs the photo album.
Momma put it together for the family. Valorie opens it from the back. It’s empty. Yellowing glue lines the pages. She turns and turns and turns, whipping page after page of the book that’s supposed to be full of memories. But they’re not there. Panic grips her. This can’t be right. This isn’t possible. These are her memories. Without them, is she real? Is there any evidence at all beyond this scrap of clothing that they were real? A time before the monster came and ate them up.
One after the other, after the other.
Rectangular shadows where memories had been.
Empty frames.
Sticky glue.
A guttural howl breaks from Valorie’s throat. She screams and tosses the album hard against the wall; the spider hides.
Her feelings don’t numb—they grow bigger, larger, monstrous.
She stands and grabs the lamp on her bedside table and smashes it hard into the wall. Glass flies across the room. Eric would have smiled and cheered her on, but instead, she cowers inside their safe place. She sees him in her mind’s eye, retreating into the meadow.
Inside, she howls for him to come back and take them over. Eric is supposed to be angry and mean to get her what she wants. To keep her safe.
“Coward!” she shouts.
She feels a tug in the back of her mind. The notebook.
How could she have forgotten the notebook?
She kneels, encrusting the skin of her legs with tiny shards of glass and ceramic.
The notebook. If one of them knew what happened to the pictures, they’d leave it in the book. What started off as a journal turned into a ledger, a means of communication. The rule book. They aren’t supposed to break the rules, not ever. If Veronica took the pictures, she’d have to write it in the book and say when and where. Those were the rules. The rules of the box. Of their fucked-up, broken life.
What if it wasn’t her or one of her, but someone else? Did the detectives come here and discover her box?
Valorie pushes past a teddy bear, its button eye torn from its single string. She rifles through the wrapping paper from her fifth birthday and grabs the beaten-up, pale blue notebook.
Care Bears dance across the front cover, and before she can even open it, she feels the binding has been loosened from the papers. It weighs nothing. Torn bits stick to the old binding but the pages are gone, missing.
Except one in the very back.
Valorie,
They’re gone—I can’t find them anymore, Val. But maybe it’s for the best. You can’t handle it. You don’t need to know. You can’t know. You have to stop looking or you’ll ruin everything for us. For me! This stuff wasn’t happening before you let Allie get in your head again. Betrayed all of us. Betrayed yourself.
Someone knows we know, Valorie.
Veronica
She shrieks.
This can’t be. The only little bits of happiness. The only evidence of joy Valorie has ever experienced is gone. Totally gone. She was stupid to rely on them being here forever. Now they’re gone, and she’ll never see her mother’s face again. Not unless she goes inside, and she doesn’t want to go back there. She doesn’t need to go back there.
What’s the point now anyway? Veronica has done what she’s done.
Valorie wants to destroy her. To destroy them all.
She picks up the lonely panel of her mother’s white dress and rips it in two. Her heart tears with it. She rips all the contents out of the box like she’s disemboweling a dead animal and begins throwing them about. Bits of ceramic from the lamp dig into her legs, which are wet with the hot blood seeping from her body. But she doesn’t care. Momma’s gone, and all she has are dark memories. The fluttering girls. The monster in the big room. The mattress with the blood stains that smells like pee. Men’s moans. The rocking chair and ashen claws.
She pulls the wrapping paper from the box. Sullies it with her blood.
Her only good birthday. The birthday before every single thing changed. Before everything got bad. Before Great God came into their life and shone his horrid red light upon them. She pulls everything from the hollowed carcass of her memory box. Tears sting her eyes. Her fingers grasp something she doesn’t recognize.
Something she knows she didn’t put inside the box.
It steals her breath. A knot of red yarn. 
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Audra


Darla’s hospital room feels akin to a kind of nostalgic hell. It’s not the first time Audra has been pulled away from something extremely important to tend to her mother’s wounds. The soiled linens, acrid chemicals, and shameful feeling of never being enough for Darla cling to her skin.  
Tara keeps trying to meet Audra’s gaze. She doesn’t want to look her in the eye for fear it’ll give away her anger. A swollen-faced Wren sits in the corner on a vinyl chair. Darla’s lips are parted, dry and pale, her wrists restrained. That’s what they do to women who try to kill themselves.
It smells like chemicals and death. Leave it to Darla to make everything about her. Audra shouldn’t be here; she should be looking for Hayley, listening to the tapes, digging up evidence.
Audra crosses the room to Wren and gets down on her knees to be even with her, squeezing her tight. Her daughter goes limp in her arms. A stifled sob interrupts the moment. Is Tara seriously crying over this woman who’s done anything but the bare minimum for Audra? It makes her want to push her girlfriend, to ask, what’s wrong with you? Why are you weeping for her?
Of course, that’s the wrong thing to feel right now, but she needs to be away from the hospital. She needs to be with Kale, trying to pull together the last pieces of the puzzle so that they can find Hayley and Amber and everyone can be all right.
And if her mother would have just told Audra something useful about whatever cult she was in instead of pulling this shit, maybe they’d have already found Hayley. But then again, maybe if Audra hadn’t pushed her mother so hard, she wouldn’t have poured a crushed bottle of pills into her beer. 
Audra can barely stand to look at the woman hooked to tubes and monitoring machines. What happened back then that was so bad she couldn’t bear to think about it anymore?
“What has the doctor said?” she asks, breaking the silence.
“Nothing other than that she’s stable,” Tara says, sniffing. “They don’t know how long exactly she was out or what damage the pills may have done.” 
The door creaks open, and a woman in a white coat enters.
“Hi, I’m Dr. Faye,” she says. “I’m a psychiatrist. Your mother is doing okay for now.”
Audra just nods. 
“Well …” The woman awkwardly changes the subject. “Has your mother indicated any issues recently? Was she depressed?”
“Not that I know of,” Audra says. 
“I mean.” Tara steps forward. “She did see poor Jessica’s body. That can’t be good for anyone. Maybe she had some kind of PTSD response.”
“Well, we pumped her stomach; it could have been a lethal dose, but she got lucky.”
Audra laughs.
“Mom!” Wren raises her voice, bringing Audra back into the room.
“Sorry, I just don’t think it’s very lucky that she decided to do this and that you had to find her this way!” 
Wren shrinks into Tara.
“I’m sorry.” Audra wishes she could put the words back inside. 
“Well,” says Dr. Faye, “the good news is we don’t see much damage other than to the liver and kidneys, and even those levels aren’t severe enough to be too worried. She’s still sleepy, but we expect her to recover. We’ll have to keep her here until we know she’s safe.”
Audra wants to say, Fine by me. Keep her forever. But Wren is here, and Wren loves Darla, so instead, she says, “I’m happy she’ll be okay, and we’ll help her get back on her feet.”
The doctor nods. That seems to have appeased everyone in the room. It gives Audra just enough ease to allow the gravity of the situation to sink in. 
Her mom tried to kill herself. Allie is dead. There’s a fucked-up cult on Typhon, the island where she lives with her daughter. Suddenly, the room is like a sauna, and she has to get out. “Excuse me.” 
Audra heads into the bathroom and closes the door. She sits on the toilet. It all hits her. Allie’s dead and never coming back; sweet Hayley, who used to wake up in the middle of the night at sleepovers and watch a show with Audra while Wren snored, is missing. She’s probably going to die, rotten and torn up like Jessica. Audra’s mom just tried to kill herself.
And it will be Audra’s fault. All her stupid fault for failing them. 
There are kids out there, trapped somewhere, probably being tortured like Jessica, and Valorie is roaming free because Audra hasn’t hit the nail in the fucking coffin yet. Audra sticks her hand in her mouth and bites down. It hurts like hell—fuck, she might even have broken the skin—but she doesn’t care. She needs this.
She’s a grown-up. She can handle it. She needs to stop being a baby and shove these feelings aside and do her fucking job.
Audra takes a deep breath in and straightens her hand in front of her. Shame pinches at her insides. Her hand is covered in scabs and picks—it’s as bad as when she was a teenager. She hides it as she goes back out into the room. 
“The doctor left,” Tara says. “I told her you just needed a little time.”
She reaches out for Audra, but Audra brushes her hand away.
“I’m fine,” Audra says. “Wren, are you okay?”
The girl nods.
“We haven’t found Hayley yet,” Audra says. “But I know we’re close. Right now, you stay with Tara, okay? I don’t want you alone. It’s not safe.”
Audra kisses her on the forehead and starts toward the door.
“Wait,” Tara says, pulling at her. “You’re just going to leave? You’re her daughter!”
“I need to do my job, Tara—this doesn’t change anything.” 
Tara’s eyes are red and begging. It’s pathetic, and Audra needs her to pull it together and be an adult, too. She doesn’t need someone else to take care of right now.
“Listen to me, Audra,” Tara says. “Your mom is sick and struggling, and your friend died. You can let someone else handle it.”
Audra’s face grows hot.
Tara doesn’t get it. Derek never got it, either. This job isn’t one you can just shut off. If Audra isn’t working, people could die. It’s the only thing she’s ever really been good at, hell, great at. Why can’t they understand this?
“I can’t do that, Tara. I need to do my job.” 
“This has to be triggering for you,” Tara says, reaching for her. “I’m here for you—let me be here for you.” 
Tara’s touch makes her skin crawl. Audra pulls away. “I need you to take care of Wren—do not let her out of your sight. Okay? That’s what you can do for me.”
Tara simply stares, shaken. Audra loves her and needs her now more than ever, but Tara has to make sure Wren is okay so Audra can do her job and get the kids home safe.
“Mom,” Wren says, “Grandma gave me something. Earlier today. She said it was for you—to keep it secret and not to open it.”
Audra’s eyes widen in surprise. 
Wren walks past Darla’s sedated body and passes Audra a wrinkled envelope, which she pockets quickly before pulling her daughter in for a hug. She kisses her forehead. Tara stares at them. 
“Thank you, Wren. I love you so much. I have to go find our Hayley.”
“I know, Mom. We’ll be fine.” 
Tara’s expression turns to disappointment. Of course, Audra has disappointed her—it’s her fate to disappoint those who love her. Maybe Tara and her mother are cut from the same cloth after all. Audra leaves the room without saying another word to her. Audra radios Kale to pick her up. Rain pours off the hospital awnings, pooling on the cement at her feet as she waits for him. She opens the envelope.
It’s an old picture. In it, a man’s arm is wrapped around her mother and another woman. A taller woman with brown hair and facial features just like Audra’s stands behind her mother, practically a spitting image of Audra as a teen, aside from her eyes. There’s a younger blond woman, too, standing close and to their left who clutches her little girl in her arms. Valorie. Darla’s hand rests on little Audra’s shoulder. Audra stands with brown hair at the top of her head, just cresting where the hem of her mother’s dress meets.
The man in the photograph has Audra’s eyes.
And then she knows for certain.
The man in the photograph is her father.
She turns it over, and written in cursive pen is the caption:
1994
My Girls
The big house
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Valorie


That’s impossible—the red yarn shouldn’t be there. She’s certain she didn’t put it there. Valorie scratches at her throat. 
Even Veronica wouldn’t do that, no way. She doesn’t always do what’s best for Valorie, but she would never ever do that. Someone has to have touched her things.
Someone knows about her father, about her past, about what happened to her mom and why the photographs are so important to her.
Rashida was in her house, but would she do this? Rashida could have been here before—maybe that’s why she was able to be so comforting and so at home. Maybe Veronica invited her in. Maybe Valorie has spent more time with her here than she remembers. It would explain why the cat adores Rashida just as much as Valorie does. Because she’s been here, gotten into her things, found out about her secrets, and Valorie should have known better than to ever trust anyone. 
I like your makeup. 
She smashes her fist against her cheeks.
It’s all her fault, for trusting these people.
Rashida probably betrayed her and Allie—Allie believed in her, believed she was good and not evil, and she’s dead now. Allie said they could trust Veronica, that Veronica was put there to keep her safe.
She’s not safe. She’s never been safe, and she’ll never be safe, and everyone who cares about her always dies.
Images of her momma in a white nightgown flash before her eyes, and suddenly, she’s not in the bedroom anymore. She’s not in the trailer. She’s in a place she never wanted to remember. Never wanted to see ever again.
She’s on the dark end of a room with no windows. Cave walls surround her. Moss squishes beneath her feet. And she can’t see her mother, but she knows she’s on the other end. Dying. She hears the sounds of her sputtering. The rip at her eardrums, worming its way into her brain, eating within the crevices of the gray matter.
This is where it happened.
This is where she will never, ever return.
Where Veronica—
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Veronica 


I pant on the floor, staring at the red yarn and realizing what a mistake I’ve made trusting any fucking man alive on this godforsaken island. Of course, Val’s mad at her—she’s a fucking dipshit. It was my job to keep Valorie safe. Sure, I could make stupid decisions—I fucked up just as good as the rest of them—but at the end of the day, it was always about protecting her.  
I’m a big fat fuckin’ failure. But when he looked at me that way outside of Allie’s house, and with Valorie was tucked away somewhere inside our mind, I couldn’t help it. I wanted him. Wanted him bad like back then, when we were nothing but a blend of hormones and sparks inside warm bodies. 
I went too far with Tristan. When I was finally allowed back out, when the stress was too much for little Val, and it was her turn to be lost inside, it turned out he’d married the doc. I let every bit of hatred at Val for being locked away so long—and lust—pull me right into hell’s mouth. 
I should have known better than to trust a man, even one I knew back then. He had to have been the one to have left the fuckin’ yarn. I told him what happened to them when they were little. Secrets I kept even from Valorie. Details. Was it all to hurt her? Or is he one of them? What if he killed Allie for her? What if he’s just like their dad? Is he planning to hurt the girls who are missing too? 
I grab the tattered, aged notebook and turn to the place where I can leave a message. There’s only one page left.
A message is already there, and her name’s on it, her name! But that ain’t her handwriting, not her signature. She never wrote that, and neither did Val. Could that have been Tristan, too? Has he read all their notes back and forth, their secrets that were just supposed to be between Val and her and Little Nicko and Eric and … 
Or is it the monstrous part of them? I never considered that it could be smart enough to write, to mimic, but what if it is?
A guttural growl escapes my lips, and I toss the notebook to the ground to join their mother’s dress in pieces strewn across the floor. Poor Val. This isn’t what I wanted for them at all. 
If the note is from Tristan, which seems the most likely, he must have betrayed me—us. Inside, the bits left of a heart break and burn. Sobs escape my lips. God, I hate how I sound when I cry, like I’m a little fuckin’ girl. I don’t matter anymore, not really, and neither does Val. If this fake fucker killed Allie or hurt a little girl, they need to nail him. To make sure Audra and her pal lock him up and throw away the key. 
I throw on a pair of tight jeans and an old band T-shirt. My fingers wipe away mascara tears. I refresh the blue-blotted eye shadow and the black cat eye lip and smear on the brightest shade of pink lipstick I can find in Val’s make-up bag. Because for once in our long, miserable life we are going to put someone else first. The girls. 
Damn the men. 
Looking decent for a mugshot is the least I can do to hold on to a bit of dignity. And if we, Val and the rest of us, have to spend the last bit of our lives behind bars, maybe it’s for the best. Whatever Allie found out got her killed.  I don’t know the secret. Not all the way. Tristan must’ve wanted to hide it. 
A memory flashes through my mind, distant but still decipherable. Tabitha. Val. Me and someone else I can’t make out. The back of a man’s head. A boy’s head. Tristan’s? In an instant, it’s gone. 
I couldn’t stop what happened to Momma or Tabitha all those years ago. 
But we can try to stop the slaughter now. Those poor fucking girls. 
I’m going to find her sister, Audra, and tell her the truth about the affair with Tristan over the last few weeks. I’m going to tell Audra everything motherfuckin’ thing I know about. Will she be mad that Tristan and I were a thing when he was supposed to be Allie’s boyfriend? She’s gonna hate me, but doesn’t she hate us already? Everything is going to come out. No more secrets, no more lies, because the only thing that matters now is the little girl they can save—Hayley.
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Audra 


The big house—three words she hasn’t heard or thought about since she was a little girl. They unlock something in her. Bit by bit, hazy flashes of memory appear that she isn’t quite able to focus on, like they’re just out of her periphery, like when you think you see something out of the side of your eye and you turn to stare at it, and it’s gone. Women’s voices. Men in the night. Her mother holding her close somewhere dark. White siding, the smell of fresh sawdust, pressing seeds into the dirt with little fingers. They’re all a whisper of a song in her mind.  
Are these real memories? Or something she’s imagining because of the photograph, because of Valorie, because of all this stuff happening now and her mother’s suicide attempt? Her brain tries desperately to form a reason why she’s in the photograph, why it says “my girls,” and what she could have been a part of with the Red Knot. 
There’s a big white house at the top of a hill that Audra has always avoided at all costs. She’s told herself that addicts hang out there, or maybe it’s haunted—something is wrong with it. It served as a flop house for teen parties and college-aged adults who should have launched off Typhon but failed to do so and instead spent their days exchanging drugs and sitting, rotting alongside decaying couches. When calls would come into the station about the house, she’d be busy every time; she’d make herself busy, and someone else would deal with it. 
Today, there was no call, no complaint, no report, but she walks there. The pit in her stomach grows bigger and darker with each inch she moves closer. Until she’s there. 
The big house. 
Momma. 
Other momma. Valorie’s momma? This is made up, it has to be, it isn’t real. It’s all my imagination. She climbs the barely visible drive of gravel and overgrown weeds until it reaches a plateau in front of the porch.  
There it is. Two stories high, filthy white siding, porch with a swing hanging crooked on only one chain, beer bottles where there should be flower boxes. Were there flower boxes? 
Audra’s legs are wobbly. Pull it together. I’m making it all up, and this is nothing but an old house. Yet it was an old house where she might have lived or at least been in a photo in front of. With Valorie’s father. Her father. 
The wooden stairs are loamy beneath her feet, rotted out from years of neglect. She doesn’t even realize she’s biting her cuticles until warm blood seeps down her finger. The metallic bitterness makes her spit right out on the deck. The door has a few broken hinges and an old, cut-through chain hanging off of it. Circumventing the part of her that tells her not to go forward, she pulls out her weapon, kicks open the front door, and shouts, “Police! Anyone home?”
Moments pass in the silent house. Dust sits in the air, and Audra’s breathing is shallow. Couches with rips and stains line the perimeter of the large front room. The floors are hardwood but stained to hell. A few dark marks on them look like bodily matter or vomit were left to soak into the fibers of wood. Wallpaper hangs from the corners. Audra kicks aside empties and scans the room. Cigarette butts, joint roaches, and old snack bags. 
In the hallway, a staircase leads to several downstairs rooms. We weren’t allowed in there, she thinks. How do I know that? How could I possibly know that? Her arms feel weak. Coming here is like opening a box in the back of a closet she forgot was ever there, and she’s scared of what exactly she’ll find inside, neglected. 
“Audra?” She jumps as Mark’s voice comes through the radio at her hip. It almost scared the actual piss out of her. “Audra, you there?” he slurs. She gets that there’s a lot of stressful shit going on, but is now really the time to get shit-faced? She should answer him, let him know he’s not alone, but she decides against it for the time being. 
She’s an adult now—she can go into those rooms. But her stomach tightens anyway. She proceeds past two doors, locked and sprayed with graffiti—Door number 1, door number 2. The last door has Door number 3 written across it in rusty red spray paint. In all the movies and stories she’s read where a character has to pick from the three, she’s always thought to herself that she’d pick the third. 
Audra turns the old metal door handle and opens it. It’s dark inside and mostly empty outside of a mattress on a wooden bed. Wait. She pulls her nearly dead phone from her pocket and shines her flashlight into the corner. A pile of old clothes—some quite old. Some look like … 
A flash of a warm blond woman comes to her mind. A linen blouse with little pink flowers. Are these clothes from back—
“I don’t want to! I won’t do it!” Daniel Eager’s voice calls from outside. Footsteps mount the porch. 
“You aren’t going to disgrace this family or this town! You hear me? You’re gonna be a man.” Billie. Shit. Fuck. Hide. 
Audra spots a door that looks like a closet. She opens it and nearly falls. Stairs? They lead down. A large crawl space, maybe? She hurries down the steps as the barely hinged front door whacks open. 
At the bottom, the wood floor turns to soil. It’s damp, the smell ancient and earthy. As she pushes farther inside, a nail pulls at her hair and she has to crouch before it scrapes her scalp. Their feet creak overhead. What the hell are they even doing here? She turns the flashlight off. 
“Now, grab the guns!” Billie shouts. “I’ll get the ammo. We need to be ready—it’s high time you earn your wings. You’re nearly seventeen; I was younger than you when I earned mine.” 
“What if I don’t want to?” Daniel shouts back at his father. “What if I don’t?” 
A shuffle and a grunt. “You listen to me, Daniel. You don’t have a choice—this is the way things are. You are a part of this family, we’re a part of this island, and I’m a disciple—I will not have any son of mine turn his back on God. If you care about anyone other than yourself, you’re going to have to get over it and do what needs to be done. One girl doesn’t mean anything.” 
One girl. Hayley? Amber? What the fuck?
“I won’t.” 
“You will. When the time comes, you will. You’ll see there’s no other way.” 
Her radio goes off again. “Audra, where are you?” 
Fuck. Mark. 
She quickly shuts it off and backs farther into the dirty cellar. The footsteps come closer.  Audra pulls her gun. Either Billie or Daniel approaches the door, and the floorboards moan right above her. Dust and dirt particles fall into her hair, and she shuts her eyes before they can blind her. Her body shakes, bracing for a fight. They’re armed, and if they heard Mark say her name, she’s fucked. 
Someone opens the closet door. Her heart pounds so loud her ears hurt. Am I going to shoot him? She should, he’s armed ... but she doesn’t know he plans to attack her. Fuck fuck fuck. She tightens her grip on the gun. She will shoot him if she has to. She will. 
“Daniel, you there?” A woman’s voice comes over what must be his own radio, crackling. “The … Hey … You need … Here … Tape.” 
He steps out and answers.
“I can’t hear what you’re saying.” 
“Come … now … it’s … Daniel …” 
Static. “What the—” he says. The house shakes as he rushes out of it. 
“Daniel, you come back now!” Billie’s voice is low and quiet, fading completely into the distance.  
Audra holds her gun tightly in her hands, trigger finger at ready. But after a few moments, he doesn’t come back, and she breathes easier. She pulls out her phone again and turns on the light, shining it around the darkened area beneath the home. The crawl space seems to get deeper the farther she moves into it. She steps forward, and her foot sinks into something soft at first—and then hard, like a bundle of sticks or something. 
She aims her flashlight down towards the ground. She’s standing inside a human rib cage. 
She drops the phone and covers her mouth so as not to scream. The phone falls, and the room goes completely dark. Audra shakes. A flash of memory peeks out from the back of her mind—tying red yarn around her mom’s wrist, her mom tying it around her own. Here in this house. She grabs the flashlight and points it around the room. Clavicle bones, bits of cervical spine, and two skulls poke out from the dirt. Oh my god. She’s inside a tomb. 
She coughs as the disturbed earth fills her lungs, and her breath quickens in panic. She examines the remains she’s stepped into. The only set that looks put together, nearly intact, is of a human head and torso, and it’s completely missing its lower half. 
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Audra


Audra waits in the house until there’s no sign of Billie and Daniel before going back outside. When she’s sure the coast is clear, she pulls out her radio and switches to a station to reach Kale.  
“Kale, you there?” She waits a few moments in silence.  Were those the bodies of the missing girls from back when the Red Knot was active? The way Billie was talking, it was like he and Daniel were ready to do something—maybe they’d already done it. But what’s the connection between Billie, the Red Knot, and Valorie? Could she really be innocent in all of this? 
“I’m here.” His voice sounds sleepy, but there’s no time for rest now. 
“I’ve got a situation here at the big flop house up on the hill. Come here now, alone.” Even though it’s their line, she can’t be sure it’s totally private, given Chief Michael’s secrecy about whatever happened with those missing girls in the early 2000s. If he was or is covering for someone, she may be about to rip the lid off, and she needs another witness to the discovery before it’s out of her hands. 
“No backup?”
“No.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Audra paces back and forth inside the house, looking out the window every now and then. Finally, the sounds of Kale’s tires against gravel. He slams the car door as he jumps out, and Audra rushes to meet him on the porch.  
“What’s up, boss? You alright?” 
“Get in. Keep your firearm out.” 
Once inside, Audra makes sure the door closes quietly. “A lot has fucking happened.” She paces, sweaty despite the cool air. “First of all, Billie and Daniel Eager were here. They grabbed guns that were apparently stashed here. Daniel was upset, saying he didn’t want to hurt anyone.” 
“Oh shit,” Kale says. 
“I know. Then Billie calls himself a ‘disciple’ and says some shit like, ‘Daniel, you aren’t going to disgrace our family.’ Something about earning wings and about a connection to god.” 
“Well, that sounds like cult shit if I’ve ever heard it.” 
“Right? But it’s worse. He told Daniel, ‘It’s just one girl for the greater good.’”
“Holy shit.” 
“It’s worse.” 
“While they’re having this whole fight, I’m back here.” She rushes to the back bedroom and points to the clothes. “There are clothes here from back then.” 
“Back when?” 
“I think back to when I lived here.” 
“You what?” 
“I don’t know. Wren gave me this.” She pulls the photo from her pocket. “Apparently, my mom had it and handed it to her before she tried to kill herself. Told her to keep it secret from everyone.” She points. “That’s me. That’s fucking me in front of this house, Kale. And that’s Valorie. And that’s …” 
“The eyes.” 
“Fuck!” she says with a loud stomp. Somewhere deep down, she was hoping it wasn’t real, that it wasn’t obvious that the man in the picture is related to her and to Valorie. 
“Christ, Audra, I’m sorry.” 
“I had to go down into the cellar. I found something.” She leads him over to the closet and down the stairs. “There’s at least one body.” She shines the light around and guides him, stepping carefully around the random bones, over to the skull and torso. “It’s missing the lower half.” 
“Holy shit.” Kale’s wide eyes glisten in the light. “Shit. Shit. Shit. You didn’t wanna let the chief know yet?” 
“No. We can’t disturb anything else, or it will be obvious that we investigated it before them. Do you have your phone?”
Kale nods. 
“We take pictures of everything. We keep it to ourselves. We don’t share them with anyone, and then we let them come in.” 
“You’re suggesting there are no files on all these missing people? There should have been a federal investigation at some point. This is huge. Serial killer huge.” 
“Right.” 
They step lightly around the bones, taking pictures of each one, each thing. Every necklace, every scrap of white cloth, every fingernail and tooth they can find without further disturbing the ground. 
“You have any baggies and gloves?” Audra asks. 
“In the car.” 
When he returns with the items, Audra plucks up a shard of broken skull bone and places it inside the bag. 
“Just in case.” 
Kale nods. They step up from the cellar and radio the find into the station. Multiple sets of remains were found in the cellar of the big white house. Audra puts out an alert to bring Daniel Eager and Billie Eager in for questioning immediately, noting that they are armed and dangerous.
When the other officers begin to arrive, Audra and Kale show them the crime scene, quickly debrief them on what they’ve found, and then hop into the car and get the hell out of there. While the attention is on the house, they need to listen to the rest of the tapes. 
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Audra


The station is almost completely empty when they get back; everyone’s moved out to the house to catalogue the remains or, if Audra is correct, to figure out a way to mishandle the evidence and make it disappear.  
Maybe she’s paranoid, but right now, she’s not sure who to trust. A few of the officers are friends with the Eagers. She and Kale don’t acknowledge Dexter in his office and instead slink directly into Audra’s, keeping it dark apart from a warm table lamp. 
“This is fucked,” Audra says. “All of it.” 
“Yeah.” Kale pulls out the tapes from a bag.  The cassette cases are exactly where she left them; he must’ve removed the tapes from them. Audra eyes the bag and smiles. Smart. “Just in case.” 
She locks the door, and Kale loads up the tape. She pushes her chair close to his, their legs touching, their bodies vibrating with both fear and excitement. Could this be the thing that breaks the case and blows it wide open? If the force really is in on it, could I make it to another island in a boat? 
Tape #5

Allie: In the last session, we got so close to uncovering exactly what the man looked like who took Valorie and Tabitha. What’s interesting is Valorie’s mind won’t let her fully access certain parts of the traumatic times in her childhood. It seems the closer we get to answer—the memories from the other time come in to distract almost. When this started, I didn’t expect to uncover anything about the Red Knot, but Valorie’s mind seems to gravitate towards that age when we get too close to discovering what exactly happened to Tabitha. 

Audra pauses the tape and looks at Kale. “She mentioned the Red Knot. Allie might’ve known exactly what went on back then. What are the odds that a girl has those same marks and turns up dead within forty-eight hours of Allie’s murder, following whatever experimental therapy she was doing with Valorie to uncover more about another teenager’s death that isn’t connected? A girl dead with red yarn around her neck like Tabitha, like the girls back then.”
Kale nodded. “One of the things you mentioned stuck out to me. When Tabitha went missing, you said business was bad all over, many people were battling cancer, the seas weren’t turning up fish, and the storms were frequent.” 
“You actually listen to me when I talk, don’t you?” 
“Yeah, boss. Anyway, I’m more than a little interested in old ways of worship. Old gods and … sacrifice. The Mayans did it to be fruitful, the Celts too—hell, even Christianity participated in sacrifice, whether they like to admit it or not. What did Billie Eager say?” 
“He told Daniel he was ‘younger than him when he’d done it.’ That he was ‘a disciple’ and that ‘one girl didn’t matter.’” 
“One girl doesn’t matter if they truly believe it’ll save the whole island, right?” 
Audra furrows her brow. “The conditions are the same. If there’s a bunch of religious fanatics on the island who believe that whether or not the island thrives depends on a sacrifice, they could do awful things.” 
The people she grew up with could be monsters. Her coworkers. Her mother? 
The tape recorder begins playing again on its own. Kale and Audra stiffen. 

Valorie: Allie, I’m too scared.

Allie: Remember, Valorie, we can stop at any time, and there’s nothing to be afraid of. The protective measures inside won’t open up unless your brain and your body are ready to let—

Valorie: That’s not true, Allie? Where did you go?

Allie: Valorie, I’m right here—

Valorie: Oh no. It’s here, oh Allie you’re gone, you’re gone already, it’s gotten you.

Valorie’s voice is not the one Audra recognizes from the interview she conducted, and it’s not the voice of her other self, Veronica. It’s a scared little girl—someone else completely.

Allie: Valorie, it’s okay, sweetie—where’s Tabitha?

Valorie: He killed her. He took her, and she’s not here anymore.

Allie: Can you see the meadow?

Valorie: Where did you go, Allie?

(Audible whimpering sounds.)

Valorie: I’m all alone, and Momma isn’t here.

Allie: Valorie, I want you to jump in. Adult Valorie, Valorie who I know—I need you now; you need to come into the place with your little one.

Valorie: What are you talking about? What place?

Valorie’s normal voice is back over the audio recording. Calm and cool. The background is silent.

Allie: Everything is okay. But Valorie, remember, I want you to focus on the memory, the memory of that day. The day you were with Tabitha, Tabitha the girl, your friend.

Valorie: Okay.

Allie: I want you to—

(An unintelligible screeching.)

Valorie: Cynthia! No! No! No!

Mechanical screeching overlays her voice, and suddenly the tape stops.
The terror in Valorie’s voice—it’s something Audra has only heard on dispatch calls after the worst things have happened. Is this normal for a therapy session? Allie pushed it too far. But that name. Cynthia. She knows the name. 
And Valorie’s voice, the sound of the child, was too real, so real it’s making Audra question the idea of alternate personalities. Could there be a child living inside Valorie, too? She wipes tears from her cheeks she didn’t know were there. 
Kale barely moves, his stubbled mouth agape. 
It’s different reading about it, hearing about it, interviewing about it. This is like whatever awful thing happened to Valorie is happening right then to a little girl. 
She presses the play button, hoping there’s more, but there’s nothing but static and the end of the tape.
Audra presses rewind, and muffled screeching starts inside the cassette player. She stops it immediately and presses play, but nothing but squealing sounds come back over the audio. The inside of the player grinds with strange mechanical sounds. The tape isn’t winding correctly.  She opens the player to find ribbons of the thin tape bunched up, hot, melted, broken.
Audra takes the tape out and tries to wind it back, the plastic warm in her hand.
“Audra, it’s gone.”
“It can’t be gone! They were on to something, I know it. They were just about to find out what happened; that’s what Allie said. She had to have known pushing her could lead to bad things, but she would have never pushed her if she didn’t think she was so close, and now …” Audra stares at the wrecked cassette in her hands. Allie is dead, and it was for nothing. They didn’t find anything out, and they didn’t reveal anything except the fact that whatever happened to Valorie was horrible and maybe triggered all the violent things happening now. 
Kale grabs her hand, an attempt to comfort, perhaps, but she pulls away and stands up. Her throat vibrates and quakes, making it so uncomfortable inside that she’d do anything to make the feeling go away.  “Fuck!” she screams as she picks up Allie’s tape player and whips it across the room.
The device hits a frame on the wall, shattering the glass on the picture that hangs in the corner, a picture of Audra and Michael on her first day on duty in Typhon. The glass spatters, but Audra barely notices. She holds the tape in her other hand so tight it’s as if she’s holding on to the last bits of Allie, the last hope of solving the puzzle.  
“Audra, give me the tape,” Kale says. 
Audra whips her face towards him, only now realizing what she’s done, how she must look to Kale. She’s unhinged, come undone, let her own personal feelings get in the way of doing her job.
But what does it matter anymore?
They have nothing. No more evidence. Nothing but the sounds of a crazy woman who barely exists in this reality and the last useless words of the victim, her friend, whose daughter is probably already dead or will be soon. It’s like every bit of despair and anger Audra’s been trying to hold back since the day Jessica first went missing has been released all at once. 
Kale takes the tape from her hands and sets it on the desk behind him. Then he moves across the office, where he locks the door before turning back toward Audra. Not bothering to move the glass or avoid any of it, he steps closer to her until he lowers himself to the ground and wraps his arms around her, and she crumbles into him. She lets herself melt into his warmth and safety. She cries until she can’t anymore, until there are muscle spasms in her stomach as she tries to breathe. The room is silent except for their conjoined heartbeats and the name that’s now echoing in her mind.
Cynthia.
Someone knocks loud on her office door. 
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Valorie


Veronica is taking their body to the police station. Even though Valorie is tucked away in a safe place in her mind, she’s got some awareness this time. She’s shocked at Veronica’s choice—both to turn herself in and to communicate this to Valorie. Usually, when she takes charge, the time is just gone. Valorie wakes up in a place she doesn’t remember falling asleep or her throat hurts from the cigarettes she’s smoked. They’ve spent their whole lives hiding from each other.  
Val, you don’t know how good we had it. You didn’t listen when I said not to do this; you couldn’t hear me. Sometimes secrets are secrets for a reason, doll. And now we have to pay the pied piper. I know you thought I was destructive, and maybe I was, but you wouldn’t do it. You wouldn’t ever let yourself have it, the feeling of being in charge of your body on top of a man or with a woman; you wouldn’t drink past barely buzzed, and you know what, I would. Because you wanted to and wouldn’t do it for yourself. But I’ll admit I fucked up. I fucked up trusting someone. And so did you. 
Veronica was a fantasy. Veronica was the girl she never could be, except when she was, and, even now, Veronica is being the brave one. She’s too weak. 
I dunno, Val; I think we were doomed from the start. It wasn’t weak what you were trying to do with Allie, but it was without a doubt stupid. 
Valorie brushes her hand across the mossy ground beneath her and stares out at the blackened, expansive space. She wouldn’t, in any context, call this place inside her mind safe, but it’s easier to deal with than whatever is happening out there in the real world. The scent of dirt and rotting leaves permeates her lungs, making them damp and heavy. Enormous shells of giant snails glow from the light of a torch on the wall. 
The sound of something plopping in or out of liquid clues her in that there’s a salt-water pool nearby, and then it’s as if she’s known it the whole time. She knows the icy blue run-off of snow from the top of a mountain. The cave. The place in the woods that no one was supposed to know about. She remembers it exactly, though she shouldn’t remember it. She thought it was lost.
You don’t have to remember. Veronica’s voice echoes from within and outside at the same time. It’s all over, Val. 
She doesn’t want to remember. But what’s been the point of keeping all these secrets from herself this whole time? Wasn’t it to keep them safe, to keep others safe? And now, girls are missing and dead, just like when she was a teenager.
She pulls herself up from the forest floor and takes step after step toward the water. Light emanates from the pool as she stares into the surface. Ripples form, and Valorie focuses her gaze toward the center of it. Circles in circles in circles. A chill creeps up her spine, and her hands break out in a cold sweat. She loses herself in a memory, appearing as a reflection. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Clammy. 
She’s clammy. That’s what Momma always said. Just like herself when she was a little girl. Her body never knew if she was cold or hot. Momma’s cancer had gone away all thanks to the work of Daddy and Great God.
“Look what our sacrifices bring!” Daddy says. He holds his arms out in front of the waterfall. This was their first big hike as a family that Valorie can remember. She was a big girl now, and Momma had recovered so quickly from the sickness. She wasn’t weak and pale and throwing up anymore. Momma smiled at Daddy from the trail’s edge, and Valorie tugged at her hands despite the sweat. 
Everything would be good now, Daddy said. Everything would be better. And it was. Daddy made that fresh fish last night at the big house, and she and Audra played with fireflies in the yard before bed, and the big dark shadow that would visit, the one that she could see outside her window most nights, didn’t come last night. 
She tugs Momma’s hand. Momma’s body stops feeling happy. Instead, it feels scared, stiff, wrong.
“What the matter?” Valorie asks, staring up at her mom.
“Nothing, sweet girl.” Momma nods, and Valorie pulls her mom a few more feet before she stops.
“That’s right.” Cynthia rushes up the last few rocks behind them and passes them, sprinting toward the waterfall. “Nothing wrong at all!”
Cynthia strips off her clothes down to a black-and-white bathing suit and jumps into the pool beneath the waterfall. She lets out a scream as she goes beneath the water, and when she pops up, she’s smiling.
“C’mon in,” Cynthia says. She looks like Audra. Where’s Audra? Why didn’t Audra come? “Water’s fine!”
Daddy pulls his shirt off and hops in after her.
“Valorie!” Daddy shouts from the pool. “Valorie, come on in the water.”
Valorie tries to lean toward the pool. She breaks away from Momma’s grasp. The water sparkles; sunlight beams upon it, making tiny diamonds. Cynthia waves for her to come in. Momma’s hand grips her tighter.
“Momma,” Valorie says, tugging at her hand. “Let go, I want to go in there.”
“Valorie, water’s fine!” Daddy shouts. “C’mon, Valorie!”
Momma doesn’t move. She stares over at the pool. Valorie tugs again.
Cynthia waves Valorie over.
“Don’t go over there,” her mom says. Her eyes dart down at Valorie’s.
They’re not right. They’ve become white and milky, and her face starts turning purple.
“Let go!” Valorie shouts, pulling away from her momma. 
“Don’t go over there!” she says. “It’s not real.”
Valorie pulls harder and harder. Her mother’s eyes grow wide.
Then Momma’s skin molts, veiny and purple. Valorie pulls away until she’s free, and when she looks at the pool again, no one’s there. The grown-ups are gone. 
“Valorie!” her father calls. His voice echoes off the cave walls. “Come and find us!”
Valorie stares back at her momma. Her lips are rotting, and her white dress is spattered with blood. A shadow big and black, darker than pitch, rises behind her. 
Valorie runs toward the pool and jumps in.
She submerges herself beneath the surface.
The water’s so cold it takes her breath away. But she’s beneath, so she can’t breathe anyway. Close your eyes, Valorie. It’ll all be over soon. She kicks her long legs; she’s in her adult body now, and she opens her eyes beneath the stinging, freezing pond to orient herself. She looks for the light. But there are no rays of sunshine coming in, and it’s impossible to tell where the surface is. 
Her lungs ache. She’s running out of air. But she remembers a trick she watched on a show. To make your body slack to float, hold your breath in and be still for a second. Despite the trembling from the cold, the air in her lungs lifts her by her back.
She now knows which direction the surface is.
She twists her body and kicks and kicks and kicks. She doesn’t want to drown. Valorie thinks of Veronica, but she can’t hear her anymore. Help. She needs to find her daddy and Cynthia. 
She swims through the darkness, ignoring her fatigued lungs. Dizziness grabs her. She thinks of going to sleep. Thinks of giving up, and then she hits the surface. She gasps for air. Her skin feels numb and useless from the freezing cold water, but she swims to the rocky, mossy edge. 
“Daddy?” she calls out. Her voice echoes around the craggy stone cavern. She pulls herself to the edge of the water, clinging with water-wrinkled fingers to the dusty edge, and climbs up. Her clothes are soaked; her body is covered in goosebumps from head to toe. The cavern smells like minerals and pennies.
Her cat, Gizmo, sits on the edge of a rock in front of a darkened opening which leads farther in.
“Come here, Valorie,” her father calls. Valorie steps towards the opening. Tabitha hops down from the rock and steps in her way.
“Not now, Gizmo.” She moves to shoo the cat away with her foot, but something grabs on: Tabitha’s hand is at her ankle, her purple nail polish caked with dirt. Tabitha’s bottom half is missing. She closes her eyes and screams. Gizmo claws her bare foot with her paw. It was her imagination. Her imagination could be so cruel sometimes. “Ouch, Gizmo! What was that for?”
A growl begins as measly, then grows louder and fiercer until it echoes through the cave. Not the cat. Not Gizmo. It shakes her whole body. The torches on the walls start to dim, a thick mist rising from the craggy rock. She tries to take a step forward toward her father. The darkness grows thicker.
“Stop it!” Cynthia screams from somewhere far away. “Stop it! Help me! Oh God! Nooo! Great God!” 
Valorie runs towards the screaming, but darkness seeps in between all her spaces, closing in on her, a deep, putrid smog. The air is so thick it makes her choke. 
Suddenly, she’s pulled back. Clawed fingers wrap around her throat as Cynthia screams.
And the thuds of heavy steps, like the hooves of a monster from a fairytale, like a creature from one of the Greek myths she told her class about, which she also told Hayley about when she was her student, shake the ground beneath her. The cord around her throat cinches tighter. 
Her fingers claw at the woolen string digging deeper into her skin, and whatever is behind her, monster or man or both, tugs at it, and she thrashes hard against the ground. Valorie gasps for air and stares into the darkness, into the mist. Her wheezing intensifies, and the sting is only pulled harder until no air can move in or out of her windpipe. Clovers sprout. Tiny rubies begin to bloom out of the plant, red and glistening. 
Her eyes bulge in searing pain, and something or someone screams like a pig being slaughtered. Cynthia. Daddy. Her body moves in desperate jerks. The mist becomes thicker as the string pulls tighter on her neck. Everything inside her says to let go, to die, to stop trying, but Valorie kicks and pulls and seeks any tiny sliver of life she can hold on to. She’s got to get out.
She’s got to wake up.
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Audra


The door swings open. “Is everything okay?” Dexter asks, pressing his glasses up on his nose. 
She pulls herself up from Kale’s lap quickly, hopefully before Dexter can see that she is falling apart. 
“Yeah,” Audra says. “Everything’s fine.”
“I need you guys to see something. I retrieved more of the video footage from Allie’s house.”
Kale and Audra follow Dexter back to his office. Chief Michael looks at them with a nod as they pass. She hopes he doesn’t notice that she’s been crying.  
As they move through the doorway into Dexter’s tech room, he dims the lights, slides into the computer chair, and pulls up the video.
Kale rests a hand on Audra’s shoulder, and warm comfort runs down her arm. She shakes him off. She was too vulnerable back in her office. 
“What you got, Dexter?” Kale asks, sighing and rubbing his eyes. He was trying too. They’re both fucking tired, sobbing messes, and the clock is ticking farther and farther from the point of Hayley's disappearance. Allie is rotting. They need to pull it together. 
“I think I’ve got exactly what you need to make an arrest,” he says, pulling a straw from the soda on the desk and putting it in between his teeth.
He presses play. 
There’s no sound but the incessant chewing of the straw, which makes Audra want to slap Dexter on the back of his head. He knew Allie, too—why is he so nonchalant? He doesn’t seem bothered by this at all. Just another day on the job. Perhaps he’s better than her at compartmentalizing. 
Allie’s empty room appears on the screen. The floor, the furniture. Then, at the corner of the screen, human life comes through. A hand clawing on the ground.
Allie.
One hand reaches out, covered in blood. Then the other. Allie’s pulling her dying body inch by inch across the floor.
She must have been so scared. So worried for Hayley.
“Wait for it,” Dexter says. “And ... ta-da.”
Valorie enters from the top left. Allie holds her hand out toward Valorie. She actually reached out for Valorie’s help. Valorie doesn’t look like she’s present at all, more like a shell of a person. 
Valorie’s mouth opens into a black hole of nothing, a silent scream.
Allie grabs at Valorie’s ankle, and that’s when Valorie takes the knife in her hand and raises it into the air with a shaking arm. She shakes her head side to side like she’s saying no, no, no. Allie is so strong to still be fighting for life. What happens next baffles her. Allie nods her head over and over like she’s saying yes. Valorie’s whole body stiffens, and so quickly it seems impossible, she brings the knife down on Allie. Allie’s body spasms, blood sprays from her mouth, and Valorie keeps stabbing and stabbing until Allie’s body goes slack. Audra’s hand covers her mouth to hold in a gasp, a cry. Valorie stands still. Her body slackens, and the arm holding the knife drops to her side. 
Allie reached out to Valorie for help and she killed her ... but it almost looked like Allie gave her permission. She nodded. Maybe she was trying to be calm to talk her out of it. This doesn’t make sense. 
Valorie stands above Allie, looking like a child trembling, crying. But she’s no victim. She’s a monster. She killed Allie. 
Then Valorie turns suddenly and walks like a zombie out of the house. 
Audra’s heart thumps so hard that her ears hurt. She wants to turn and run, and if she’d had more to eat, she’d be retching all over Dexter’s office. Valorie is a killer, and she’s out there right now and Hayley is missing. If she could kill her own therapist, the woman who was trying to help her, what is she going to do with Hayley? Is Hayley already dead somewhere? A lifeless body cut in half, repeating what her father had showed her? What happened back then? 
“Stop,” Kale says. “Play it back.”
“You really want to see it again?” Dexter asks.
“Look.” Kale moves his finger, hovering over the screen. “Go back thirty seconds and put it in slow motion. I think I saw something.”
What does he want to see? Again, how Valorie killed her? The exact number of blows? Her original thoughts were right that Valorie wasn’t to be trusted. Dexter scrolls over on the video back thirty seconds to Valorie’s final death blow.
“What else do you need to see, Kale?” Audra asks. “She killed her. I told you she killed her. I fucking knew it.”
Dexter presses play at half speed. She’s a living, breathing, fucked-up monster, and it’s sad what happened to her, but her parents broke her, or it was bad blood the whole fucking time because she killed Allie, and she’s a murderer, and they need to stop wasting time because Audra needs to scare the living shit out of this crazy bitch so that she spills her guts all over the floor and lets her know where Hayley—
“Thanks, Dexter,” Kale says. “Hey, do you mind if I take a look at this a few more times? Just to make sure we’ve got everything right for Valorie’s interrogation?” 
“Sure,” Dexter says. “But I’m starving, so you two have at it. I’m gonna grab a sandwich.” 
Fuck, Dexter. 
He leaves the room, and Kale plays it back over again. 
“Audra,” he whispers. “I’m going to play it again. Look at the glass patio door. Really look. It's only on for a split second. But there’s something there.” 
Audra stares, trying to focus on the glass and not on the brutal stabbing. What is he doing? 
“There’s something …” 
Kale pulls it back one more time. 
Audra gasps. The reflection in the glass is of a girl’s lower half, legs kicking and barefoot in the arms of a man in a flannel shirt. A hand. 
She wasn’t alone. They weren’t alone.
“Holy fuck,” Audra says. “Wait, again.” 
She focuses on the glass and watches as Hayley kicks in the reflection, only for a second, her bare feet in the air. “Pause. Play it slower.”
Kale goes again. 
It moves in small moments, split seconds, so the arms and hand become clear. A man with flannel sleeves. “Stop.”
She leans into the monitor.
“Do you see that?” she asks Kale, pointing at the pixelated mass. A small band of a thing on the hand. 
“A wedding ring,” Kale says. “You think that’s—?”
“It’s Tristan.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“We need to get Valorie and Tristan in the station and secure now!” Audra shouts at Dexter, whose mouth is full of a sandwich.  
“Alright,” he says. “Arrest time!” 
“Officer Diggs, can you call in the guys from the crime scene and get who they can spare? We need to get these two in now,” Audra orders. 
“On it,” Diggs says. 
“What about the Red Knot?” Kale whispers into her ear. “I still think it’s got something to do with that.” 
He’s right. What happened with Billie and Daniel, the guns, maybe they’re all in on it. Billie’s family, Tristan, and Valorie. They’re connected, but she’s not exactly sure how yet. 
“For sure,” Audra says. 
“Audra?” Mark’s voice chimes in over the radio. “You there? I saw Tristan and Billie Eager running off into the forest with some guns. Out near Allie’s place.” 
Fuck. Kale looks at her, waiting for answers, for instructions on where they’re going or what they’re going to do next.
“Where are you now?” Audra asks.
“I’m at my dad’s, grabbing a rifle, going to follow them.”
“Don’t do that,” Audra pleads. “We’re on it. We officers. We just radioed most of the team to switch gears and pick them up.” 
Kale’s brows raise in concern.
“Kale, can you go inside and send out an alert that Daniel and Tristan might be together and armed and where they were spotted?” 
“On it, boss.” 
She does not need Mark going fucking rogue and shooting up the people who might know where the girls are before the police can arrest and question them. He’s gotten into trouble with that anger before. Even with his own dad—they fought like cats and dogs as teenagers, and Audra has seen his rage come out with assholes at bars over the years. If he thinks Hayley is being hurt by Tristan or Billie, he’ll kill them. 
Think Audra, think … you still need to go to your mom’s. To see what she’s been hiding, why she’d conceal evidence, if she was involved, or if she knew more about who was. She doesn’t want to let go of control, though; she’d like to arrest Valorie and Tristan herself. But she needs to divert Mark. She needs to keep the town from getting completely out of control. The last thing they need is cult members and vigilantes going rogue—it will only endanger the girls more. “Come to my mom’s house.”
“What?” Mark asks. 
“You remember the window that won’t lock? Just go on in that way,” Audra says. “If you go after Billie and Tristan, it’s going to fuck everything up. Trust me.” 
“Audra, it’s Hayley.” 
“Which is exactly why you can’t go out there and have some rifle fight in the middle of the woods.” 
Kale rushes out the door.  “We’re headed out there right now. We’ll find ’em and bring them in. All officers are on deck.” 
“The whole crew is going to get them,” Audra says over the radio. “I promise this is how it needs to go down. This is the way we find them and get the girls home safe.” 
She waits, listening to the silence over the radio. Just agree, Mark. She gets it—she’d rather be on the front line than doing Mark control right now, too—but she needs to search her mom’s room. To find the connection. To not just nail Valorie and Tristan but everyone involved. 
“Your mom’s house.” 
She sighs in relief. “Yes. I’ll meet you there.” 
Kale and Diggs are already off. Dexter stares out of the glass station windows, still eating his sandwich. 
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Valorie 


“Veronica!” 
Veronica is nowhere to be seen.
All Valorie can hear is herself humming a sweet lullaby as she’s pulled back in time and deep underground.
“Shhhh,” the boy says, patting Valorie’s knee. He’s about six, around the age she was the first time she came to this place. 
They used to go to a church above the ground with windows and wooden pews; that was before they moved to The Big House. Before Momma got cancer. Valorie didn’t like being in this room with the pews made of molded clay and stone and the torches on the walls. It was scary. But Daddy said she had to come, or it would make Great God think she wasn’t grateful. It was disgraceful to be afraid of God’s home. 
“My chosen friends! Fellow disciples!” Daddy shouted from the stage, which was surrounded by stalactites that danced in the flickering flames. “We are here to give thanks and to celebrate another cure from our great God!”
The room is filled with echoes of cheers and chants. Happy patrons all around. Believers in the Greatest God there ever was. “Lenny Eager, come on up here, my friend!”
The people in the pews cheer. Even Momma cheers. Valorie doesn’t want to cheer. Audra isn’t here, and Valorie knows why they’re all cheering and it isn’t good news. Cynthia went into the secret room and now Audra is gone, and Cynthia and Audra’s mom don’t live at The Big House anymore.
The little boy, Nicko, mouths Cheer! And so she cheers, hiding that she isn’t happy about this. Her mouth moves, and she says yippie and she claps but inside she holds her happiness, her real happiness, and her anger about Audra, her mom, and Cynthia being gone. She misses them so badly, and her daddy tried to say they just moved away, but she knows they didn’t. She remembers Cynthia’s scream. Shhhhh! Nicko says. Don’t think of that.
“Lenny, my boy.” Daddy wraps his arm around Lenny, who’s all sweaty and has stains on his pale blue shirt. “You cured a little girl who they said was going to die of a brain tumor. You made it so that this town could have plentiful salmon and seafood and make a record profit! No one will go hungry here. You made it so that the vegetables will grow bountifully and so that good things will befall us all with your sacrifice!”
Lenny smiles proudly. 
“All our Great God has ever asked of us is to sacrifice a few to ensure that the island and the people here would be alright!”
“Amen!” the crowd shouts.
“I saw what other gods—fake and false gods—did for us.”
“Mmmhmm,” the group says. Lenny wipes a tear from his eyes.
“Lenny, why don’t you tell them what happened to you before you became a disciple?”
Daddy moves away from the pew and pushes Lenny to the front of it. 
Lenny grins. “Before Great God came into my life, I used to be addicted to poison.” 
“No, no, no,” the crowd says rhythmically. 
“My mother was beaten to death by my daddy when I was a child. We were poor and my sister … my only sister … died a year ago from cancer.” Lenny lets out a wet sob. “I miss her every day. I wish I had found you all sooner.”
“Amen.”
“But I’m here now, doing my part to make sure that badness, that evil, doesn’t happen to any others out there!” Lenny shouts. “I made my sacrifice and now ... now the little girl doesn’t have cancer and the whole town is doing well!”
Valorie feels sick sitting in the pew, watching the people cheer. She can hear the echoes of the girls screaming in the back of her mind.
Lenny turns away from the pew towards the wall and lifts his hands into the air. His sweat-drenched blue button-down shirt is also saturated in blood. Two circles bleed through the linen on his shoulder blades, the stains dripping down the back of his shirt.  
The coppery smell makes her nostrils flare and her stomach turn. 
Her hands grow clammy. She turns to her momma, who is crying silent tears but clapping and smiling. She can’t stand this either, Valorie bets. She can’t take another second of it. She’s unable to stop thinking about it. The dancing girls with red ribbons around their necks. The red clover. Their screams. Her heart races and her face turns red and she watches her mother’s chest convulse with stifled cries as Lenny twirls on the stage and her father raises his hands toward the  sharp, dripping rock protruding from the ceiling. Blood rains down on them from the mineral-spiked tips. It pours, like drips from the saturated cloth Momma uses to make cheese. The men and women rub it over themselves, laughing. The whites of their eyes are stark against the slick, wet blood coating their skin. She can’t take this. They can’t be celebrating this.
“They’re all dead!” Valorie screams. “You’re killers!” 
Nicko grabs her wrist.
The crowd goes silent, and they all turn toward her, mouths agape, glistening, dark burgundy holes. Their bright, white, bulging eyes narrow in on her like predators on prey. 
Run, Nicko whispers.
Her father and Lenny rush at her from the stage, madness in their eyes, hands hungry for more flesh, more blood. Her flesh, her blood. The women in the pew ahead of her start to climb over after her, trampling each other in an attempt to grasp her.
Valorie slides down beneath the pews and crawls as fast as she can. She pulls her clothes and limbs away from their bloody fingers, clawing at her dress. Her knees burn from scrapes on the pebbles. Terror grips her, but she’s got to get out. Now. She makes it to the end of the pew and stands. Her daddy is there, his eyes red with fury. His mouth is wide in a psychotic grin. He holds their book above his head like he’s going to whack her with it, and she runs.
Daddy shouts—

      [image: image-placeholder]“Stop!” 
It’s the first thing Valorie hears when she comes back into her body as she emerges from the memory inside her head. 
She gasps and presses the brake pedal and her tires squeal as her car comes to a muddy stop a few feet short of hitting Audra, who stands panting in the middle of the road, staring at Valorie.
Valorie shifts the car into park and immediately pulls the door handle and runs out toward Audra.
“Stop, stay back!” Audra shouts, jutting an arm out toward Valorie in a protective stance, her other hand reaching toward something just on the edge of the road. The headlights beam straight forward so Valorie can’t make out what she’s pointing at.
Audra’s hair hangs around her like a wet, black cloak.
“Stay there, Valorie. Wait, do you have a phone?”
“I—”
Valorie fumbles through her pockets. Her phone isn’t there, so she looks back toward the car.
“Valorie, use the radio to call for help!” 
Valorie starts to go, but the detective stops her again. “Wait, shit, no.”
A gurgling noise and a man’s whimper come from the place where Audra is hunched over and reaching down.
“Shit,” she says again. “You better not run me over, Valorie! You better not run away!”
“I wouldn’t,” she says, rushing back to the car and pressing what she thinks are the correct buttons and knobs to call in.
“Hello?”
“Laskey?” It’s the chief.
“Hello, I’m here with Audra Laskey, and there’s been an accident. I think I’m on …” Valorie steps out of the car. “Audra, where are we?”
“Oh no no no. Daniel!” Audra shouts.  
Valorie looks around for signs that could indicate exactly where they are. The road is dirt—maybe they’re near a trailhead. In the headlights, she sees the rock from that day on the way out into the marsh with Tabitha. Valorie starts to feel herself slipping away.
No no no, dammit, stay here.
Fuck.
Her fingertips tingle.
“I’m here near the trail, near the trailhead in Two Rivers, I mean. I mean the one near two rivers.” Valorie’s heart rate increases and her vision starts to get spotty. “I’m here! I’m here where I came with Tabitha. It’s near—it’s near where you found her body.” Valorie grabs her mouth and cries hard.
The yarn around her neck. She stares at Audra.
“Valorie!” Audra screams, and Valorie tries to follow her sister’s voice. She stumbles slowly, struggling to keep herself upright as she reaches Audra, her sister, who’s lying on the ground, screaming at the boy. A dead teenager, his body bloody.
“No dammit! No!” Audra screams, pressing down on his chest, crying. 
Audra wails in agony, the type of howl that can tear you in two, the kind that tears a body sinew from bloody sinew. Valorie wants to hug her, to hold her, to not let her rip apart. But Valorie knows better than that.
“They’re coming, Audra.”
Audra sobs, rain dripping from the curtains of soaking hair over the dead boy. His pale skin is nearly fluorescent in the night.
Audra turns, staring up at Valorie. She looks at her like she’s some sort of beast, some monster. Valorie lowers herself to the ground, clasps her hands behind her back, and lets herself feel every bit of hatred, fear, and sorrow in her sister’s eyes while a mix of water and blood trickles down to the road around her.
37 
Audra 
Ninety minutes earlier
The gutter hangs unevenly over the faded blue siding of Audra’s childhood home. Mom was neglectful in more ways than one, it seems. Outside of hoping for a drunken confession the other night, she hasn’t been to the place more than once every few years, despite it being so close. They were strangers in the same neighborhood. 
She steps out of the Jeep. The cool, damp air wraps around her like the dress on a corpse bride. The warm glow from the windows casts the shadow of Mark’s figure on the lawn. 
The shadow grows, her mind plays tricks, and she almost sees Derek’s face in the shadow, his waiflike figure at the end. His shape becomes a solid figure, his dull, hollowed eyes staring into hers. Audra pauses by him to get into the door, her breath caught in her throat. He’s a projection of her mind, but she can still smell him. His hospital gown ripples with the breeze, and a thick, blackened IV sticks out of his arm. 
In the next second, it shifts and turns into the man in the picture, her father. 
Even though she knows he’s not real, nothing more than a figment of her imagination, she looks at him. She is disgusted by the sight of him, yet also feels the longing she felt for a dad every time Darla would abandon her as a kid. Nausea roils by the second from the shame multiplying deep inside her belly. 
She bites at the dry skin of her lips and presses her eyes closed. When she opens them, he’s gone. Nothing but the shadows of her most shameful feelings.  
The back door is open; no need to break in the window this time. 
Mark sits at the kitchen table beneath her mother’s knock-off Tiffany chandelier. He raises his eyes to Audra. The world pauses. Couldn’t they just be teenagers here, for one second? Just for a moment. Before they have to find more bodies, and before she has to discover whatever horrible secrets her mother, Valorie, or Tristan are keeping. They could be like it was before everything got so hard. 
Mark stands, his frame sturdy. He grabs a pair of beers from the fridge. He opens hers first and hands it to her. She takes it into her mouth and pours it down. The bubbles hurt her throat. Mark does the same. She doesn’t say a word, but she wonders if he heard her telepathically, if he still knows the desires of her heart and her soul, even though he hasn’t been inside of her in more than a decade. Even though, in every way, they are strangers now. Old lovers. Old friends. 
He slams the beer onto the counter. Audra drains hers, swallowing big, cold gulps. Mark takes the bottle from her hand and puts it aside. She shouldn’t have come here with him; did she know what was going to happen the whole time? That if she came here, she could have the relief she so desperately needed? Mark is a fuck-up too. He’s home. He’s cut from the same cloth. He grabs her wrists in his callused hands and takes them to her waist. His eyes are the eyes she sees every day she looks at her daughter. They aren’t youthful like Wren’s. They’re graying. She shouldn’t do this. But in the worst of times, they’ve both been each other’s home. He’s broken, and so is she, and right now this feels like the only thing in the entire world that can fill the cracks running deep inside of her.
She takes a breath in, and he drops her arms. His fingertips graze her hips, then stray. He works his hands up her body inch by inch until he gets to the top of her jacket. He slides it off her arms. She watches it fall to the floor, and the fire ignites. He grabs her firmly at the back of her head and brings her face to his. Audra gasps, her lips floating inches from his. He moves, leaving warm bits of air to linger on her neck.
Audra gasps again as he presses his lips into hers. He smells like cigarettes and tastes like hops. She breathes him in. The heat between them softens her. Audra pulls away and lifts her arms. He’s already undressing her. They move together like two parts of one machine, timed to function exactly right. He unclasps her bra and takes off his own shirt, and Audra pushes him back onto the Formica kitchen table. The one where she ate silent breakfasts alone while her mom talked on the phone with Bev or ignored her while she lay in bed all day.
Her hands caress Mark’s chest as she kisses the nape of his neck, letting her tongue test him. The salt on his skin forces heat up between her legs. His strong, solid arms pick her up like she’s a child and carry her into the living room.
What would life have been like with Mark had she not let the worry of what others would think make her choices? Even Allie would have judged her, maybe never spoken to her if she had left Derek. Derek was safe and good and right, and if he’s here somewhere watching her through the window or in the room or from wherever he is, she doesn’t care anymore.
Let him see.
He knows. If what they say is true about when you die, the moment he left his rotting body, he found out about it all. About the time she spent with Mark, about the pregnancy test, about whose eyes Wren has. She doesn’t want to think about him or Allie or Hayley or Amber or poor Jessica or fucking Valorie Clemens.
She just wants to be a part of Mark again.
He sets her down on the couch and pulls down her jeans and underwear. He looks at her like she’s a meal ready to be eaten after a starving week out at sea. The stretch marks from Wren, the sag in her breasts, all mere aromatics to a meal he’s been hungry for. 
Jessica ripped in half and the failure Audra is for not finding Hayley flash in her mind. Why can’t she just disappear into this moment for a while? Why isn’t it working? She brings his face up from between her legs and pulls at his pants. He looks at her like he’s here to rescue her and undresses below the waist. His eyes are the same as they were that day. Working in Seattle, they found a Jane Doe with no missing person report to attach to it. They became obsessed with trying to find out who she was. Having never found a family missing her, Audra was a shell of herself, and being with Mark brought her back to life.
He takes her by the hips and pulls her onto him. She gasps and closes her eyes and he takes her hard and fast. She buries her face in his shoulder, and he kisses her neck. She moves fast, rhythmic and hot, until a moan escapes her mouth.
The too-good pleasure of the next few minutes, while Mark races to meet her at the finish line, makes her momentarily blind to all the horror of the previous days. All the pain that was and is and will be is gone like it never happened, and all there ever was the whole time was the two of them waiting to be back as one. He finishes with the softest moan, and their bodies melt together in the after.
Audra pants and thinks maybe she should tell him. You have a daughter.
My Wren is your daughter.
But she doesn’t say anything. It might be good for her and Mark for her to say something like that. To let him know what they made. But that isn’t fair to Wren or Derek or the whole great orbit of their world. She can’t do it. She won’t.
The truth in the wake of their serenity, their connection, feels mean. But the world is mean. Audra watches Mark walk to the shower and wash himself. She follows behind him in a soured fog and runs her cracked and tarnished fingers across his back. Her hand moves across one of the raised scars on his shoulder, where he had a mole removed as a teen.
He smiles and turns to make room for Audra to go in. Brown water from the caked-on mud and dust of the cellar and broken bones fill the basin, and she thinks of Kale and her mother’s room. Cynthia. The Red Knot. The reason she should be here is not the reason she actually came. Mark’s waiting when she pulls the shower curtain back.
“I missed you,” he says as she brushes past him in the cramped bathroom.
“I did, too,” she says, pulling the towel away from her naked body and rubbing it on her soaking hair. Mark follows her to her childhood bedroom, where some of her old stuff still lives. Now, Wren enjoys it on the rare occasion they come over.
“How’s kiddo?” He picks up one of her old teddy bears and lies down on the day bed.
“She’s … I don’t know, really. I think she’s trying to keep it together—maybe she’s a little numb because, you know, her dad died and now this.” Audra gestures. 
“This must be so hard on her,” he says, “but she’s got the best mom there could be. The strongest woman I’ve ever known.” 
Audra turns away from him. Maybe it’s not her fault that Allie died—or Derek. But it’s her responsibility to get Hayley back and to put the person who killed Allie in jail. To keep Wren as safe as she can. Guilt from the way she’s spent the last half hour gnaws at her. 
“When’s the last time you slept?” he asks.
“I honestly—what time is it now?”
“Sleep,” Mark says.
“I can’t. Not yet. We’re really close to getting this right,” Audra says, yawning, “I can feel it.”
Mark rubs his forehead.
“At least let me grab some food and maybe a couple of energy drinks?”
Audra nods. 
“I’ll be here looking through Darla’s shit anyway.” 
He gets up from the day bed and walks over to her, kisses her on the lips. Audra dresses. She waits for the door to slam before walking to her mom’s room.
The bed is torn apart. A few old beer bottles and water glasses sit on the end table. She presses the switch on the vanity to light up the mirror. Mom always kept her stuff neat and beautiful, no matter what. This doesn’t seem right. Maybe she lost it and tore things up before trying to end it all?
She starts to rifle through the drawers of the vanity. Face creams, lotions, and make-up palettes practically burst from the drawers. The middle drawer where Darla keeps her jewelry is messy, the chains tangled together. 
Audra walks to the linen closet, but everything is out of whack, already rummaged through, so she pulls out sheets towards the back. There’s a plastic box. She opens it, and it’s filled with her school pictures from each grade. She reaches the bottom, unsatisfied. Did someone ransack the place? Did Darla have a fight with someone that night? Audra can’t find anything, not even any other old pictures. 
Wait.
Her hiding place.
She rushes to her childhood bedroom and pulls the daybed from the wall. Underneath is a piece of wood where Audra used to hide things from her mother as a teenager. Sometimes, papers for their weed, a pint of alcohol here and there. The condom wrapper from the first time she and Mark had sex.
The tile lifts without resistance.
All her stuff is still in there, but on top of it is an envelope she’s never seen before.
She tears it open and pulls out the letter.

Audra,
You really thought I didn’t know about your hiding spot? Well, I did. You’re welcome for not narcing on you. I’m worried, Audra. I’m worried about all of this. Mostly, I’m worried about you and Wren, which is why I kept this secret for so long.
That picture I gave to Wren—I couldn’t write all the details on the back. Just in case any of them got ahold of it. I knew your detective brain would eventually lead you here. I just hope it’s soon enough to be helpful. Or if it can’t help you solve this case, at least it will help you have some peace.
In that photograph, there’s a woman you resemble. That woman is my little sister, Cynthia. I told you she died when we were children. She didn’t. The both of us got wrapped up in the Red Knot. I’m ashamed to write any of this, but I’m gonna write it anyway. We were both in love with that man in the photo, Valorie’s father. Your father.
Cynthia was willing to do anything for him, and she did.
The men who were a part of the cult all worshipped Great God, and they did whatever your father, Dale, told them to do. At first, everything seemed relatively normal, but as time went on and things got hard on the island—storms, empty fish nets, and the illnesses—they said that they were in direct communication with Great God. That he’d show them the way to prosper. Once I left, I could never figure out why so many people followed a man like that. But they did. They believed in Great God. I never saw a ceremony, and the women weren’t allowed to know what went on. But what I do know is that one day Cynthia went with Dale to the ceremony of sacrifice and she never came back.
I, of course, loved my sister and wanted to report her missing. But you see—they’d convinced just about everyone in the town back then to believe their vision. But no one really knew what was happening. There would be ceremonies, and men would come back with wounds on their backs. I thought it was just some ritualistic symbol. After Cynthia went missing and other girls’ bodies were found, I knew it wasn’t. They claimed doing this was making the town better. Curing sickness. But I couldn’t stand it when I found out the truth.
I confronted Dale and Lenny, and they threatened to kill you if I ever talked. They claimed they had evidence that could make it look like I killed my sister. They had connections with the police. It was bigger than me. I was scared. I was so scared to lose you too. Bev took me in for a while with you. I had nothing when I left the cult. We had nowhere to live. Nowhere to go and Bev was there for us. Then Dale and his wife died, the cult died out, and I knew that it was over at least. But I was weak. I was too scared to leave. To take you. The boats on and off were run by men who I knew followed Dale and might hurt us to keep their secret. It was all over anyway. That’s what I thought. 
I grieved, I tried to forget. But every day I looked at you, it reminded me that I had to choose my sister’s murder never being solved to save you. You looked just like her the older you got. You outlived her, and I look at you and wonder if she would’ve looked the same at your age.
I need you to know what happened because I need you to know what the men in this town are capable of. Poor Jessica’s body, with the red yarn … the cult is starting back up again, and I don’t know who’s involved. Today, when I came home, my stuff had been rifled through and there was red yarn on my bed. I knew it was a threat. Then you came over to ask me about my past. I didn’t know what to do.
Here are the names of the families I know were involved. Eager, Sampson, Clemens, Figer, and Moore. I don’t know who else. But I know there were more.
I hope this helps, and I hope nothing happens to us or those sweet girls.
Take care of Wren, no matter what.
Get off the island if things are getting worse, and don’t look back. Don’t be weak like I was. You’re not safe here. We never were. 
Love,
Mom

Tears stream down Audra’s face. This isn’t a suicide note. Her mom didn’t try to kill herself; they were after her. Oh god. She must’ve been so sad looking at Audra every day. Darla should have told someone. But even Audra knows the intimidation and mental abuse that can happen in cults. 
Eager, Sampson, Clemens, Figer, and Moore.
There’s a Moore in Tristan’s family; she’s almost sure of it. Eager. Sampson. Dexter came from the Sampson family. He showed her the fucking video tape of Valorie. Connections at the police department. It makes sense; if they’re in charge of evidence, then evidence can go missing and appear to serve whatever they want. Especially back then. Figer—that’s Amber’s last name. Did their family participate in her death? They rarely bothered Audra after she went missing. What if they were all working together, starting the cult back up?
Holy shit.
Audra takes the note and buries it in her pocket. Then, she replaces the tile and moves the daybed back over it.
The beep of the walkie disturbs the silence of the house. 
Kale’s voice comes through. “Audra!” 
She rushes out of the room, gripping the receiver in her hand. “What is it?” 
Silence.
“What?” Audra snaps. “What is it? Kale!”
“Wren is missing, Audra.”
Audra’s world stops. Her stomach implodes. Her whole body feels like its on fire and floating away at the same time. 
Her mouth dries as her hands begin shaking. He must be wrong. Wren can’t be missing. She … she just can’t.
“What are you talking about?”
“Tara got ahold of the precinct to report her missing. She checked on her after bed, and she was just gone.”
She was fucking Mark instead of locking up the criminals, instead of being at home with her daughter. She’s a horrible fucking person.
“What did Tara say?” she says, throwing her jacket on and pulling on her shoes as fast as she can.
“Where are you? I need to get you.”
She heads out the front door, not even bothering to lock the place.
“I’m already leaving,” she says. “Tell me everything. Now.”
“Tara said Wren went to bed. She went to check on her about an hour ago, and she wasn’t in bed. That’s all. We think she might’ve gone out looking for Hayley.” 
Or one of the fucked-up people in this town took her. Her brain shifts immediately to Wren turning up like Jessica. She’s just out looking for Hayley. She has to be. And Audra will find her. 
“Kale, are you around anyone else?”
“I’m here with Dexter and a couple of other officers.”
“Can you check something for me in my office?”
“Really?”
“Just do it!”
After a few moments of nothing, Kale comes back. 
“What is it?”
“Fuck,” Audra says. “Okay. Listen. I can’t tell you everything yet, not until we’re alone in person, but I just don’t trust anyone. Someone could be picking up on the channel.”
“What?”
“Kale. Do you trust me?” 
Kale sighs. “Yes.”
“Then don’t trust anyone. I’m coming there now. When I get there, I’ll honk. You get in the car. Got it?”
“Yep.”
“See you soon.”
Fuck. She has to find Wren, now, before another hour passes. 
Audra switches channels and tries to reach Mark on his fishing radio. 
“Where are you? Mark.”
Silence. Pick up, Mark, pick up. 
“I’m just leaving my dad’s store.” 
Thank God. 
“Forget that. Wren’s missing.”
“What?”
“I think she went out looking for Hayley. You have to tell your father now to ramp up the search. Get the helicopters out again.”
She needs all eyes on everything right now.
“Oh my god, Audra. I’m sorry.”
“Just help me, okay?”
Audra hangs up and replaces the walkie-talkie in the pocket of her unzipped jeans, hops in the car, and speeds toward the precinct. The windshield wipers squeak and Audra bites her lip until it bleeds, trying to stop the tears from coming.
There’s no time for that. No time to be sad or worried.
She needs to keep it together, keep her head straight. Find her daughter. Figure out exactly which of these fuckers are on the force and interrogate the bastards with family involved in the fucked-up cult. Eager. That’s easy. Dexter could be connected to the cult. But she doesn’t want to believe that—they’ve known each other for years. He’s come to Wren’s birthday parties. And Tristan being involved? Jesus.
A sob escapes, and she screams again, slamming the steering wheel. When her own screaming stops, she hears another scream. But it’s coming from outside of the car. She slams the brakes. They come to a screeching stop on the slick, pitch-black road.
Audra opens the car door and steps out, holding absolutely still to listen.
The scream comes again, louder and not too far off. She grabs the flashlight from the glove compartment and sets off running toward the sound. It could be Wren or Hayley. She can’t be certain, but either way, she’s running over the craggy rock on the side of the road and into the forest.
“Wren!”
Audra wipes the rain from her eyes as she runs and calls out. In the dark, she loses her balance. Her foot comes down on uneven ground, and she lands in the mud, her hand squashing a giant slug into the moss. She musters herself to her feet again as another cry rings through the forest. Sprinting as fast as she can, dodging trees and rocks, she makes it to the parallel road.
Dear god, let Wren be okay.
How could Tara have let this happen? How could I have been so selfish?
A cry pierces her ears, so visceral it makes her hairs stand on end. She reaches a clearing, and her shoes find purchase through mud across the dirt road, toward the cries of agony.
Hold on, Wren. I’m coming and I’ll save you and everything will be okay.
Audra slides across the mud, nearly tripping over a body.
She gains her bearings and strains to see through the sheets of falling rain. A girl lies on the road. Half a girl. Audra points her flashlight at the body; a nose ring glimmers in the corpse’s nostril. Audra drops the light.
It’s not Wren; it’s Amber. A horrible wave of relief and disgust barrels through her. She searches her pockets for her walkie. She must’ve left it back in the car.
Not Amber, too. This poor fucking girl. Her legs are missing, her flesh torn open and grated like hamburger meat. Audra touches the skin of her neck, where several layers of red yarn are wrapped around it.
Her waxy corpse is cold.
A whimper comes from farther down the road.
Oh God, no no no no. Wren.
Audra stands, grabs the flashlight, and runs as fast as she can toward the whimpering. What she sees then makes her eyes go wide, and the air rushes out of her chest.
Daniel Eager writhes around on the ground. Blood mixes with the pouring rain beneath him. He’s got several holes in his chest. He squeals.
“Help me,” he says. “They’re going to keep doing it. I couldn’t stop them.” 
Headlights shine from down the road, and they’re going fast. Audra has to stop them. She needs help, needs to radio the station. She can’t let anyone else die. 
Audra steps into the middle of the road and puts her hands out in front of her. A rusted old Volvo lurches across the muddy street and comes to a stop. 
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Valorie


The station resembles a busy beehive, like those in the meadow trees within Valorie’s safe place. All the little worker bees darting to and fro, looking for evidence, gearing up to find Audra’s daughter.   
Wren is missing. And for some reason, everyone believes Valorie must have had something to do with it. Audra pulls her away from the buzz and into the interrogation room where they had been before. Alone. 
“Where is she?” Audra asks. “What did you do with her?”
Valorie wrings her hands together and ponders how she’s supposed to answer these questions. She’s not at all sure about her own involvement in Allie’s murder, but she knows she would never do anything to hurt Wren. Wren is her niece. 
“I don’t know,” Valorie says. “I wish I did. You have to believe me.”
“You lost time again, huh?” Audra asks. The other detective isn’t with her this time. He had kind eyes. She lost time again. Veronica was in charge for a while, and the only things Valorie’s really sure of right now are that at some point, Veronica met up with Tristan, and she felt the need to talk to Audra about the relationship, even if it meant they would all go to jail. That was the mission. 
Then Valorie drove, and then … Valorie’s stomach turns. The boy’s face flashes before her eyes. Daniel. She’d had him in class once. He had such a sweet way about him. He was easy to make laugh. He wasn’t laughing on the road. He looked scared before he died. 
Tears well in her eyes.
“Valorie, I need you to tell me what’s going on, and I need you to tell me now.” Audra makes fists with her hands. She must be frustrated and terrified, and Valorie doesn’t blame her. “The girls don’t deserve whatever is happening to them.”
“How could I have done it? I wasn’t there, Audra. I was driving here to talk to you.” 
Audra whips her head around to stare directly at Valorie. She leans over the table, hovering like a scornful mother. “To talk to me?” 
Something falls from Audra’s pocket. Crumpled paper. No, a picture.
Valorie leans down and picks it up. She uncrumples the wad, and a sweet little light inside ignites. It’s a picture of their family. She can’t help it; a smile brims on her lips. She hasn’t seen them all together in so long.
“Where did you get this?” Valorie asks.
Audra snatches the picture from her hand. “None of your fucking business—now answer the question.”
“Audra.”
“You mean Detective Laskey. I know you are a part of your father’s cult; were you bringing it back?” 
“Do you know who’s in that picture?” Valorie asks.
Audra stands silent.
“Audra.”
“Where’s my daughter, Valorie?”
“You know it then?”
“Know what?”
“That we’re sisters.”
Audra’s eyes grow wide, and she looks like she might strangle Valorie or be sick. She runs to the door and leaves the room, slamming it behind her and leaving Valorie alone to cry. And so Valorie does. She thinks she’s completely messed up telling her that, that she might not believe her or that she’s given Audra the absolute worst news, that yes—Audra’s father was a killer and a bad man and that her mother was trying to protect her from it. From Valorie.
But no. She hadn’t figured it out on her own, and now Valorie has told her on the day that her daughter went missing and the day she saw the boy ripped in half. And Audra must be so terrified of poor Hayley and Wren being dead, too.
The dead girls keep dancing in the corners of her eyes. Their white dresses distract her from reality, so she wipes their melting bodies away. She feels like she’s floating. Half here, half somewhere else completely. In the cave? In the meadow? In The Big House? 
Come back to the interrogation room. 
She told Audra they were sisters.
And Audra appeared horrified to be related to her. 
The door bursts open again, and this time, it’s the nice guy, Kale.
“Valorie,” he says, taking a seat at the table across from her. “Are you alright?” 
Valorie sits for a minute, wringing her hands together. She stares at the two-way mirror. She doesn’t like to picture the eyes behind it, watching and waiting for her to confess to something she didn’t do.
“Valorie, we have more video footage, and I think you need to see it.” Kale leaves the room and comes back with a laptop. 
A very alive Tabitha sits on a bed of moss in the corner. The rain pattering on the leaves by her echoes in the mostly empty interrogation room. Valorie pets Gizmo. She wants to disappear with her. 
The song she can never truly be rid of begins to play again: “Crimson and Clover.” She wants to cover her ears and close her eyes and make this all go away, but she can’t. 
“Look, Valorie,” Kale says, pulling her back to the present. 
Valorie watches her body stab Allie and then stare in a fugue state until she turns to walk out of the back of the house. She sees Cynthia screaming as a man pulls her into the room where she isn’t supposed to go. What is happening?
Flashes of red yarn on lips and necks, and blood—a collage of memories steal her sight of the room. 
“No. I … no, no no,” she says.
Valorie looks to the corner, to Tabitha, and an archway opens behind her.
The garden space with the swing by the tree and the little pond ... the safe little parts stare back at her. It smells like lilacs, like her mother’s shampoo, and when Valorie’s there she can feel her mother’s warmth, and she doesn’t have to feel any of this other stuff. 
She wants to go there, to follow Tabitha and Gizmo and live in the garden forever. She doesn’t want to face what she’s done, that she killed the woman who was trying to help her. She stabbed her to death a couple of rooms away from where they had therapy. The bits of moss grow, and tendrils seep out like green swirls of cinnamon in her cereal milk.
How easy it would be to leave; she could go there and never ever return. Just live there and leave Veronica or whoever else to deal with whatever is going on here. Valorie might not even feel it if she goes there and never digs into the past ever again. If she refuses to live in the present. Maybe it’s better not to live at all.
“Valorie, can you hear me?”
Kale’s voice brings her back to the room, back to the laptop. He points to the screen. “There was someone else there, Valorie. You see, Valorie, we know you didn’t do this alone. We know someone else was there. Do you remember what happened? Who was there with you?”
The detective points to the hand, and Hayley kicking in the air. She stares at the ring on the man’s finger, and a little nudge from inside her says that before she goes anywhere, she has to tell them about the affair Veronica was having with Tristan.
“That man is Tristan. I’ve been sleeping with him. Well … Veronica has. I have. I don’t know how long.”
Now, maybe they’ll be able to find him—and find Hayley and Wren before it’s too late.
Kale opens the door wide, and Valorie catches a glimpse of Audra’s puffy red face before the door slams and she’s left alone. While Valorie could go away and follow Tabitha into the great garden forever, that would be selfish. She’s safe now, locked up, and she owes it to her sister and Cynthia and all those girls to remember what happened. Even if it kills her. It might be better if it does, if that means the monster will never be able to hurt anyone ever again. 
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Audra 


Chief Michael calls to Audra from down the hall. 
“Detective, come to my office, now.” He motions toward her, and fear grips her hard. Her mother didn’t name him as involved in the kidnappings, but she can’t tell if he’s trustworthy. Forgetting about a dozen missing girls and not mentioning the red fibers in Tabitha’s neck with the recent body turning up is suspicious at best. 
She walks toward his office. 
“Audra!” Billie Eager shouts from the entrance to the precinct, in cuffs. “Where the fuck is my son? Where’s his body?”
At least one arresting officer isn’t in on whatever has happened. Audra ignores Billie and ducks into Chief Michael’s office.
“What is it?” she asks. 
He closes the door behind her and moves to the other side of the desk, his presence towering and eyes ever watchful. He pulls a paper file from the desk and hands it to her.
She stares at him.
“Who’s out looking for Wren?” she asks. 
“Everyone we’ve got to spare.” 
Audra grabs the file with shaking hands. 
“This is a serial now, Audra, whether Valorie Clemens killed all those girls or if it was Tristan. You said Billie was armed and dangerous. Daniel, too?”
But does he know? Does he know exactly what happened back then and what’s happening now?
She slams the file on his desk.
The chief shakes his head. “You’re not on the case anymore, Audra. You knew you were off it the moment Wren went missing.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Audra shouts.
“I’m not saying you have to hand over your badge, and I’m not assigning you to anything else, but Kale is taking the lead. You need to be Wren’s mother now. Not a detective. And you need to look at this file. It all makes sense now.”
“I won’t stop looking for her and Hayley.” She turns away from him and heads toward the door. Fury grows inside her. 
“It’s for the greater good, Audra. You can’t be a good detective when it’s your own daughter. There are rules for a reason.” 
“Rules? What the fuck rules were you following when you kept the missing girls, the never-found girls, and the Red Knot a secret?”
“You’re right,” he says. “I was wrong. I thought if we brought it up, it might box you in—make you not search beyond Valorie Clemens.” 
“I need to find Wren.” 
“What’s in the file will help you find her, Audra,” he says. “I don’t think Valorie even has a memory of it she can access anymore, but she has to be involved; I’m sure of that now. And the more you know about her from then, the more you can appeal to her and that time, that young, innocent version of her, instead of the monster she’s clearly turned into. You can support her as a sister, as a friend, not the detective.” 
Audra turns away from the door, focusing on her burning, swollen knuckles so she doesn’t punch Chief Michael in the face. She’ll look at the file and get it over with and finish the damn thing.
There’s a label on the front:
September 29, 1998
Homicide.
The folder is light in her hands. Her scabbed and pink fingers catch on the old, thick paper. Chief Michael motions for her to sit down, and so she does, reluctantly eyeing him.
“How is this relevant to anything?”
“You need to know what happened to your biological father. You need to know what happened to Valorie.”
Audra opens the file, and the first thing she sees is a mugshot of the man she recognizes from the other photograph as her father and another picture of a young woman.
“Bella Clemens” the photograph says.
Valorie’s mother.
There’s a report inside, written up by the very man in front of her—by, at the time, Detective Michael.
When I arrived at the scene, the young girl (Valorie Clemens, 10 years old) was hovering over her mother and drenched in blood with a knife in her hand.
A man, later identified as Dale Clemens, lay bloody on the floor. I checked for a pulse, but there was none. The young girl clung to her mother, and her mother gagged on blood and eventually stopped breathing and did not respond to CPR performed.
The murder weapon was determined to be the knife the child was holding. There were several sets of footprints at the scene, some barefoot and identified as those of a young female who was found a quarter mile away from the scene based on the shoe found belonging to her in the cave as well. No one has claimed the body, and the decay is too bad to identify her. Her body was cold and missing its lower half.
Valorie was unresponsive and had physical signs of being involved in a struggle. Scars along her neck indicated potential abuse.
“She killed her father?” 
Chief Michael nods. “Valorie killed one or both of them. We weren’t sure. She never did talk about what happened, but she was so young. She spent a few years in a psychiatric hospital off the island until she was deemed safe and came to live with a foster parent. They thought it best she return to her home.” Chief Michael sighs. “Between what happened to that poor girl back in 1998, the kidnapping when she was a teenager, and what’s going on now, I do believe she’s involved. That day I found her in the cave where her parents died—she spoke to me. It’s not in the report, but she said, ‘I am going to be the one to hurt them now.’ Her voice sounded like something out of a horror movie: dark, masculine, evil. I thought it was just a strange response to their deaths. Now I think …”  
“There was a horrible monster living inside of her all along,” Audra says, turning to the next page of the file, where a photograph of the crime scene shows a woman stabbed to death and a dead man in the background. Valorie has always been a killer. Maybe she does have alternate personalities, but at least one of them is a murderer. But they’re not all bad. 
Audra stares at the bodies of three different women in the case file; they all look like Jessica and Amber. Cut in half, mutilated, and bloody. But instead of the scars around their necks, they’re still tied up tight. Red yarn is wrapped around them several times and tied into a bow around their necks. 
One of the Jane Does has hair just like Audra’s chestnut brown with a hint of wave. A ring on her finger matches one of the rings in Darla’s jewelry drawer. Audra’s stomach turns. They gave her ring back. 
“Why didn’t you say anything before?” Audra asks. “When Jessica’s body was found, when Allie was killed, and Valorie was brought in?”
Chief Michael shifts his weight back and forth, clearly contemplating how to answer her. “I think I was in denial that it could have been her back then who killed Tabitha. She was a scared, scarred little girl; I couldn’t see her as a cold-blooded killer, I guess.” He rubs his brow. “But now ... there’s just too many coincidences. The bodies are the same. She’d been exposed to so much.”
“Why are you telling me about all this now? I’m off the case, you said.”
“Because I think you’re the only chance we have at finding Hayley or Wren. You have to talk to her—and not like a detective. You need to go be her sister and get her to tell you where the girls are.” 
“Why would she tell me now?” Audra asks. 
“Why would she take the people closest to you,” Chief Michael asks, “if she wasn’t trying to get to you, Audra?”
Audra bites her lower lip. He’s right. Allie, Hayley, Wren. When Jessica and Amber weren’t getting Audra’s attention, maybe Val lost it and turned toward them. She was even sleeping with Tristan, Derek’s fucking best friend.
“How do I do this?” she asks, staring up at Chief Michael. She’s angry with him for not telling her sooner. She’s angry with her mother for keeping this all a secret. Maybe this all could have been prevented if she had just known what actually happened back then. If the town hadn’t been so awful to Valorie, would she have turned into the monster she is today? 
Maybe she acted alone, or maybe she convinced Tristan.
“What if Tristan had something to do with Tabitha’s killing?” Audra says.
“He was growing up here at the time,” Chief Michael says. “You think they could have kept up a secret relationship?”
“Maybe?” No matter what the truth is, she needs to get inside Valorie’s head to know what she knows, see what she saw. As much as she hates Valorie and feels not a single bit of kinship with her, she needs Valorie to believe the opposite right now. Befriending monsters is justified if it saves the people you love.
Audra wipes her face and straightens herself up. She will feign the caring sister. She will beg and plead and braid the monster’s hair if she has to in order to get Wren and Hayley back alive. And then, when they are safe, she will put Valorie away forever and take down every single person who had anything to do with this fucked-up cult.
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Valorie 


“Is this okay?” Kale asks Valorie. 
She sat in the interrogation room for another hour before he came in, officially placed her under arrest, and then brought her to a holding cell. 
It’s all really happening. She killed Allie, and it’s over now.
The pretending that she was a wonderful person or that she could have the life she’d always dreamed of when she was just a little girl is over with. All the dreams she made alongside her Momma when she played house, putting pieces of grass in old tin cans and pretending she was making dinner for her baby doll, that’s all they’ll ever be—dreams. She’ll never have a partner, never be a mother, never have a normal life. And while that’s all very sad—she feels relieved, too.
No more trying all day, every day, to not be the damaged, messed-up little girl whose daddy ran a cult. She won’t have to pretend the dancing girls in the corners of her eyes aren’t there anymore. Letting go won’t be so bad. Letting go means she can go to the mossy place and swing next to the pond with all the other little parts of herself forever. Never have to feel any of the sadness again.
Not yet. She has to try to make sure her sister will be okay and that she gets to have her daughter back.
You can’t challenge Great God, and all Great Gods need a sacrifice. Sacrifice for the greater good. Listen to the disciples!
Daddy, if there’s a sacrifice today, then let it be me, she thinks.
“Valorie?” Kale stands in front of her, looking down at her with a black silk blindfold and a set of headphones in his hand, which are connected to a laptop.
This will do.
“Yes. Yes, this should be okay. If I can make it work, it’ll work.”
Valorie pulls the headphones over her ears. Metal grinding sounds penetrate the womb around her ears as Audra pulls two metal chairs into the tiny cell.
“I’m sorry for how I treated you earlier, Valorie,” Audra says with a half smile.
“It’s okay, I understand.”
Audra winces and it’s obvious she’s not really sorry at all. Valorie is okay with it. She doesn’t expect Audra to forgive her for killing Allie, for having an affair with Tristan, or for any of the other things Valorie has done. Even when they were children, Audra hated her, could smell something was wrong with her like the rest of the town. The only reason they were friends at The Big House was because Daddy probably made them be. 
Kale places the blindfold on Valorie as she lowers herself onto the stiff pillow they provide their prisoners with.
“Are you sure you’re ready?” Kale asks.
He’s a good person. He’s kind and warm, and Valorie wishes she had met him a long time ago in a different context. But wishes like that aren’t helpful now, and they don’t come true anyway.
“I don’t think I’ll ever really be ready. But go ahead.”
Kale presses the button on the laptop, and the prerecorded sounds play. Allie’s voice fills her ears. First the left and then the right.
“Follow the sounds of my voice and notice the hole opening up in the back of your mind. There’s a whole world back there of things that have happened and things that you’ve thought, but that your mind and your body used to believe you couldn’t handle.
“You can handle them now. You are a grown-up, and when you walk into the hole in the back of your mind, the hole that holds the deepest, darkest secrets, the information that was so important you had to keep it locked up tight, you will not be hurt by this information, only aware. You will see it just as it happened. But you will know that it’s not happening now and that none of this will hurt you.
“Look down and watch your feet as you see yourself walking to the back of your mind and through the hole. When I say, ‘One,’ you’ll be inside.
“Ten.”
Valorie sees her feet, bare, one bloodied and bruised and the other in a shoe splattered with blood. That’s how she walked into the forest the day that Allie died. She knows that now.
“Nine.”
Her feet float in a sea of black mist, closer to the darkest hole she’s ever seen. It’s so black and so dark that it looks like it will swallow you up to never be seen again.
“Eight.”
Valorie’s hands are all tingly and sweaty. She hears the faintest sound of breathing off in the darkness somewhere.
“Seven.”
The white flashes of the dancing girls live in the corners of her eyes.
“Six.”
Her heartbeat gets heavier and so loud it’s the only thing she can hear. It drowns out the soft music coming through the headphones.
“Five.”
Talons scrape across the floor, forcing a gasping breath from Valorie’s chest. Cynthia.
“Four.”
Gurgles and scratching come from a deep hole. Her feet don’t step anymore—they glide as if on a hidden conveyor belt beneath the smoky mist.
“Three.”
Is she really going to see this? See everything that happened? Live it all again, the things that kept her up at night, that made her act out, that created Nicko and Veronica and Erik? She has to. Even the things that created the monster that hurt Allie. She has to see. She has to be brave now, and then after it’s over, she doesn’t have to be brave anymore.
You can do that for me honey, can’t you? Her father’s voice beckons from the darkness. You can be my good girl and be brave. Then you’ll never have to do anything else hard ever again.
“Two.”
None of us will, honey. None of us will. Your sacrifice will make you one with him.
Valorie holds her breath.
She hears her mother’s screams. Watches her bloody toes as they disappear into the black.
Be my good little girl.
“One.”
Oh, Great God.
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Valorie awoke with a start. She’d been dreaming of a monster, and someone had shaken her awake. The room was dark, but she could just make out her father’s face in the moonlight. She’d been having nightmares a lot lately. Dreams of scary monsters, red thread, and dancing ladies. Her parents had been fighting constantly, and her dad was short with Momma. He said she didn’t care about the town. The other day, when she was standing in the doorway, he’d pushed her.
Valorie had cried, and her mother had taken her in her arms and rocked her until she felt safe again. Daddy yelled that she was too big for that.
Daddy used to tell her she was the most important girl in the world, but he didn’t do it so often anymore. He hadn’t looked at her in the face in a few days despite Valorie’s perfect rendition of “Hot Cross Buns” on the recorder. He was always busy with the church, it seemed, and too busy for her.
It wasn’t so bad when Cynthia, Darla, and Audra lived with them. But now it was so lonely in The Big House with only the two of them and Daddy gone all the time to the underground church. So when he woke her up in the middle of the night, she was scared. She thought it was the demon in her dreams until she’d realized it was him and he was staring her right in the eyes. Just like he used to.
“Hey, my sweet girl.”
“Daddy?” she said, wiping sleep away. 
He put his finger over his lips. “I’m gonna take you to be a part of something very special, Valorie.” The sweat on his face gleamed in the moonlight. He didn’t smell like his good Daddy self tonight; he smelled like sweat and dirt and earthworms. He took her in her fuzzy pink nightgown with the lace around the collar, slung her over his shoulder, and carried her out of The Big House, careful not to make too much noise.
Valorie wondered if her momma would wake up and worry the whole way there. It was cold, and she wished her daddy had brought her a coat or a blanket or something, but he hadn’t and she was scared to say anything now.
Daddy put her in the four-wheeler, and they took off down the road.
The cool night air made the sweat from sleep freeze on her face. Her hands were icicles. Her father patted her knee once and awhile. He kept driving until they got to a trail Valorie recognized. It was the entrance to the special room that the girls went to. That Cynthia went into. Her stomach soured. It wasn’t real.
“Are we here to meet a new friend?” Valorie asked as he pulled the four-wheeler to a stop in the cold mud. Rustling leaves and swaying pines made her think of Halloween. Valorie didn’t mind meeting the new friends, but tonight felt bad. She didn’t even mind coming here so much and waiting in that room. She liked to pet the grass, and she almost always found a four-leaf clover when it was time for her to wait outside. Nicko and she would look. She couldn’t see Nicko yet, but maybe he was inside.
Four-leaf clovers were good luck, Momma said. Daddy said luck was blasphemy, that nothing was real except the power of Great God and that he’d be the one to bring them luck if Momma was just willing to sacrifice enough. What else was she supposed to sacrifice? They didn’t have any of the other people in the house because she sacrificed and everyone was so sad about it except the people at the church. She didn’t get to buy new clothes, and lately Momma had been sacrificing all her time for what Daddy said was Great God. For the future of the town and the world.
Valorie and her father held hands as they walked through the mountain pass. Daddy had his big knife on him, she guessed in case there was a bear or something else that could hurt them. The knife scared Valorie, but it also made her feel safe because she knew her daddy was good at using it.
They arrived at the secret place.
When they got to the door where usually only Daddy and the girls got to go in, he opened it and turned to Valorie. It was dark inside and dank like a sewer.
“Valorie, honey.” Her father’s voice shook, and he was sweating despite the cold. “You’ve been such a good girl, so now it’s your turn to show Great God how you can sacrifice. Now that you’re becoming a woman. We’ve taken so much from Great God already, and now you get to give a gift to him, a gift that’s been selected just for a special girl like you. A girl with the blood of a disciple in ’er.”
This made Valorie’s stomach turn. She didn’t like turning into a woman. She’d seen how her mother bled each month and how it made her tummy hurt, and she didn’t want that. Didn’t want that at all, and especially didn’t want her Daddy to talk about that with her. She knew it wasn’t proper. She knew her getting it so early wasn’t normal. None of the other girls she knew had it. And Momma had told her to hide it, but he found out anyway, she guessed. It made her feel yucky. 
“I am so proud of you, my girl, and I need you to know I love you more than anything I’ve ever loved.” Daddy took a glass bottle filled with something out of his pocket and took a few big drinks of it. “That’s why.” He burped. “For the greater good. For Great God and all of his children. We can’t believe we’re better than the rest of them, Valorie, you understand. It’s even. So sometimes, if we’re extra special, we have to make a special kind of sacrifice.”
He squatted to his knees and took Valorie by the face.
“You understand that honey, right? That no child is more important than the other in Great God’s eyes. It’s only the greater the sacrifice.”
Valorie didn’t understand what her Daddy was trying to tell her, but his eyes were desperate and made her feel sad, so she smiled at him and hid her fear and nodded. 
He gave her the glass bottle and said, “Drink this.”
She did as she was told. It burned so bad she spit it out, but he put the bottle to her lips again, and she tried to get it down. She coughed and coughed, and tears came to her eyes.
“Turn around and close your eyes.”
Valorie obeyed and turned around. Her father started winding tickly red yarn around her neck like a necklace, but then it started getting tighter and tighter until it hurt.
Valorie heard a growl in the distance, but she was too scared to open her eyes. Her neck was starting to hurt really badly.
“I can’t breathe,” she wheezed.
“Keep your eyes closed, Valorie!” He pulled the yarn tighter around her neck. “You’ll get through this; you’ll survive if you believe. He’ll let you survive! The other girls—they wouldn’t believe hard enough. Breathe slow, Valorie!”
Big hands picked her up. Man’s hands, man’s arms bigger than her daddy’s that smelled of strong cologne. She tried to breathe slowly like Daddy said, but her head was starting to get dizzy. The big hands carried her, and she peeked through her eyelids. Her daddy’s face stared back at her, and he was crying.
“Close your eyes, Valorie! Close them now!”
Valorie slammed them shut. She tried to reach the yarn but she couldn’t, no matter how hard she tried, because the big hands pressed her arms to her sides. Then she was pushed onto the hard, scratchy ground, and her hands were finally free. She rolled around in the dirt, trying to pull off the thread.
“Don’t, Valorie! You have to believe Great God will let you breathe. Be still and quiet, and slow your breath. Slow your heart, Valorie.”
Big hands pushed her over onto her stomach. Her face fell flat in the dirt. Her mouth gasped for air but she inhaled dirt and wheezed. The big hand pushed her harder into the ground, and all her muscles were starving for air.
She was going to die. Daddy brought her here to kill her. To replace her with one of the girls. To sacrifice her. Maybe she hadn’t been the best daughter, maybe she deserved to die, but Momma would be so sad.
This wasn’t fair.
“When she’s closest to Great God, closest to death and fear, and when she’s been pushed to the brink of being human, is when she’ll prove her sacrifice, ascend past the physical world and appease his greatness.” The man’s voice was gruff and mean, like some kind of monster. “He will make me a disciple too, brother.”  
Valorie scratched at her neck, tearing at the skin; it was slippery and wet with her own blood. The big hand shoved her head down hard and pulled up her nightgown. Her face hit the ground. She felt his hand move up her thigh and toward her private parts.
She tried to scream, to wiggle away, and his hand touched her in a place she wasn’t even supposed to touch herself.
Valorie moved her head to the side and opened her eyes. Nicko looked her in the face and smiled. He told her, Look at the clover, Valorie. Don’t think about anything else. Look at the clover. It’s so special today. And the moonlight shone brightly out of nowhere somehow because she saw through bulging eyes with popping blood vessels, she saw bunches and piles of clover glittering, glistening like it was coated in rubies. What the man was doing wasn’t hurting her anymore. She couldn’t feel anything anymore. And the song her momma loved to dance to in the kitchen came to her mind. Crimson and clover and the smell of banana bread. She only saw Nicko, and she was floating toward the clover. Red clover ... no, crimson like the song, and even Gizmo was coming; she was walking over and everything was okay because she wasn’t in that other body anymore. She was playing in the clover.
Then she heard a woman scream. “Get off of her!” Her momma’s voice.
All she knew was that the man was gone, and everything was getting all fuzzy and dark, and she could feel Tabitha’s warm fur on her face and the prettiest rubies and diamonds.
“You don’t know what you’re doing!” her father shouted. “You’ll bring a curse upon this town!”
Suddenly, Valorie was back in her body, lying with her face on the dirt until a sharp pain began in her throat. Warm blood dripped from the wound, and the skin rubbed off around her neck, but with the sharpness came relief. Her momma turned her around.
“Valorie, oh dear god, what have they done?”
She cried and unwound the red yarn around Valorie’s neck, and the picture of her world came back clearer. Valorie choked and gagged and pulled in air as hard and fast as she could.
“You weak woman!” Daddy yelled as he threw a punch at Momma. She spun in the air like a dancer, the wind picking up the skirt of her white dress.
“Valorie,” she choked, “run!”
Valorie turned and got on all fours. Her mouth was dry and hot and tasted of metal. She gasped and cried; the air hurt to breathe, but she needed to live, and she needed to save Momma. Daddy had gone crazy.
Her father took the knife Momma had used to set her free. He raised it into the air. Valorie stared in horror, frozen on the ground, as her father plunged the knife into her mother’s chest.
No, Valorie thought but couldn’t say.
She cried broken tears.
Her father grunted and stabbed Momma again. Blooms of crimson spread, staining the white nightgown. Momma’s mouth was open and moving, trying to make words. Her hands went up to try to stop the knife from coming down a third time, but he overpowered her. Valorie wept on the ground.
He drove the knife into her again. When he brought it back out, he threw it on the ground.
Valorie breathed the razor-blade air but didn’t know how she’d done it because her heart must have stopped beating. She couldn’t live without Momma. She must have really left her body and died on the ground, and all this was something that happened after you died.
Her father stood staring at her momma, lying there fighting for her life on the ground, before walking a few paces away and dropping to his knees. He raised his arms in the air and shouted to the dark end of the outside room.
“Great God, do you see my sacrifice now? Do you believe my devotion now!” A growl shook the whole room. 
Valorie could see Gizmo again. She came out of the darkness with bloody paws and took tiny steps over to the knife that lay beside her momma.
Valorie crawled to her momma. She spit blood like red confetti onto the ground. Rubies.
“We won’t worry another day! Not another day on this island!” 
She turned to face her father. He was mad and his eyes had been replaced with a monster’s eyes from a fairy tale, fiery, demonic, horrible. The man had hurt her, and now her momma. This isn’t right. This can’t be right. 
Her daddy took the red yard that had been tied around Valorie’s own throat and began wrapping it around her mother’s neck, pulling tighter and tighter. He was gonna kill her momma, going to hurt her like the other man did. Going to make himself close to God. Valorie didn’t even like God anymore. Her momma choked, gasping for air. She had to stop him. Had to stop him even if God hated her. He can’t kill Momma; he can’t hurt her like that. It’s wrong. She knew now that what was done to the other girls was wrong, too. Did he do this to them after she talked to them? Daddy was possessed. Wrong. He had to be stopped. 
Valorie grabbed the knife from the ground, coughed, and ran toward him, and before she knew what she was doing, her father was screaming incoherently. She’d taken the blade and buried it in his throat. Hot blood poured out of him onto the floor.
He almost fell over, but he got his bearings, stood up, and pulled the knife from his neck. He stared at Valorie.
His eyes weren’t a monster’s anymore. They were his, and she ached for him.
His blood squirted out in tiny bursts, painting her cheeks, her dress, her mother, and the patches of clover around them.
Valorie stood, longing for this all to go away, staring with a frown until she walked quietly to her place on the ground next to Momma and curled up in a ball at her side. Her Momma’s hand rose and fell, the weight of it heavy on her back. Valorie was tired and her throat hurt, and it felt good to be with her momma. Maybe her daddy hadn’t actually come and gotten her. Maybe I’m still sleeping. 
Then the policeman came in and took her away.
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Audra


Kale’s eyes glisten. The room is totally sucked of air, a silent void of trauma.  
It’s clear he believes her without a doubt. Valorie ended the recollection exactly where Chief Michael said he found her.
If everything she said was true, her father—Audra’s father—was worse than she ever could have imagined. Trying to rape and kill his own daughter, then killing his wife, all in the name of an imaginary God.
“Are you alright, Valorie?” Kale asks. Valorie’s blindfold is soaked with tears. Audra watches her sister’s chest rise and fall.
“I’m okay.” She grabs at her neck, scratching. “Do you think any of that can help you?”
“Do you remember how to get to that place?” Audra asks.
Chief Michael approaches from behind. Kale and Audra turn.
Valorie sits up.
“It looks just like where he took Tabitha,” Valorie says.
“He,” Chief Michael says.
Valorie coughs and avoids eye contact with Chief Michael, staring at Audra instead, which makes her skin crawl.
“Yeah, I don’t know how … I know that. But I know it was there, and I know it was a he.”
“Audra and Kale.” Chief Michael points, scolding them like children. “My office, now.”
They rush after the man, locking the door behind them. When they get into the office, they close the door for privacy.
“What the fuck are you two thinking?” he asks.
“We were thinking we need to know what she knows,” Audra says. “If they’re repeating the past killings, then they’re probably doing it in the same place if it’s some sacred religious ritual.” 
“Fucking hell, Audra, I meant interrogate her, not this. You’re not a psychologist.”
“Were there clovers?” Kale asks. “At the scene when you got there?”
The room falls silent. The chief shakes his head and sighs. 
“No. I remember the cavern. It was dark and damp, with stone walls. There were torches. It was full of dirt and tree roots. There were no fucking clovers.”
Audra’s heart twists. Did Valorie make all that up as a pity ploy or a way of ticking the clock while Tristan does whatever he’s going to do with the girls? Was Valorie putting on a show to make Audra think she has a lead but really nothing all? Wren’s still out there.
“Well,” Kale says, “maybe she got that wrong.”
“There was no yarn.” 
“What?” Audra asks. 
“No yarn around her mother’s throat,” the chief says. “I told you to go be the girl’s sister, to find out where your daughter is, and you blew it. Give me your badge. You’re not doing anything else until this is all over.”
“What?” A sick, sweltering lump of coal rises in her throat. 
He pulls out his cell phone like he’s checking something, ignoring her glare.
Audra wants to reach across the room and shake him, though he’s twice her size.
“I said you’re done. This is unorthodox, and it’s not getting you any actual information, Audra. You were too close to this on day one. I made a mistake.” He moves toward her, rushing her out. “No more. Go home, Audra, or go join the search party as a civilian. This is ours now.”
Valorie might not have been telling the whole truth—memory can be distorted—but maybe she wasn’t being totally dishonest. Her movements and the contortions of her body were real, like it was all happening to her again. You can’t fake that. But then again, maybe she had, and she was playing her and Kale and getting away with being a manipulative fucking monster.
“Out,” he says again. “Go home. I don’t want to see you in my station again unless I tell you to be here.”
“Fuck you.”
“We’re going to find Wren, Audra,” Chief Michael says. “I promise you. But you doing this? It’s impeding the actual investigation.” Or is it covering up something he doesn’t want out? The thought makes her sick, but he mentioned nothing about sexual assault in the police report. Why would he leave that out?
Audra leaves his office, slamming the door behind her. Her whole body shakes with fury. She wants to tell him exactly what she’s thinking, that he was a part of the cult somehow, that he’s trying to hide something. But she can’t let him know what she knows. Kale follows close behind her and grabs her by the shoulder.
“What do we do now?” he whispers. 
“You are going to act like I was completely in the wrong, and this was all my fucking idea. Like the chief is right. You believe him about everything. Follow protocol.”
“Why would I do that?”
“So that one of us can stay on this case and figure out exactly what they’re hiding from us. I don’t know if Valorie was telling the whole truth. But something isn’t right. I feel it. My mom knew but was too scared even to file a report about her own sister being killed. They’re in on it somehow. Valorie, too, maybe. She likes you, Kale and—” 
Kale takes her by the hand and pulls her into the supply closet, his back blocking the rectangular window on the door.
“I read his statement from back then,” she says. “He didn’t include anything about a sexual assault. I don’t think Valorie would make it up, and either way, his reaction didn’t seem right. With Valorie possibly helping us, finding the girls matters more than by-the-book and jail time for Valorie. The chief I thought I knew would agree.” 
“In Valorie’s memories of that night, she said it sounded like her father's voice was coming from far away.”
“Yeah, she was being assaulted. Lots of things can happen to distort your point of view. Plus, if she was telling the truth about the thread, she was beginning to lose consciousness.”
“Okay, fair,” says Kale. “But listen to me now. Who was in this town when the Red Knot was thriving? Who was watching missing girls pile up? Who was here when Tabitha went missing? She said her father’s voice was far away when it was happening, was across the room. She said strong, big hands—a man who yelled differently than her dad grabbed her. His voice was different. He pushed her on the ground, violated her.”
“Her mind could have convinced her it was someone else. She doesn’t want to admit her father and her family were a bunch of monsters.”
“Could be.” Kale presses his lips together hard. “Right after it, the policeman was there. The policeman who arrived at the scene of the crime in a place no one knew about except people involved in the cult, right? What if Valorie didn’t get that detail wrong—what if there was another man there? A big, strong man who smelled like cologne, and maybe it was the same big, strong man who changed into a police uniform and picked her up after everything was done. The only two believable witnesses dead.”
Audra considered it. The chief had been acting strangely this whole investigation, covering things up. He’d just been sitting there with all this information until another body was found. Until her mother attempted suicide. Why had everyone kept the information on her aunt so secret? Who could have scared her own mother enough to keep her quiet about her sister’s death? Chief Michael knew who Audra’s father was the whole time and kept it a secret. Her mom hadn’t talked to her for weeks when she said she was going to the police academy. She cried her eyes out when Audra came back to work on Typhon after she’d gotten pregnant with Wren. Audra thought it was another form of her cold rejection. 
Had Chief Michael threatened her when she came to him about her missing sister? Bringing things up that may have brought to light involvement in the cult? When she called out “great god” in that group, maybe members of the cult were present. It brought suspicion in the present, into these murders. Clearly, he would have seen the connection—unless he was the one hiding it. 
Was the chief in cahoots with the Eagers? Maybe Daniel wouldn’t stop trying to do the right thing, threatening to tell their secrets, and they shot him for it on the road? Could the chief really have been the man on top of Valorie in the cave? The same one who scooped her up and saved her?
“I ... I think you’re fucking right,” Audra says. “What the hell are we going to do? How can we prove this? How can we find Wren if the chief of police of the whole fucking island is in on it or willing to do anything he can to cover up his past?” 
Kale takes a long breath in, then exhales. “You’re gonna work this with me on the down low, and we are going to work fast. We’re gonna find the girls, and even if we have to take a fucking speed boat into the ocean to get off this island, we will.” 
Audra nods. She’s just pulled her hand up to her mouth to cover a cry when something hits her as hard as a hammer on a nail. If this is true, is anyone even actually looking for her Wren and Hayley?
Kale pulls her into a hug. “We are going to find them.” 
Her phone buzzes in her pocket, and she pulls it out. Signal. Christ. Thank god, it’s Mark’s voice coming through the radio. “Hey, where’d you go? What’s going on?” 
“I need your help. Meet me at our first time.” She hopes he remembers, and she hates that Kale heard that. 
“Give me your hand.” Audra pulls out a pen, pushes up Kale’s sleeve, and writes 10/09. “That’s our station. Only communicate there. I’m going to ask Mark to help me look for that place.”
“What place?”
“That place Valorie described between the mountains.”
“Chief Michael said it wasn’t accurate and that the place wasn’t around anymore.”
“Do we believe anything he says?”
Kale laughs. “Not a fucking bit.”
“Alright, well, this is all I’ve got right now, and I need you to work on Valorie.”
“How?”
“In twenty minutes, there’s going to be a house on fire.” 
“What?” 
“It’s going to be mine. We need to make a diversion.” 
“Audra!” 
“Trust me, I’ll make sure it’s clear. I don’t give a shit what happens to my stuff, to the house, to the island—I need to do everything I can to get Wren back. We can figure out where they are while he’s distracted.”
“Are you sure about this? We can’t guarantee what will or won’t come up with Valorie.”
Kale’s right. They hadn’t asked her to remember what happened to her in that cave, just to go back, and she came up with something they hadn’t expected. She bet Allie and Valorie recorded something on that missing tape from Allie’s office. Something a lot of people in this town never wanted to come out, including Valorie, and she’s going to rely on Allie’s recording to get them what they need to save Hayley and Wren. It’s the only chance she’s got, and it’s all they can do. But Allie found the key to get into Valorie’s psyche, she knows it. Tristan must’ve discovered it. Maybe he and the chief convinced Valorie to kill Allie, to cover it all up. What they found might’ve gotten her killed, but now it’s the only tool they have to try and find the girls. They have to use it. They have to get Valorie to remember again. 
When she arrives at the house, all the lights are off, and the driveway is empty. Maybe Audra really fucked up with Tara at the hospital. Not maybe. She did. She cheated on her. But Tara should be here unless she’s out looking for Wren. 
“Wren! Tara! Anyone home?” 
She remembers a few mornings ago, watching Wren leave the house and how peaceful that moment was before she found out Allie was dead. Before everything was ruined. Audra hurries inside, turns on the kitchen light, and begins searching for Tara. 
“Tara! Where are you?”
She finds Tara’s Vascur Fishing–issued walkie from the search on the dining room table. She checks the bedrooms to make sure no one is there, then goes to her back storage shed for gasoline and a lighter.  
I’m a terrible person, she thinks, terrible for what I did with Mark back then when I was supposed to be a doting wife to Derek. If she hadn’t been so ashamed of what happened, so worried about her job being close to him, would she have moved them back here? She’s told herself it was because there was more crime in Seattle. That it was too dangerous with the baby coming. Even Derek agreed. But did she know deep down inside that if she stayed in Seattle, she would have been back in Mark’s arms as soon as she was done with maternity leave?
She pours gasoline onto the kitchen floor and moves to Wren’s bedroom, where she makes sure one last time that no one is here. “If anyone is here, show yourself now! I’m about to burn the place down!” She sounds absolutely insane, but it’s all crazy, isn’t it? A cult in her town. Her fucking mentor a rapist? Valorie Clemens being their best shot at finding Wren and Hayley? She grabs the framed picture of Wren and Derek. She tucks Wren’s lovie into her belt. 
After what’s happened, after everything, there is nothing left for them on Typhon. This place is sick and filled with horrors she’d made herself too blind to see. Her father was a beast of a human, as are her neighbors, friends, her mentor. She will find Wren, get on a boat, leave this place and never come back. She still can’t bring herself to throw gasoline in Wren’s bedroom, so she moves to her own. But before she can spread it, something shuffles in the other room. 
“Tara?” 
No one replies. 
“Wren?” 
Audra freezes.
Someone else is in the house.
She stops and listens until the shuffling stops. She keeps her extra sidearm in her dresser drawer. On light feet, she dashes to the dresser. She moves the clothes aside. It’s gone.
Panic grips her heart tight.
Footsteps start again down the hall, coming from Wren’s room. Audra is unarmed, and there’s an intruder in the house, coming for her.
She can’t die. Not now. She needs to give Kale an opening to find out what happened to Valorie, Hayley, and Wren. They need to get the information out of Valorie. Wren has to get home safe before Audra’s allowed to die.
Audra moves on the tips of her toes to the bedroom closet. It creaks when she opens it, and her heart pounds so forcefully she’s sure whoever is in the house can feel it thumping. The footsteps grow closer, and Audra reaches into the closet, toward the corner. She grips the handle of the baseball bat she plays softball with every spring. With the people who are probably responsible for killing and covering up the deaths of teenage girls.
The footsteps approach the doorway, and Audra slips into the ensuite bathroom. She stands, ready to swing and break the face of any intruder. It could be Tara. But why would she be sneaking around?
To her surprise, the person switches on the bedroom light.
“Audra,” the man’s voice groans. “I know you’re here—I just want to talk.”
It’s Tristan. Fuck. She tightens her grip on the baseball bat and readies herself to fight.
He takes a few steps into the bedroom and stops.
Audra holds her stance. She waits for him to emerge through the doorway, for her chance to hit him, knock him out, arrest him and question him. Every moment, the air grows thicker and the gasoline burns her nostrils. Audra’s nerves grow bigger and bigger. One of them is going to have to move eventually.
Maybe he’s here to talk to her, to reason with her and tell her where the girls are. Perhaps he’s realized it’s gone too far, and he needs to clear his conscience.
She waits, but there’s still no movement. There has to be something she can do—they can’t stand here all night like this while time is ticking away. Kale needs to find out what Valorie knows, what is on the tape. Maybe this is her shot to find out what Tristan knows, where he took the girls. Or where Chief Michael took them. Maybe he’s been telling all of them: the Eagers, Dexter, even Amber’s family.
Dexter or the chief would have seen Audra leaving the station; he could have told Tristan Audra was kicked out of the search, then had someone follow her. She should’ve thought of that. She isn’t thinking right at all. But how do you think right when your kid is gone?
“Tristan, what do you need to talk about?” Audra asks, crouching to the ground, staring at a pair of her crumpled pants on the floor.
“I just ... I don’t know how this all got so messed up or how you can believe I would hurt my daughter! Or Allie!”
“I’m going to come out now, Tristan. I’m going to come out, and we can talk all about this, okay?”
Audra tosses the baseball bat out into the room. 
“See, I’m unarmed, okay?” she says from behind the safety of the bathroom wall.
Audra exits the bathroom with both hands in front of her. Tristan stands in the dark bedroom, the shadow of him to her right, pointing a pistol at her face.
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Valorie 


The brown stain on the vinyl floor of the jail cell steals her gaze. She wonders if it’s from blood, feces, or something else entirely. Whatever it is apparently won’t come out. Stained forever, just like her. While the things she saw inside herself were horrible, terrible things, she doesn’t feel sad right now; if anything, she feels more whole. Home in a body that was trying to hide the truth from her for so long, the body of a broken person put back together all wrong. 
Valorie paces the cell like a caged animal.
Now she knows what she’s capable of; her own father died at her hands. She was drenched in his blood and lay next to her mother while she died. Anyone could feel compassion for Valorie because of what she was born into, raised into. People wanted to believe you could overcome stuff like that. Yet the life she was striving for all these years was a fairytale, and there was no gallant knight or fair maiden to save her from the monster.
All those archetypes—the princess, the evil queen, the knight, and the monster—lived inside of her for all these years. But you can’t run away from yourself. You can’t overcome yourself.
Maybe it would have been better if she’d suffocated in the dirt that night; perhaps her mother and father would still be alive. She would have made a good sacrifice, and they’d be thriving in the shining light of Great God. Tabitha wouldn’t be a pile of bones buried on the island, and Valorie would never have had the opportunity to destroy Allie and Hayley’s lives.
Hopefully, they have Tristan by now, and the whole nightmare will end soon. She’s a monster, alright, but she could be a useful one. Valorie needs to search her mind for anything that could be helpful to find the girls.
Hayley and Wren are a black box inside her mind. The last time she can remember seeing them is at their locker. The girls were gushing about something or someone. They seemed happy. Valorie was having a good day—Rashida made them lunch, and they shared it in the courtyard. And then after school, she saw the girls again before she went home, and when she went home she—
You forget what happens next because you weren’t in charge then, Veronica’s voice chimes in from somewhere in the back of her head. You were gone then, and I was with Tristan that night. Don’t you remember you woke up the next day and could faintly smell the cigarettes? But then you pretended you couldn’t and went about your day.
Yes, she does remember that.
If she had been with Tristan, there’s nothing she can do about it now. But what were they doing together? Plotting Allie’s murder?
We definitely weren’t plotting anyone’s murder. But that was the last time I was with him before all of this happened. He’d been distant. I fell asleep after we were done and when you woke up, no one was there. But maybe that’s when he could have taken the photographs.
The photographs … why couldn’t she remember? This was all driving her insane.
She needs to know everything Veronica knows.
That’s really not necessary, is it?
Veronica was the one to sleep with a murderer, to stab Allie.
I don’t remember that. I don’t remember any of that, Valorie, not any more than you do.
Valorie’s eyes well up with tears. Why does she have to be so broken and so useless, even now? Think, Valorie, think harder.
She bites her lip hard and tries to catch her breath. Circling the cell, dizzying herself.
There were bits of time she lost when Rashida was at her place, hiding things she could have caught or seen, right?
She should call Rashida. 
Don’t, Veronica’s voice beckons. She has to have heard the news by now, to know who you really are, to know that you aren’t someone worth helping—and besides, she’s going to be angry with you.
“Why? Why is she going to be angry?”
You weren’t exactly kind to her the last time.
“What have you done!” Valorie shouts. She scratches at her arms, tearing at the flesh, making blood leak.
Stop, Valorie! They’re going to put you away.
“They’re already going to put me away! What does it matter?” Valorie cries out. “They’re never going to find those girls. It’s going to be just like last time; they’re going to die like Tabitha did, and there’s nothing I can do.”
Chief Michael enters from around the corner and stares at her between the bars.
“If I had known what a monster you’d become …” he says, staring at her with pity in his eyes.
“You would have what?”
“I would have made sure you stayed away from the public for as long as I was alive.”
Her heart breaks.
Every bit of normal, happiness, and joy isn’t worth it. There are people dead because of her. Even he knows it. 
“I still have the scar,” he says, making his way to the front of her cell, “where you bit me.” He pulls up his sleeve and reveals a dull semicircle. “I didn’t put that in the reports. You were just a girl then. I didn’t know what people were truly capable of, and I didn’t want to believe it was you when Tabitha was killed. Even though I knew there was a side to you that wasn’t right.”
He pulls the metal chair Kale and Audra sat in closer to her. His words hurt, but he’s right. There’s a video of her killing Allie, stabbing her to death, and she was sleeping with Tristan. There is no denying the beast she is.
“I thought if you just got help, you’d be okay.” He sighs and hangs his head.
“I did, too,” Valorie says. “It’s not your fault I’m broken.”
“It’s not yours either, Valorie, but now I have to make sure it never happens again.”
He stands and unlocks the door to the cell. As he enters, he reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a typed document and hands it to her, along with a pen.
“You’re not worried about me with the pen,” she points out.
“No, not when you’re you. I’m not worried.”
“What is this?”
“It’s your confession and your surrender of rights. That last sheet is a map, and I need you to show me exactly where the girls are.”
“I don’t know where they are. I wish I did, but I just can’t—I don’t remember taking them. I don’t remember helping Tristan take them.”
“You remember sleeping with him?”
“Veronica does.”
“Veronica.” He laughs. “Veronica ever tell you about us?”
Valorie’s stomach turns. “What are you talking about?”
Valorie, I’m sorry.
“I’ve never understood what was wrong with you. But I always thought if I kept tabs on you, everything would be okay. That you just needed someone to look out for you.”
“What do you mean, look out for me?”
“She showed me the box, the journal you kept. Well, you did, Valorie. Veronica.”
“You’ve been in my house?”
“Not while you were there—only with Veronica. I took her home drunk from the bar once to make sure you got home safe, and she invited me in—I took those things because I always had a feeling I needed to be one step ahead of you. To protect you, to protect this town. It was unorthodox. I shouldn’t have. I should’ve let you rot in a cell.” 
Valorie drops the pen and the confession.
She wishes she could be away from him. 
“Chief!” Kale runs in. “There’s a fire. Audra’s place. We need to go, now!” 
“Dammit!” the chief shouts. 
Audra. Oh no. What did Tristan do?
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Audra


Audra stands with her hands in the air in the darkened bedroom. Tristan’s chest heaves a few feet in front of her.  
“What do you want to talk about, Tristan?” she asks, moving carefully toward him.
“You know me, Audra. You have to know I had nothing to do with—with Allie, with Hayley.”
“I know, Tristan.” Audra nods. “I know that you never would have killed Allie. I get it. I’m on your side.”
He starts to lower the gun, and Audra takes another step forward. Good, he just wants to be believed by someone. Even if it’s a lie, it might be the only thing that gets her out of here alive so she can find Allie and Hayley.
“I know you love Allie and you were always there for Derek. Even for Wren after he passed. I get it. Why don’t you lower the gun so we can talk about it? Okay?”
Audra is close. If she takes a few steps forward, she can grab the gun by the barrel and whip it away. Does she have enough time to light her zippo and throw it in the gasoline before he shoots her? Maybe that’s not even the move here. Maybe he didn’t hurt Allie, and that was all Valorie. Maybe it went wrong, and he had to take Hayley to make sure she was safe after he discovered the tapes? Maybe it’s not related to Amber and Jessica.
“We’ve hardly gotten to talk, Tristan, since everything went down. What did you really see that morning? Do you know where Hayley or Wren could be? Did Valorie take them? We have her, Tristan. We know she killed Allie. But the girls …”
He shakes his head, crying. The pale moonlight shines on his eyes; they’re glassy and red like he’s on drugs or hasn’t slept for days.
“You think I took them? You think I took my own kid?”
“I think if you did, you have to have done it for a reason. To protect Hayley, to protect them both from someone.”
“I didn’t fucking take them!” He raises the gun back up at Audra, and that’s when she sees something move behind him, a figure.
Maybe the girls are with him—maybe he’s come to talk and give them back. Whoever’s there behind him takes another step. Audra tries not to look, but her body language must’ve changed—he tenses. “Tristan, don’t!”
He whips around, and she steps forward—it’s Tara. She charges at him, and he shoots.
Tara falls to the ground, screaming.
Audra pounces on Tristan’s back and wraps her arm around his neck. She pulls his right arm back at an unnatural angle, trying to get him to drop the gun. Tristan falls back on top of Audra, and the weapon flies as they collide with the floor. 
The wind is knocked out of Audra, and she gasps while still keeping Tristan in a chokehold.
Backup better be on its way. She has to keep Tristan subdued, but Tara could be bleeding to death. She’s still moaning in pain. Hold on, Tara.
Tristan sputters and writhes around like a mad dog on a chain. The weight of his body is crushing her, but Audra holds tight.
“Audra,” Tara calls out amidst gasps. “Kill him.”
Audra holds on tight, choking him, but she can’t kill him. She can’t continue this string of deaths. He has to know where the girls are. She needs that information. She’s gotta try to go for the gun.
She lets him loose from her arms, and he flops over onto his side, coughing and wheezing. It sounds like she damaged his windpipe.
Audra searches the ground until she sees the gun. She crawls for it.
Tristan grabs her by the ankle, pulling her back.
He lets out unintelligible wheezes that Audra believes are an attempt at words. He’s going to kill her and he’s going to kill Tara and the girls won’t ever be found.
Audra kicks him in the face with her free foot and breaks away. She crawls to the gun, and this time, she grabs it while he’s still disoriented.
Tara moans. Outside, a car door slams.
Audra takes the pistol and aims it at Tristan. “Don’t fucking move!” she shouts. “We’re in here! Tara’s hurt!’’
The front door opens, and a rush of footsteps floods into the house.
“I didn’t do anything,” Tristan says. “Audra, it wasn’t me.”
“Shut the fuck up,” Audra replies, keeping her shaking pistol pointed at his head.
“Audra!” Chief Michael yells. “You alright?”
“I’m fine. Get him cuffed!”
Three officers enter the room and cuff Tristan on the floor. They begin to read him his Miranda rights.
Audra brushes herself off, ignoring the pain in her limbs, and rushes to Tara. Her torso is soaked in blood, her face is pale, and her eyes are wide.
“I’m sorry, Audra. I did what I had to do.”
Audra gets close to her face and shushes her. She’s in shock, not making sense. “We need an ambulance!”
“Radioed one when I heard the gunshots,” the chief says. “Kale said there was a fire—you called it in?” 
Audra pulls Tara’s hand to her face. She presses her cold fingers against her dry lips and kisses them. Gooseflesh prickles up her neck at the thought that someone else will die today on her watch.
The sirens grow louder.
“Tara, it’s okay. Everything is going to be okay.”
“Audra, I just—I have to tell you. You have to know that everything.” Tara coughs. Her words slur together. “You have to know it had to happen; there’s a reason for it. For all of it. That I wouldn’t have done it if—”
“What are you talking about?”
“We all have a choice, but this one. It had to … had to be made. A sacrifice … Great God.”
The wailing sounds of the one ambulance on the island stop. Half a minute later, three medics swarm Tara, pulling her onto the stretcher and carrying her away.
Audra can’t stop shaking. Everything is wrong. Everything she’s known and anything she thought about her world and the people in it … all of this is wrong. Great God. She said, “Great God.” Tara. Tara knew. Tara let them get Wren. 
She jumps at a touch on her shoulder.
“Hey,” Dexter says, leaning down toward her face. “You’re okay. Tara’s gonna be okay. You did the right thing. You’re in shock.” 
“I’m not in shock,” Audra says. 
Dexter sticks her with something sharp—it feels like an injection. Through blurry eyes, she makes out a syringe. “Don’t worry, Audra.” His words are slurred and thick like they’re melting off his tongue in long saltwater taffy strands.
“What?” she asks, stars popping up in her vision.
“She needs to be taken to the hospital,” someone says. Maybe the chief.
Maybe Dexter.

      [image: image-placeholder]When she wakes up, she’s in a cedar-planked room that smells like old beer. Bev’s spare room at the bar.  
She wipes her stinging eyes with her hands. They’re dry and achy, caked with Tara’s blood. It floods her, the memory of it, and it nearly takes her back down again.
Daniel, dying on the side of the road.
Valorie’s blindfolded body.
Audra’s head in Kale’s lap. 
Tristan, trying to kill Tara.
Great God. 
Mark’s body on hers. 
Wren missing. 
The room sways as she stands up, barefoot. Her boots are next to the bed. She sits down and rushes to get them on, lacing them tight. She shouldn’t be here. She needs to be at the station. Weren’t they going to take her to the hospital? She grabs the phone from her jacket on the end of the bed, no signal. Then she remembers: Dexter, a poke. 
Did she go to the hospital? She examines her arms for punctures.
The room feels small, constricting, wrong. She needs to get out of here. Audra goes to the door and turns the knob. It’s locked. Adrenaline rushes through her veins.
She twists the knob on the solid, wooden door harder for a moment before she begins bashing her shoulder against it. She’s trapped. 
What the fuck is going on?
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Valorie 


Everyone left the station. Emergency, they said. Involving Audra. God, Valorie hopes they’re all okay; Audra doesn’t deserve to die, and neither does Wren. 
They deserve a happy life. It’s not fair.
Valorie stares at the clock—it’s been half an hour.
Is there a standoff? Did Tristan kill her?
Guilt stabs her like a molten knife in the gut, contorting and solidifying, worming its way into every crevice of her innards.
Gizmo’s meows began about ten minutes ago. It’s the way out, begging her to take it. She stares at the cat on the other side of the bars, the creature beckoning her to sweet surrender, to complete dissociation, to lose her damn mind and never have to see the real world again.
But she can’t—not now. She has to help, even if there’s only a sliver of hope left for Allie’s daughter, for her own sister and niece. Niece. Family. Even if they don’t accept her, that’s who they are; they’re her family. There’s no limit to what she’s willing to do to save them.
Valorie cries out in pain. She smashes her fists against her worn pants in frustration.
Kale is going to come back. He has to. This can’t be the end of it. If so, then everything was for nothing, all that work she did with Allie. Digging up those memories, all that pain. She knows it’s in here, knows it has to be inside her somewhere. She’d cut out the information if she could.
Tears flow down her chafed cheeks. She throws herself to the ground and puts her hands together in prayer, staring up at the stained cement walls. Thick and cold and hard and nothing in comparison to the thought of letting more of her family be killed.
Ask Great God for his mercy, her father’s voice beckons.
MONSTER. You monster!
Ask him!
“Please,” Valorie cries to the empty cell, her sobs breaking between her words. “I don’t know if there is a god; I don’t know if anything I’ve ever known is real. But if there’s anything there listening, please let me help them. Let me find out what’s inside of me so that I can help those girls.”
Heaping cries break through her like a storm wave splintering the bow of a ship. “Please God. I’m so sorry, I’m sorry sorry sorry for what I’ve done. Please just let me help those kids, oh dear God.”
The doors to her cell clink open, and Valorie looks up with blurry eyes.
“I’m no God,” Kale says, “but I’m going to help you, Valorie.”
Valorie lets out a cackling, wet, crazed laugh. Is he truly ready to enter the dungeon within her? Is Kale a masterful leader ready to help her bathe in the worst things that can happen? A savior?
“We’ve got no time,” he says. “We have to start now, and you need to come with me, okay?”
Valorie nods and takes his hand as he pulls her off the dingy ground and into his arms. He escorts her down the hall into an office. The name plaque on the outside tells her it’s Audra’s.
“You’re going to get in trouble,” she says between wet sobs.
“I don’t care.” Kale frantically closes and locks the door. He sets up the laptop, then throws the black handkerchief at her, and she catches it. “Sit back in the chair.”
Valorie does as she’s told. The cool leather chills her back. The other chair squeals across the floor as Kale wedges it beneath the doorknob, blocking anyone from coming in and interrupting them. He nods at her with a smile. She releases a gasping breath and wraps the blindfold around her eyes. She ties it behind her head, tangling damp pieces of hair in the knot. Allie’s voice begins to play.
When she reaches the darkness once again, she doesn’t hesitate. No time to count down. She goes into the deepest, darkest part of herself head first and eyes wide open.
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Tabitha squeezed Valorie’s hand tight and led her through the brush. The butterflies swirled from her stomach down her legs, making them shutter and move in static bursts. She stepped off the path and into the mush that felt toxic, wrong. Tabitha gave her a look like Valorie was being weird or screwing up. She didn’t want to mess up her friendship with Tabitha, even though she desperately wanted to leave, to abandon her, to go back; something bad was going to happen.
I’m just being paranoid. Being stupid. I don’t have anything to worry about. She followed Tabitha through sinking steps leading farther into the clearing, into the marsh, until things got too familiar.
“I want to go back,” Valorie said. “I didn’t wear the right kind of shoes for this.”
“It’s fine,” Tabitha said, shooting her a sterner look than before. Tabitha had a crush on him, but Valorie didn’t trust him.
But she kept walking anyway, farther and farther into the grass where she knew bears could be. Maybe that’s what was giving her the strange feeling; Tristan, if that was his real name, hadn’t done anything to them. He’d only bought them sodas and taken them hiking. He had something cool to show them, and Tabitha wanted to see, and to be honest, Valorie wanted to see too.
She fanned at a moth that flew past her face, which was getting stickier and stickier with sweat the farther they walked. Valorie’s socks were riding down in her sneakers, and blisters were starting to form on her heel.
“It’s just over past that hill,” he said.
They followed him around thick beige grass, which cut at their bare legs the whole way, but Tabitha didn’t flinch. Valorie did, though, when she saw the place just beyond the hill.
This was a stone crevice that opened into hell. She’d been taken here before. It was a place she’d hoped didn’t really exist, but there it stood, staring at her.
This can’t be real.
Then Tristan took Tabitha by the hand, and Valorie stood for a moment, remembering what had happened in this place. Remembering the blood on the white nightgown, remembering the dancing girls.
She scratched at her neck.
“C’mon.” Tabitha tugged her forward toward the doorway, the door to the place beneath the ground her father had taken her many times. The place where she could be with the girls before they went away forever. Before he strangled them, raped them, and killed them. Hidden behind the branches that Tristan was pulling away were memories of a place she used to love until her day came. Until she finally got to see what happened behind the rusty metal door that she’d close and guard after she made the girls feel happy and comfortable. Before she made them laugh and smile.
Before Daddy killed them.
Valorie’s face went slack.
“Valorie, are you okay?” Tabitha asked before she started reapplying the Wet n Wild lipstick she’d stolen from the drug store before they came.
Valorie nodded and smiled, assuming she must be making stories up in her head again. But she couldn’t get her mouth to move anymore, couldn’t speak. She could only smile and nod and try to ignore the itch on her neck.
Even when Tristan took Tabitha into the rusted room, all Valorie could do was stand and stare and scratch that itch.
Until the growl came. It woke something up in Valorie.
Tabitha screamed, and then her voice grew more muffled.
Valorie’s fingers tingled and her blood rushed, making a swooshing sound in her ears that traveled all through her body. She ran to the rusted door and pulled it open. A darkened set of stairs led down toward another door, where the screams were coming from.
She darted down the steps, tripping at the end and running into the heavy door. Pain radiated up her side from the collision. Muffled screams penetrated the cracks.
Valorie pulled the door open and burst inside.
Tabitha writhed on the ground. This wasn’t the same. This isn’t the same place; she thought it was, but it’s not. This isn’t where Dad took her, not where the monster was. It’s different.
Tabitha’s shorts were torn off. Tristan looks at her, smiles, and then mounts Tabitha.
“No!” Valorie rushes forward and pushes him off of Tabitha. The choking sound Tabitha is making, she remembers it. All the girls made it, she made it, it’s happening again. This can’t be happening.
Valorie tears at the yarn around her friend’s throat, but Tristan runs at her and pushes her back off. 
He kicks her in the stomach. “Stay down.”
He wipes spit from his mouth and gets back on top of Tabitha, and that’s when the roar comes again. The deep, throaty rumble was so loud it shook the marrow of her bones, made them turn to dust. She had to go away, really leave, because that was another kind of fear. The type that turned your hair white and made you forget who you were, and if Valorie were in her body at all, if any of her alters had been, she might not have made it out alive.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kale’s hot breath brings her back into the room. His face is inches away from hers. His musky, sweaty smell is so close she can taste him. 
“Valorie, can you hear me?” Her clothes are soaking wet, drenched in sweat, and she struggles to catch her breath. Her eyes dart wildly around the room.
He grabs a half-empty water bottle from Audra’s desk and holds it out to Valorie. She takes it quickly and gulps it down until it’s empty. Then she shallows her breathing and finally speaks.
“I know where it is. I know where the place is where he took her, where Tristan took us to kill Tabitha. I need a map.”
Kale searches the cabinet in the corner of the office until he pulls out a map of the island. He pushes Audra’s notebooks, pens, and folders to the floor in a frenzy, then grabs a red Sharpie and hands it to Valorie.
She knows now that the place that Tristan took her wasn’t the same as where her father took her, not exactly. It had a different entrance. They probably had to hide it after what happened with her mother, father, and Cynthia.
But both paths led to the same dank, dark hell. She narrows in on the spot, traces it with her pointer finger until she comes to the end of the road. Allie’s road. There’s an unmarked trail behind her property which leads directly through the marsh and back into the clearing, where the mountain parts ever so slightly. You could be there and pass it a thousand times. She makes a crimson circle around the spot with the marker.
“Are you sure?” Kale asks.
Valorie nods. Now she knows, and there’s no going back. She’s sure as sure can be that that’s the place.
Kale takes out his phone and takes several pictures of the map. “I’m sending them to Audra. I heard them bringing Tristan down the hall.” 
“Is there signal?” she asks. 
“I hope enough for this to get through.” 
A warm tingle runs up and down her body. She did it. She helped them. Maybe the girls will have a chance at a life, a life she never had.
Silent tears escape her grasp. She cries for the younger parts of her and for that teenager who survived the attack. She stands in front of her, ready to be comforted. Ready to be hugged and reunited with the rest of them. With Veronica, Eric, and Nicko. She wants them all to be together and not keep secrets anymore.
This part of her is so tired of holding all these things, of keeping them from all her parts. She cries for the girls in the white dresses stained in red and cut up. And she cries for Cynthia and that poor boy on the side of the road. Jessica and Amber, ripped in two. But she doesn’t cry for herself. She despises herself. If she’d just faced this all sooner, could she have stopped herself from hurting Allie?
How could she hurt her? There’s video of it, sure. But she still can’t remember that. Not a bit of it. Only what the video showed. The video’s perspective. But she knows now she tried to save Tabitha, that she can maybe save Hayley and Wren and that Audra won’t have to grow old without a daughter.
Kale holds out a tissue for Valorie.
The young part of herself who’s kept these terrible things a secret starts to let her in.
I was there. Allie. She … couldn’t help … scared … save … the—
“You did good, Valorie. Audra’s going to find them. You helped us get Tristan. You did the right thing.”
“Wait.”
“We need to get back, now.”
“Wait.”
I saw. I saw. He was going … he was going to take her … who was going to take who? The boy who hurt Tabitha. Going to hurt another girl …
“Valorie.”
I didn’t want to kill her.
“Valorie!”
“Wait!”
“I can’t, we have to …”
The images come through, snapping into place. Visions of her hand with the knife. Following Allie. Turning back to the … to the …
The man who killed Tabitha. He took Hayley! He said he’d kill her if we didn’t hurt Allie. Allie told her it was okay. It was okay to kill her, to save Hayley. That she was her only hope. 
Oh God. The blood gushes from her body, and Allie cries out. Save my daughter, Valorie!
“Kale. I didn’t want to kill her.”
She sees it clearly now. She walked into Allie’s house. She was supposed to see her for therapy. Early, of course. The man was there, and Allie was crying. He had bloody marks on his shoulder blades, just like the other men did back then. She tried to run for help, but then Hayley came downstairs. He grabbed Hayley. He had a knife. He made her stab Allie. He made her kill her. He knew no one would ever believe her, knew she’d be on tape killing her. That her whole life was over. 
“I’m sorry, Valorie,” Kale says, “I’ve gotta cuff you again.”
“I didn’t mean to kill her Kale; I had to. Oh god.” The images won’t stop flooding her mind. All the blood. Hayley crying. The man with Hayley. Tristan, but not Tristan. 
“He made me kill her.”
“Tristan?”
“No. I don’t know. The man there.”
It’s Tristan, Veronica calls out. I recognize him.
She and her alters are sharing the memory, recalling it at the same time. She feels torn in four pieces. 
“Valorie, you’ve just been through a lot,” Kale says. “We’ll get it all straightened out later, but right now, I gotta get you back. I gotta get to Audra, to find the girls.”
She stands and puts her hands behind her back. The metal bracelets clasp around her wrists. The cold feels good against her hot skin. When I get to the meadow with Gizmo, I’ll walk into the pond and swim for a while. This musty station, all the bloodshed and tragedy, any worry in the world, will be washed away.
Kale opens the door to Audra’s office; the precinct has a few officers here and there, but she guesses most are out looking for Wren and Hayley. Or maybe some are questioning Tristan as they questioned her.
Kale walks her past the interrogation room with the little window.
Look at him, Veronica calls out. I want to see him get his justice. For making us do this. The fucking bastard. I want to see. One last time. 
The face of the man who killed Allie and Tabitha. She wants to see him scared, getting his justice. Valorie peeks inside. Tristan sits at the interrogation table across from an officer.
That’s not Tristan, Veronica’s voice says inside her mind. That’s not our Tristan!
Valorie racks her mind for a memory of this man in the room. She’s seen him a few times at school with Hayley, right? Yes. That’s Tristan, Hayley’s dad.
“They’re questioning him right now,” Kale says. “I’m sure he’ll confess.”
That’s not him, Valorie.
“Wait. I know this sounds crazy,” Valorie says. Her palms sweat, panic gripping her tight in the chest. Dread coils around her esophagus. Think. Valorie, you’re not making sense. You’re going crazy.
That is Tristan. That’s Allie’s husband and Hayley’s dad. 
It’s not him, Valorie, let me out! That not fucking him, and you’re not crazy!
“That’s not the guy.”
Valorie stands still. Kale stops and turns to her.
“Are you joking, Valorie?”
“No. I know that this might not make sense, but Veronica—part of me doesn’t think that’s him. That it’s not Tristan. But that’s Tristan, right? I don’t know now.”
“Valorie, look.” He takes her right up to the window, and she looks at him.
Valorie, that’s not Tristan. I never slept with that guy. That’s the jocky guy from the football team all grown up—I’d never fuck him. 
“That’s not him.”
“Valorie.”
“Detective Kale, I know that’s Tristan. I know I sound crazy but—you believed me about the rest,” Valorie begs. While she logically knows the man in there is Tristan, she is also one hundred percent sure that’s not the man who killed Tabitha, who kidnapped Hayley. “You have to believe me about this. Veronica doesn’t know him. That part we just talked to with Allie’s recording? She saw Tabitha get murdered, and that’s not her Tristan. That’s not the killer!”
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Audra 


The tiny room she’s locked in is getting claustrophobic. She bangs on the door a third time. Where the hell is Bev, and who the hell locked Audra in here? Audra’s phone pings, and she grabs it. Thank god, the signal came through. Three images from Kale show the map in her office, along with his text: << we fucking did it, go get the girls, we’ve got Tristan in custody and Valorie confirmed location. I’ll keep them busy here.>> 
Examining the crinkled map and the red markers on it, she quickly identifies the trails as being near Allie’s house. That makes sense as to why Valorie was out there after the murder. She checks her battery, and it’s nearly dead. The signal is still low. She has to send something out now before she potentially loses signal again. She writes a mass text to the Seattle PD contacts she still has and prays to whatever is listening that it goes through. 
<<Emergency on the island. Wren is in danger. Help. Our PD is compromised.>>
She jumps at the bang on the door. Her nerves light on fire.
Mark opens the door with a coffee in hand. A sigh of relief runs out of her as quick as a hare.
“Holy shit am I glad to see you,” Audra says. “What was with the lock?”
“I don’t know. I’m just glad I found you. I thought you’d be taken to the hospital.”  
Mark pulls a bottle of water from his back pocket and hands it to her. Her trembling hands nearly drop it. What is she doing here? 
“Did you get the text?” Audra asks as her phone dies.
“Let me see.” Mark pulls his phone from the back pocket.
“It’s the map to where Kale thinks the girls are.” Audra grabs her jacket and pushes past Mark to the empty bar. Not a soul in the place. With everything going on, it’s not surprising no one is closing down the bar, but she expected to at least see Bev. 
“Map? How did you get that?”
“Valorie,” Audra says. “She remembers everything.”
“You sure you can trust her?”
“She’s all we got. Besides, I thought I could trust Tara, but the way she was talking ... I think she’s involved in all this somehow.” 
Mark follows closely at her heels down the stairs.
“Tara? Really?” 
“Yeah, she was talking about Great God. Apologizing. Said something about my name on a wall. You got that rifle you were planning to go after Billie with?”
He nods.
“Good. Just in case we run into anyone, Tristan was arrested, but that spot on the map is where the girls are. If Tara’s wrapped up in it, maybe there are more people involved.”
“Wait,” Mark says. “What do you mean, more people? Like a group of people kidnaped the girls?” He pulls her back, and they lock eyes. His eyes widen and dart quickly back and forth.
“There’s a whole fucking cult, Mark—there’s people on the force in on it.”
“What?”
“Just trust me.” Audra pulls away from him and pushes through the bar’s doors outside to the street. Wet pavement glistens in the moonlight. The town that was full of raging people is more than asleep; it’s in a coma. The silence is so abrupt it makes her skin crawl. “Where the hell is everyone?”
“I don’t know. Shit. If there are a bunch of people in on this, we need to act now. Maybe they weren’t anticipating me finding you in there. My truck’s this way,” he says, pulling her down the road. Bev’s car sits out front. But Bev wasn’t in the bar. “Let’s go.”
“Where’s Bev?”
“I think I saw her at the hospital with your mom.”
“She walked?”
He nods. “C’mon, we don’t have time to waste—we gotta get the girls!”
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Valorie


Kale closes the door to Interrogation Room 2 and sits across from Valorie. He leans over the table, looking at her in disbelief. “What do you mean ‘that’s not Veronica’s Tristan?’”  
“I mean, that’s not her Tristan. She’s saying that isn’t him.”
“Then who the hell is ‘Veronica’s Tristan?’” Kale asks.
“I don’t know.”
Valorie tucks her hands beneath her legs and rocks on the chair. This isn’t right. This isn’t what’s supposed to happen—she was supposed to do what she needed to do, and the girls would be safe, but the girls can’t be safe if Veronica’s Tristan is still out there. 
“She knew it was Allie’s husband?” 
Valorie nods. “That’s why she slept with him.”
Kale gets up and paces the room for a minute. “When did she meet him?” 
In high school. Back when he was with Audra. That’s why … that’s why Tabitha probably trusted him, Val, cause he was Audra’s boyfriend. 
“Oh my god. She knew him back then.” Veronica shows her the memories. His naked body on her, the sweat. She sees his eyes. “Okay!” she shouts. We started again when I saw him at Allie’s house, when you recorded the third tape. “That’s why she’s back; it makes sense. The therapy was working, getting us closer to the memories of Tabitha, which was when Veronica was first formed. She was created to protect me from the memories. So, of course, she had to come back, and then when she saw him outside Allie’s house, they started up again. Sleeping together like they had as teenagers.” 
The room feels like it’s spinning, and Tabitha is calling for her. 
“Valorie! You gotta stay with me!” Kale says. “You think if you saw him—the guy—could Veronica see him too?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
“Guy’s around the same age?”
Valorie nods.
I met him at Allie’s house. I was smoking after your session behind her house. I took a hike.
Valorie shrugs. “She met him outside of Allie’s, so he had to know Allie. He had to know her, and maybe it was normal he was there.”
“I’ll be right back.” Kale leaves the room.
It feels like everything is getting all tight again around Valorie’s neck. If she stays too long, will the happy place even exist when she lets herself go there? Will they give her life in prison for what she did to Allie? She doesn’t want to have to be alone with other cruel people, really cruel ones like her dad. But she deserves it. She killed Allie. Even if they find Hayley, she’s an orphan basically. Or motherless.
She’ll end up just as rotten as Valorie did.
You should have given everything to him. To Great God! her father’s voice howls. She wishes she never had to hear that voice again, but she misses it just the same. She knows it’s bad because it hurts her like venom from a snake’s fangs. Like the yarn did. But it teaches you, Valorie, to give your life over to Great God. Believe in him, and all shall be right.
She smashes her hands against the table. “Shut up! There is no Great God! There is nothing. Only pain and suffering and blood!”
Her mind is splitting into a thousand pieces. Voices call to her from her whole life: her mother, Veronica, the smaller parts of her, Nicko telling her to look away, running in the underground church. The red clover. Blood everywhere. Her father making her pray on her knees. Run, Valorie! The blood soaking through his shirt, wounds on his shoulders. Tentacles, wings, angel’s wings. Listen to us. Listen to your father! She shakes her head. Help me! The girls scream from behind the door. Oh my god! The roars shake the whole room, make her body seize. The pain in her stomach. A slap across the face. A cigarette burn on her arm. I want to be loved! It’s all too much. The voices. Everyone speaking at once. All of them. Every time. Time doesn’t matter. It’s all happening now. Now. Everything she tried to forget is here—it never left, didn’t stop won’t stop.
A scream tears through her that’s needed to come out for decades—terror and fear and power all at once. It’s so loud it drowns out all the other voices and makes her ears ring. It’s so loud she’s convinced her eardrums may have popped and spewed blood. 
“Valorie!” Kale rushes to her and squats on the ground. He wraps his arms around her and holds her like a child. “Don’t leave, Valorie, please don’t leave. We have to save Audra.”
Valorie’s chest heaves and spasms. She catches her breath and turns her head so she can meet Kale’s eyes. They beg her to save Audra. 
She nods and moves with his body up into the chair. When she’s stable, he brings over a photo album that must have come from the evidence at Allie’s house. 
“Here.” Kale starts flipping through pages of pictures. 
Hayley at her soccer game. Hayley as a baby and Allie holding her hand. Allie and the other Tristan on their wedding day. Allie making a silly face alone. Then, an old photo. This one has Audra in it. Audra and Allie and Tristan and—
That’s my Tristan.
“There!”
“Which one, who?”
Valorie points to the photo album. At the picture of Allie’s wedding. The whole family is there, standing around her in her white lace dress.
“That’s not Tristan, Valorie. That’s Allie’s brother, Mark. Oh shit, are you sure?”
Valorie nods. “We’re both sure.”
“Oh, shit, shit, shit, shit,” Kale says, pacing the room.
“What is it?”
“Audra’s with him—they’re going to find the girls.”
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Audra 


The headlights of Mark’s truck pierce the darkness of the forest-lined road. Audra’s hands search nervously for something to hang on to. The darkness seeps into everything the closer they get to Allie’s house; it’s like a funeral veil coating the night.  
“What if they’re hurt?” Mark asks, looking over at her. His nerves and hers mix into a thick soup in the air. The dread is almost tangible, like she can reach out and touch it. Images of Jessica’s body with Wren’s face flash before her eyes. No, she can’t think like that. They need to find her.
Kale needs to get Valorie back locked up and get here with some backup. Not the chief or Dexter, of course, but there are a few others who will help.
“You have a med kit?” Audra asks.
“A little one in the back. I don’t know if that’ll do for much, if they’re really hurt, Audra.” He stops right at the last fork in the road before Allie’s. “I could stop by my dad’s house and grab more supplies if you think it could help?”
“No,” Audra says. “The best thing we can do is get to them as soon as possible. Whatever you got will do.”
“Okay,” he says.
“Listen,” Audra says. “We’re going to find Hayley and Wren, and they’re going to be alright. Just get there … fast. Fuck. I can’t believe I let Tara be so close to Wren, left her alone with her. I’ll never forgive myself if we don’t get them back.” 
“You couldn’t have known, Audra.” 
“I should’ve known, Mark, I’m a fucking detective, and I let her sleep feet away from my kid.” 
Mark puts his foot on the gas pedal, and they lurch forward. Eyes of predators in the woods shine in the headlights like lanterns along the rock. 
“I think I should at least maybe walkie my dad to meet us out there. If this is as big as you’re saying it is, we’re gonna need backup. He’s got a lot of equipment that could help.”
If Mark’s dad finds out they’re heading out there alone, he’ll probably call Chief Michael and ask why the fuck they’re headed out there in the middle of the night alone if they really think the girls are out there. That can’t happen. Kale was right—the chief could have something to do with it all, and right now, Audra can’t chance it, not with Wren’s life at risk. 
They pass Allie’s house on the right and continue down a back road. It’s bumpy and graveled. 
Audra’s phone buzzes, and she wrestles it from her pocket. Signal lost again. She checks her text messages. The text to the mainland didn’t go through … and neither did the images of the maps. Mark pulls the car to a stop in front of the trails. Her breath catches in her throat. If Mark didn’t get the images of the map … how the fuck did he know to come here? 
“What was that?” he asks. 
“Fucking phone died,” she lies. 
Mark pulls out his phone. She can tell he’s pretending to see something that can’t be there.
“Should be right up here,” he says, grabbing the rifle from the back of the truck. Her stomach turns. He knows. He’s known all along.
She fell for it. Fell into his arms, let him into her, all while he was a part of this fucked-up cult. All while he had Wren. All while … did he Tristan and Valorie kill Allie? Did Allie catch them kidnapping Wren?
Audra double-checks that her knife is still in her pocket and takes out the Maglite. 
“You coming?” he asks. She realizes she’s been standing still, barely breathing, while he got up ahead. She could turn and run right now. Maybe get away from him, but that would leave Hayley and Wren with a psychopath. She feels like she’s going to throw up.
He’s got a gun. He could shoot her.
Did he take her out here to kill her, too? Why wouldn’t he have just killed her at the house?
Despite everything inside her screaming to go in the other direction, she pushes herself forward. Audra can put on the uniform of fucking idiot. She can pretend she’s clueless and still in love with him for a while longer. She can play the martyr and die if it means saving Wren.
“Coming.” Her footsteps thud gently across the loamy ground of the barely distinguishable path. The marsh is thick and dark and there’s no telling how deep each step could take her into it. She tries to make careful, precise steps, but it’s hard while staring at the back of the head of a fucking killer. It’s hard not to attack him right now from behind, but could she get the knife out in time?
“Look up, Audra—good sign.” Mark points at the sky, which is lit up with green, dancing patterns like streamers. This isn’t a celebration, it’s a sacrifice, and Audra has to make sure she’s the one doing the killing, not Mark. A deer rushes in front of them and into the forest. Running away from predators. From the biggest predator. Mark. 
She has to get to Wren.
She takes a step, and her boot sinks into the mud. She gasps. The muck pulls her farther down, like quicksand. Mark rushes to her side. He pulls her into his arms, and she has to fight her instinct to push away from him or claw his eyes out.
“Don’t get yourself stuck out here; then we’ll have more people who need saving.”
Audra’s stomach turns.
Mark smiles at her. It feels real. Am I crazy? Maybe there was a phone error. No, no way. There’s no way with that map he’d know the exact trail in the dark like this. He has to have been here before.
“Thanks,” Audra says, and holds his hand as she leans over into the mud and reaches for the slimy boot and puts it back on her foot.
“I think it’s this way,” he says. “I used to come out here hunting with my dad and the chief sometimes.”
Audra’s blood runs cold at the mention of Chief Michael. Does he know she knows the chief is in on it? She definitely mentioned to Mark her worry about the police being compromised. Is he toying with her? And his dad—is Kirk a part of this thing, too?
“I’m glad someone knows where they’re going.”
She points the torch ahead at Mark as he leads them through tangled, thorny brush. There’s no way anyone would ever find this place if they didn’t know the way. Even with the map. Will Kale be able to get to her?
Audra watches as each step Mark takes looks easier, more purposeful, a dance he’s done a dozen times. How many girls went missing and were completely covered up? Did he bring people here from Seattle when he was living there? A ringing starts in her ears, and her cold sweat turns icy against the wind.
Audra stops moving. Her hands and feet tingle. She grabs her phone and pulls it out.
“What are you doing? We’re almost there, Audra. We gotta go. C’mon.”
Audra wills her leaden feet to rise and fall and follow him. Her chest is as tight as piano wire. Would Mark kill her? Would she watch Wren die?
She can’t. She won’t.
Put on the uniform, Audra. The costume of someone who isn’t scared.
Play the role of the final girl who kills the evil fuckers and saves her daughter.
Mark shines his phone light at the sharp edges of rock and the water flowing down it makes a drizzling noise that should be peaceful but instead makes her skin crawl. The mountain has an opening, like a crack in it.
“This way, I think.” He doesn’t think. He knows. Mark disappears into the dark, and Audra follows him. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Hanging tendrils of dripping moss caress Audra’s cheek as they move through the rocky center of the mountain. Every step they take brings them farther into the impossible dark. Only bits and pieces of the night sky are still visible when she looks up in the tall rocky passage. The damp, earthy smell gets more intense with each step. Scenarios run through her mind: pulling Mark by the collar and stabbing him in the throat, pushing him forward and watching his head smash against the rock, stabbing him relentlessly in the face until there’s no face left. 
“Yeah, it’s just up ahead here,” Mark says.
A strong odor spirals through the air, assaulting her senses, burning her eyes.
“That smell,” Audra says, trudging ahead after Mark, “it’s gotta be a bear.”
“I’ve got my rifle.”
“Mark, go faster—the girls.”
So he does, and he goes faster. “There’s a door,” Mark says.
Valorie said there was a door that led them to the place of worship. A door that leads to the awful room where some fuck tried to rape her, and her parents died. Where bodies of girls were found. And clover grew, dripping with blood.
Please let Wren be alive.
Audra treads lightly, and the panic from before has been squished down somewhere deep, somewhere dark and tarry inside of her and all that’s left is rage. She knows that once she’s with the girls she will kill anyone who threatens to hurt them. The door is tall and rusty and arched at the top. This is it. They’re either going to find the girls, or they’re going to find bodies, and Audra is going to kill Mark either way.
“Let’s go,” Audra says. 
Mark opens the door, and the faintest sound of chanting comes from inside. 
As every muscle in her body tightens, Mark smiles at her, gun in both hands now.
“After you.” He nods.
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Valorie


“Okay, I think it’s safe,” Kale says from the front of the cruiser. 
Valorie lifts her head out from the back seat of the car, where Kale told her to hide. 
“We have to get there in time,” he says, driving faster. “When we get there, you have to stay in the car. Do you know how to call on the radio in case something goes wrong?”
Valorie shakes her head. “Who would I even call?”
Kale picks up the walkie on the dashboard and presses the side button.
“I’ve got it programmed now to walkie Officer Diggs immediately.” 
Valorie nods. “But what if they’re in on it too?”
“Not everyone is, Valorie, I know it. I think there are a lot of bad people here, but more good than bad. And besides, if Mark is taking Audra down there to do whatever they’re going to do with her and the girls, then most of them would be there already, right? The bad ones?”
“Yeah,” Valorie says. “When they did most of the sacrifices, lots of the men were there at night. Daddy would take the girls back, and then they’d each earn their wings.”
“Wings?”
“I don’t know.” Valorie pictures the bloody marks on the men’s backs. “It was some kind of ritual they did. I can’t remember, exactly; I just know that’s what they called it.”
The Jeep flies down the road like a bat out of hell. It’s a strange feeling she has, racing to save the day by going back to where she killed her father and watched her mother die. Where she watched so many people die. Despite the destination, the road there doesn’t feel bad. It’s the way to Allie’s house, a place that was safe for her for so long.
“Here.” She points to the little back road to the side of Allie’s driveway, and Kale takes it. The Jeep tips back and forth, jostling them.
She doesn’t ask him to slow down because there’s no time. Girls in white dresses peek out from the trees, wisps and flashes of souls the Red Knot took away and wrapped in yarn.
“Stop!” she shouts.
Kale pulls the Jeep to neutral and pulls the e-brake. As they leave the vehicle, Kale hands her a flashlight. She swears she smells Tabitha’s lip gloss mixing with the muck of the marsh, can still feel her hand grasping hers.
“Here’s where you leave me,” Kale says. “Get back in the Jeep, and if I’m not back in thirty minutes, you need to call for Diggs. Tell him I left a note in my office drawer. It says to take you and get off the island. It’ll be our only shot at anyone getting help, of the secrets getting out.”
“I call your friend, and we get out.” But that would mean leaving them, which she can’t do. 
“That’s right,” Kale says. “Go … wait, take this.”
Kale hands over a rectangular device .
“It’s a taser, see that?” He points to the button on the side. “Just in case. If I don’t come back after a while. You get back to town. It might not help, but I can’t send you out there with nothing.”
“You trust me with this?”
“I don’t know, Valorie. I don’t think it matters much anymore,” he says and jogs away from her. His body disappears behind the cloak of darkness and foliage.
Valorie follows her footsteps back through the mucky marsh with only the light of the aurora overhead. Somewhere in the back of her mind, there’s a part of her who was here all along in this marsh. It feels like she knows it as well as the trailer, as well as The Big House, as well as her little apartment where she sat on the couch with Rashida.
She wraps her arms around herself, holding the thought close. She hopes that Audra is okay and Kale can make sure they’re safe, but she knows that hopes and wishes don’t do much. The thought that Audra and Wren, her only other family, might be killed feels unfair. She’s done all she can do. Kale is right not to take her, though Valorie wishes she could be the type to save someone she doesn’t trust. Something in her is monstrous; normal people don’t stab other people, even when a man threatens them. The thought sours in her mouth, and she fights back tears as she walks faster toward the Jeep.
“Hello?” A man’s voice breaks the orchestra of bugs.
Valorie freezes cold and still in her spot.
“Anyone out there?” The voice comes closer.
Valorie can’t move. What if it’s Mark? What if Audra got away, or what if they’re all dead, and he’s here to kill her?
Footsteps creep closer.
She crouches on the ground as quietly as she can, praying that the thumping of her heart isn’t so loud it tips off whoever is there, and they discover her.
I should have just done what Daddy said. None of this would be happening if we’d listened to him, to Great God, and just let the man kill us.
Her head is dizzy and foggy and mixed up again. You killed Allie. You can’t let the others get killed, too. She closes her eyes and covers her mouth to muffle the whimpers of fear and hatred she has for herself. She waits. The footsteps start to get farther and farther away. And she hears the start of an engine, something little. Like a snowmobile or a four-wheeler.
She lets out her breath and looks up at the lights in the sky. He’s going away, and Kale is going to find Audra and the girls and arrest Mark or kill him, and it’ll all be okay. Everyone will be safe. Even her—she’ll be safe in a cell. Safe in her mind. She won’t have to live with hurting anyone ever again.
Then the flood lights on the top of the four-wheeler in the distance ignite, shining directly onto Valorie, and there’s nowhere left to hide—from herself or anyone else.
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Audra 


She expected the room to be pitch-black. But it’s not. It’s like Valorie described, only more decadent. Pews are formed in the rock like those in Roman ruins, and lit torches line the walls, making visible the spiderwebs, cobwebs, and signs of time. Two dark archways on either side of the centered area frame the space. 
“Wren!” Audra’s screams echo through the hallowed room.
The muffled chanting goes silent. Whoever is there knows she’s here now.
“Where are they?” Audra says to Mark, breaking whatever shred of illusion there was that she still doesn’t know. 
“Audra …” Mark says. “It’s not time for all that yet.”
“Wren! Hayley!” She pulls her knife into her hand. Mark approaches her from behind, the barrel of the gun poking at the curve of her torso. “Tell me where they are!”
“I wouldn’t yell,” Mark whispers in her ear, and her skin crawls. “It could cause a cave-in.”
The putrid smell from outside the cave grows more intense. Working on the island, she’s smelled it often: rotting flesh. Normally, it’s from the tattered animal corpses left by grizzly bears. But men are the predators in here. She hopes Hayley’s corpse isn’t the source of that smell. 
“You going to shoot me, Mark?” Audra asks.
“We oughtta,” Billie Eager says, his pale face appearing through the darkness from the right archway. “It’s funny … you left your big detective job in Washington, what, sixteen years ago? Seventeen with gestation? To run away from Mark. From your problems. You had no idea you were heading right back to where it all would end. Did you?”
“How’s your son, Billie?”
“My son’s dead, you bitch. Because he’s too young to know how things work here. He tried to interfere.”
“With Jessica.” Billie’s wife comes out from behind him. Her face is swollen, puffy, and red, surrounding a blacked-out eye that’s bruised purple and blue. “I don’t believe my child’s life is above anyone’s. Do you? Do you, Audra, believe we should all have to suffer just so you can have your fucking bastard?”
“Woowee!” Billie hollers. His buddy Jake arrives behind him.
Jake’s head is shaved, and he’s wearing a white T-shirt spattered with blood.
“Jakie’s earned his wings.” 
Audra takes one calculated step back. 
“Have some respect,” Mark shouts at Billie and shoves him. “You can never hold a bit of honor, can you, Billie?”
“You think cause you’re a Vascur, you can talk to me like that? We’re all a part of Great God, Mark!” Billie pulls a pint bottle of whiskey from his pocket and tilts it toward the ceiling. His eyes go wild, any semblance of a soul absent from them. Audra steps back and to the left. “I killed my fucking boy for the greater good.”
“We lost Allie,” Mark says. 
Audra takes another step. 
“My father gave up his daughter to protect this fucking town!”
“Your sister thought she was too good for this town,” Billie says, “and she stuck her nose where she shouldn’t have. Your father was a fool keeping the truth from her—showing her what it took for her to get that big, beautiful house of hers. It was all your own fault!”
Mark growls and steps toward him.
Audra takes another step back, closer to the left arch. Let them fight. She can find the girls. But how? How will she get them out if they’re all hell-bent on killing them? What the fuck is she going to do?
“My son had to die. Let me kill your bitch!” Billie shouts.
Jake’s hoots echo through the cave. Her heart races, and her blood thumps in her ears like monsters banging to get inside her head.
“She’ll make her own choice,” Mark says. “When her sister gets here.”
Her stomach twists on itself. They all know. Audra takes another step toward the arch. Billie starts to down the rest of his bottle as a loud growl sounds somewhere in the cave system. It echoes and burns her eardrums. She takes the chance and runs into the darkness.
The growl sounds like no bear she’s ever heard. It sounds like the scream of a thousand dying women. It sounds like newborns crying. It sounds like Wren did when she twisted her ankle during her first season playing soccer. Her arm catches on a jagged piece of rock, ripping her coat. She’s got to get to Wren.
She pulls the flashlight from her coat pocket and rushes forward. The cylindrical light offers only a glimpse into the room in front of her. The echoing roar dies down, and she starts to hear them hollering from the other room.
“Audra! Come back here! You don’t want to see what’s in there!” Jake cackles. “Where’d you go, Audra?”
Daniel’s mom’s laughs and sobs echo through the dark passage. Audra starts to jog as fast as she can. She comes to a narrow part and flips to her side. She points her flashlight forward and her knife back toward the mock church. Rocks scrape at her back, and moisture drips from the sharp points of mineral above her head. She shuffles her feet as quickly as she can to get the hell away from those psychos, not knowing what she’ll see in the next room. Will it be Wren torn in half? Will it be blood? Will she have been tortured and screaming in agony?
Why did she bring her family back to this island? Derek died here. Tabitha went missing here. She was so scared to face what she’d done to Derek she had to move back here where she could take an easy job on the police force and stop dealing with crime and the temptation to blow her fucking life up. She returned to evil because she couldn’t face her own guilty conscience. Because she couldn’t control herself and her need to fuck everything up. They might all be dead, their whole little family, because she was an awful wife, an awful friend, and an awful mother.
A whimper. A very human whimper travels to her ear. Someone is alive. 
Get a grip. No feeling sorry for yourself, Audra. Not now. You have to save the girls.
Audra searches with her flashlight as the passage opens to a bigger room.
She searches for signs of what Valorie said there would be. Clover and blood and rotting bodies.
“Help …” she hears.
From behind a rock emerges a pale, bloody hand.
Relief and urgency mix like a sick cocktail in her muscles. She sprints toward the rock. And when she gets there and rounds the rock, her stomach sinks. It’s Hayley, not Wren. The guilt of it makes her cheeks ache. Her mouth is wrapped in yarn—and her throat, too. It’s a miracle she was able to make any sound. Audra cuts at the yarn around her neck. The girl is naked from the waist down. Blood runs between her legs. Hayley gasps as the tourniquet is frayed away from her.
She coughs and spits and cries.
“Audra!” The voice sounds close—but not quite from inside the cavern.
Audra extinguishes the flashlight and pulls Hayley close. Pure darkness settles in. Hayley gasps for air and claws at Audra’s arms. Audra wraps her arms around the girl and tries to comfort her to get her to be quiet. But they must know exactly where they left her.
She cradles Hayley’s head and pushes her lips to Hayley’s ear in the dark. The smell of urine and rot is so strong it burns her throat. 
“Is Wren alive?” Audra whispers.
Hayley nods in her hands.
She could cry, but she won’t. No relief. Not yet. Not until her girl is safe in her arms. Hayley trembles, her body shivering, her skin cold and wet. And Audra will need to leave her to find—
The roar sounds again, louder than before. Audra covers her ears to keep them from busting open. Children in pain, mothers dying, agony and animal mixed into one horrifying chorus of death. Hayley claws for her, blind in the dark. When the horrible sound subsides, her ears buzz and ring for a few moments.
“They have her,” Hayley says, her voice hoarse.
“Audra,” Mark’s voice beckons. “Audra, it’s me. We need to talk about this. I know once you hear me out, you’ll see. You’ll see why we have to do this.”
No, she fucking won’t.
She steadies her breath, trying to make as little noise as possible, moving without any idea of where she’s going in the dark. The darkness is so absolute that she feels like she’s floating in space. It’s hard to tell where her body begins and ends. But that’s short-lived. Mark flashes a light in her face.
She grips the knife hard and slashes it toward the blinding white.
“Audra, stop it.” His patronizing tone grates like nails on a chalkboard.
Behind him, torchlight approaches. Audra stands tall, gritting her teeth, feet tearing into the rocky ground, ready to pounce on him and stab a thousand holes into him. But as the light grows closer, a different face is revealed.
“Honey,” Bev says with sympathetic eyes, wrinkled lines sketched in hollow sympathy. “I really hoped it wouldn’t ever come to this.”
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Valorie 


A shadowed figure, large, robust, and bigger than a person should be, stands before her in the bitter night. The backlight of the four-wheeler’s headlights makes her squint her puffy eyes. 
“What are you doing out here, Valorie?”
His harsh and mocking tone makes her realize her bladder is full. She feels like she might soak herself where she squats in the marsh.
“I …” She tries to talk, but words escape her and she can’t move—she’s no longer the driver of her body.
“Why don’t you come on with me? We’ll get you back where you belong, okay?” 
Valorie nods. She doesn’t want to go to the man, but it’s as if her body is being animated by him. Her mind is blank—what was she doing out here anyway?
Don’t lose it, Valorie. Don’t let yourself go, Veronica calls in the back of her mind. She’s begging her to come back, but this is too scary. The man is too powerful. She just needs to do what he says, and then they’ll be okay. No, Valorie. We won’t be okay! And neither will Audra.
He reaches out his callused hand, and she takes it. Her hand rests in his like a lifeless rag doll. They walk step by step through the marsh. Valorie can barely feel her body. Her mind wanders to Tabitha, the tree swing, the little dock by the pond. Flashes of the oasis penetrate the starry, hazy night, and she sees girls dancing in her hot breath.
No, you have to save them, Valorie, Veronica says. What if Kale needs you?Needs us! We can’t be gone.
Oh yes, Kale. He was here, but where am I?
Valorie, you’re in the marsh, you’re near the church … Veronica’s voice moves farther away. Where our father … it’s a whisper, a single strand of a web that connects the two of them. Valorie closes her eyes and tries to snap the silk strand to her warnings. Valorie did what she could, and now she needs to do what the man says. She blocks the light of the four-wheeler with her hand, and the license plate comes into view: VASCUR 2.
It’s Allie’s father. Mark’s father.
“I was out here searching for the girls, and I couldn’t find them,” he says, gesturing her to get in. “Is that what you were doing, Valorie?”
She nods and takes a seat on the passenger side of the four-wheeler.
Her mouth is slightly agape. Her legs and bottom are numb stumps, and she can barely feel the seat beneath her as she gets in the car.
The man’s laugh is that of a saw against a Hemlock stump.
“Shit. I don’t know why I’m even talking to you,” he says. “You aren’t even there, are you? You killed my daughter, didn’t you? You’re a dummy, aren’t you, you little bitch? You know how much trouble you caused when you were a little girl? Do you even realize what you almost destroyed?”
Valorie just stares ahead. The man puts his arm around her. He’s so strong and warm and that smell brings her back into her body. It feels like pins are stuck in every square inch of her. The aurora dances overhead and the trees sway in the wind. She needs to leave again. She’s done enough; she can be done with this place. A weight settles on her lap.
She looks down, and Gizmo meows up at her. The cat’s fuzzy, furry body is warm against her stomach.
Her eyes are getting blurry, the world again fading away.
But that smell.
Don’t, Valorie. Veronica beckons. You can’t. You can’t let this happen!
She knows what will come next.
Pain, too much pain, and it’s better now to just float. What did all the pain do anyway? She thinks of her father’s face when he came after her mom. She thinks of praying on her knees to Great God. Of the red knots around her neck.
Valorie, you have to stay.
Of girls in white dresses and the blood running beneath the door. She can’t bear it. Not a single moment more.
She takes her right hand and reaches down to pet Gizmo, who’s purring in her lap.
Forget, Valorie, don’t feel it. It’s not real. It’s just a dream.
But the smell grows stronger.
Strong cologne and musk.
The man puts his left arm on the steering wheel.
Her eyes focus on his arm. His muscles and veins protrude against his aging skin. The sharp cologne makes bile rise in the back of her throat. She wants to go away, but she can’t.
Veronica’s right—they can’t leave yet.
A huge red clover tattoo stains his forearm. It’s the image Nicko conjured for Valorie when Kirk tried to rape her, a clover shimmering in moonlight, the rubies that caught her eye. It was a mirage to hide the truth from her. This man is the monster who destroyed her family.
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Audra 


Audra follows them back to the other darkened tunnel. Mark leads the way, and Bev’s hand rests gently on her back.  
“I’ll explain everything,” she said. “We’ll take you to Wren.” 
Audra had to follow them. 
Light shines in from the torches, and the room comes into view. The pews are nearly full. Her body fills with disgust.
Billie Eager, Jake, and their wives sit together in the first row. Dexter and his family, including his teenage son, sit behind them. The principal of the school, Wren’s math teacher, the older librarian man who always gives her the creeps, and more than half of the fleet of fishermen who work for Vascur Fishing fill the room. They’re all humming a low tone, their eyes fixed on the ground. Mark pulls Audra off to the side. She should have hidden the knife before he saw it. What the fuck was she doing, slashing it in the darkness? Now she’s completely without a weapon, defenseless.
Mark leads her to a seat of carved-out rock. Two torches are hung on the wall with rusting metal brackets on either side. The whole room is illuminated, and to her surprise, Bev moves to the podium. The hum grows louder, more rhythmic, as each moment passes. The older woman’s arms and hands rise and fall in unison with the variance in their hums. They grow louder and louder. She closes her eyes and pulls a red handkerchief off her neck. In the flickering of the torches, a scar is illuminated. A scar Audra has seen on two dead bodies. Ligature marks.
The crowd erupts in loud yelps like animals. Wolf howls and growls and chitters. The hairs all over Audra’s body stand erect. Bev claws at her neck, feigning being strangled, and the noise grows louder and louder. Mark remains silent and grabs her hand as if trying to comfort her. She can’t move. What the fuck is going on?
Bev’s nails scratch at her neck, and she chokes or pretends to choke.
Audra’s eyes dart around the room, searching for any sign of Wren.
They left Hayley in the other room. Is she going to be okay?
She pulls her hand from Mark’s. She doesn’t look at his face.
Suddenly, Bev mimes the motion of ripping the invisible thread from her neck and raises her hands in the air. The room goes silent. The lack of sound scares Audra more than the deafening animalistic cries. Dexter makes eye contact with Audra and smiles.
“Audra.” Bev’s head snaps to her. “I have been seen and judged by God himself and lived to tell the tale. I was brought to this island for a reason, and we believe you were, too.”
“Great God!” the crowd shouts.
“He is great and this island is great and we are all great, and with that greatness comes sacrifice.”
“Sacrifice for our lord!” the crowd shouts.
“We are not here to judge the worth of anyone,” Bev says. “Only our Great God can do that. He chooses who lives and who dies, and he grows hungry when his disciples do not worship him. Disciples, rise and show us—show Audra what Great God bestows upon the chosen disciples.”
Mark stands and walks away from Audra to the pew. Bev moves off to the side so that he can take the lead. Mark pulls off his flannel and his T-shirt, revealing his bare torso. She remembers his smell from a few hours ago and wants to vomit.
He turns towards the wall. Two scars, one on each shoulder blade, begin to open up. Blood spurts from the wounds. Audra’s hand covers her mouth to keep from screaming. Red tentacles emerge from each wound.
“Rise, men!”
Half of the men in the room—Billie Eager, Jake with fresh blood on his shirt, Dexter, and an elderly man—all undress, and sharp, red, pulsing tentacles emerge from their backs.
“What the fuck,” Audra whispers into her hand.
The tentacles warp into a shape resembling wings.
“We have made sacrifices for these! We have made the ultimate sacrifice for our people!” Mark shouts, turning to Audra. Audra trembles in her seat, disgusted, horrified, and in disbelief. This can’t be real. “Audra. Your father saw the vision. For the greater good to thrive, men must become godly and God. Our God is greater than any other man has ever known. Generations ago, my great-grandfather came to this island. It was empty and barren. He washed up from a ship alone with no one and nothing in the world. He came to this cave, delirious and starving, and Great God chose to speak to him. At first, he was frightened of the beast, but then it told him to come back to this place. To populate it with people and that Great God would let them thrive, away from the harsh and cruel society that he was used to. He never returned, but he wrote it in a diary that was passed down to my grandfather. My grandfather was a fool and didn’t believe. But my father knew. He grew up reading that passage. He tried to find a wife, and he tried to be a good citizen and fit into what the world wanted from him, but he had nothing. No one loved him, and he watched his parents die of cancer. He watched women reject him. He saw other men and women less deserving obtain success. He did what my grandfather couldn’t. He came to Typhon. He saw the population of drunks and diseased and addicted, and he decided to sacrifice to make the place thrive for everyone!”
“Great God!” the crowd cheers, their tentacles writhing at their backs.
“Who wouldn’t want him as their savior? He went into the cave, and Great God spoke to him. Then he brought your father here, and Great God spoke to him, too. He said to bring in women, to push them close to death, to break them down in any way a man could, and the righteous would be chosen. The weak would be sacrificed, and he would feed upon them. They did as they were told and were rewarded with a safe island that was prosperous, with fish aplenty, no crime, no hurricanes, and no cancer. After your father died due to Valorie’s wickedness, we tested God. We had to make sure this treasure remained a secret. But then came cancer, and people left the island.
“You left the island.”
Her heart thumps in her chest. They’re all fucking crazy. How the hell am I going to get out of this? They’re monsters.
“When you returned, you saw what happened! You!” He whips his head back to the audience of monsters in front of him. “You saw!”
Dexter cries out, “Because I didn’t sacrifice, four men, including my brother, died at sea.”
The women in the pews begin to sob and scream in agony.
Billie Eager calls out, “I didn’t sacrifice like my father did. I was scared to. I didn’t trust god, and my little sister died of cancer and left her kids without a mother.”
The women cry and moan. Billie’s wife throws herself onto the floor.
The older man at the back of the room yells out, “I didn’t sacrifice, and the hurricane came. It took out fifty men, our fish swam away, and you, Audra! Your own husband died!”
The women wail and point their fingers at her. They all stand and speak through blubbering, wet sobs.
“Your family turned their back on Great God, on the Red Knot. You need to sacrifice! You need to lose someone too!”
They all turn toward Amber’s mother and father.
“We sacrificed our daughter, Amber. Typhon needed it. She wasn’t pure enough! We live without her now so that the island will thrive and Great God will be satisfied!”
“It’s your turn now, sweetie,” Bev says. “Your turn to give something up to Great God.”
Two men bring Wren through the cave doors. Red yarn is wrapped around her mouth.
“No!” Audra cries and runs towards her. Mark pulls her back. Blood drips on her face from the tentacles whipping in the air. “Wren!” Audra thrashes in Mark’s arms. “Just fucking leave the island! Just give it back! Just leave.” 
“This island is ours!” Mark shouts. “We will never give it back!”
Wren tries to scream through the yarn, and they carry her through the tunnel back into the room where Hayley is.
“I’ll sacrifice my daughter if I need to!” he shouts.
“No!” Audra screams. “She’s not yours.”
The people start to follow Wren and the others into the big cave. The growl from earlier begins again, filling every crevice in the room, making her ears ring. Her screams become one with the inconceivable noise. The screams of all of its victims. Everyone that couldn’t survive the trial. All the women who died.
When silence resumes, all that’s left are the animalistic cheers of the cult members.
“She’s not yours,” Audra says. “She’s Derek’s.”
“That is a lie,” Mark says. “I wish that were true, Audra. Then you wouldn’t have run away back here, to Typhon, and I wouldn’t have to make this sacrifice.” 
Bev approaches Audra with a bolt of red yarn in her hand. Mark holds her as she thrashes wildly, but Bev wraps her hands up. Then, she grabs a torch from the wall and follows the crowd into the other cave.
Mark throws Audra over his bare, sweaty, bloody shoulder and starts to carry her into the other room, too. They’re all going to die at the hands of this crazy fucking cult in a cave. Be swallowed up by a monster right in front of her. Why did she ever come back here? She should have never let her child be born here. But she was so overwhelmed and ashamed of what happened in Seattle. She let her stupid shame rule her choices.
Hopeless. It’s hopeless.
Then, the smallest whisper of a shadow near the cave’s entrance morphs into a figure. Kale holds his pistol steadily in his hands and nods at Audra as she’s carried into the dark passage.
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Valorie


The hum of the four-by-four’s engine vibrates her body. He’s turning the vehicle around, taking her back to the station or his house. Back to where she won’t be able to help or intervene. 
He’s the one who hurt her all those years ago. He believed in her father’s madness. He must be going to hurt those girls just like he hurt them back when she was a child, and Valorie can’t let that happen. But she has no idea how to stop it.
The night air wicks at her hot, sweaty face.
Let me, Veronica says in the back of her mind. Her voice is hammering, trying to break the wall down between Valorie and her. She’s spinning the spider web thicker between the two of them, creating strength in their connection once again. She wants Valorie to let her take over. But Valorie won’t. Not anymore. She won’t let any of them take another moment from her, no matter how horrible the present is. She can’t. That’s what got them into this mess, her brain keeping secrets from her for too long.
Valorie has always considered Veronica a sort of enemy inside of her, fucking up her life. But she realizes now, that wasn’t fair.
Veronica did all the things they wanted to do, she just wasn’t scared to do it. Valorie has to be fearless now, too. She has to, or they’ll all end up with horrible endings and nothing will be okay. Tell me what to do. Valorie’s voice carries across the web in her mind to Veronica.
“Stop,” she says aloud.
“You can talk?” Kirk Vascur teases. “Why do you want to stop, girl? You’re a fugitive, you know that?”
Valorie nods. “I am a fugitive, and this might be my last chance to …”
He slams the brakes, and Valorie braces herself deep in her core. Every muscle is tight. Every nerve ready to pounce. “I’m sorry for killing your daughter.”
He looks at her with a frown on his face. Images run through her mind of how he could kill her right now. Her body feels the memory of his weight on top of her, remembers the blood. Cynthia and all the girls he and the cult killed shriek inside her mind. Their death calls echo. She hears her mother’s voice box rattling the moment before she stopped breathing. He took them, he and her father; they took them all.
“I should have been a good girl that night. Back then.” Valorie’s stomach turns as she puts her hand on his leg. His eyes widen, and he swallows hard.
He grunts a little and puts the four-wheeler in park. Valorie moves her hand closer to the center of him, watching his groin engorging beneath his khaki pants. The man leans back and unzips his jeans and takes out the wretched thing.
Look like you want it.
Valorie bites her lip before lowering her head. Her doe-like eyes look up at the man, who licks his lips and closes his eyes.
Men like this always want to believe they’re in control. That they have power. He believes he has the power of a God. Show him who’s in control, Valorie.
She pulls the taser Kale left her with from her right pants pocket, shoves the device between his legs, and presses the button right as she feels the resistance of his phallic flesh. Sparks and the smell of burning flesh explode in the air. He howls like a wounded animal, and she darts from the four-wheeler into the night.
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Audra 


Bev’s wrinkled, hardened face is aglow as she follows the perimeter of the room, lighting torches one by one. Someone turns on lights, glowing bulbs strung like insects encased in a spider’s web. They hang over the scene, and Audra can’t help but feel like they’re all prey in here, waiting to be devoured by the cult. Her stomach rolls. 
Mark places her on the ground.
Her bottom hits the wet rock hard. Billie Eager plops down next to her. “I’ll watch her,” he says, licking his lips.
“This is about the island, Billie. Behave.”
“Yes, sir.” He waves his hand in a salute. Audra watches Mark move across the rocky cave and denies the urge to look behind her at her only lifeline, Kale. Billie leans his head down to Audra’s shoulder, his hot, sour breath penetrating her nose, combining awfully with the already awful smell of urine and blood and earth. “After Mark helps God sow his seed in your daughter, I bet it’ll kill her. She’s weak like you, Audra.”
She suppresses the urge to attack him. She’ll kill Billie Eager. She’ll kill every last one of them, but not until the timing is right. Not until Kale makes a move. Wren’s eyes meet Audra’s, and her whines and sniffles through the yarn make Audra yearn to run and comfort her. Kale’s been listening, he’s been watching, and she has to trust he’s using his best judgment to save them from these monsters. Even if it goes against the parts of her that won’t trust a single soul, she has to let him take the lead. 
Bev moves to what looks like a rocky stage at the back corner where the torches are lit. The yellows and oranges bounce off the vaulted, spiky ceilings.
“Now!” Bev shouts, her yells echoing and making Audra’s already sore eardrums sting. “We make the sacrifice.” 
The men throw Wren onto the stone stage; she’s dressed in a white linen gown that’s caked with dirt and blood stains. She cries out as her body collides with the stone. Bev and the other men move in unison to the back of the cave. Audra doesn’t want to look away from Wren, but she cranes her neck to see four of the men and three of the women exit through the second tunnel, back toward the other room.
Billie tugs her hair, yanking her head so her eyes can focus on the front of the room.
“You need to watch,” he says.
The strange tentacles at Mark’s back grow longer as he approaches Wren on the ground. No. No. No. He’s going to kill her.
“Humble yourself!” Mark shouts. “Make yourself vulnerable to Great God and give yourself over to him. If you do this, you will live!” He unbuckles his pants.
“No!” Audra shouts. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Keep her quiet!” Mark shouts. Billie wraps his hand around her face, his fingers holding back her screams. “You need to see, Audra. This is how we give ourselves to God. This is what was shown to my grandfather, and this is what makes me a part of God. Stronger than any man. Capable of ending suffering! We destroy the humanity. We destroy the person, and they can ascend!” 
Audra’s eyes bulge. Survival mechanisms kick in as she struggles to get free of Billie.
The tentacles emerging from Mark’s back grow longer, dripping with plasmic slime. What the fuck is happening? How is this real? They wrap themselves around Wren’s legs, opening them. 
Audra struggles against Billie. “Get off of her!” she gets out before he smothers her screams. Audra’s going to kill him. She’s going to kill every last one of these sick motherfuckers.
Then the growling starts again, louder than before, shaking the whole cave. Mark’s eyes light up in oranges and reds, his mouth wide in sick laughter, joy, or perhaps insanity. The evil on his face is clearer than ever before.
They’re all mad, and she won’t let them rip Wren apart! She’ll rip herself apart to save her. 
The sound is deafening. Even Billie must have felt it, as his hand slips away to cover his own ears. His other hand trembles. She lurches away from Billie and onto the ground. He leaps after her, and she kicks at him. The vibrations of the growl dissipate. Billie moves quickly with his wits back about him. His tentacles slither back into his crevices, back inside of him. He grabs at her ankles, and she kicks him in the face.
Gunshots ring out from the other room, and then screams begin.
Wren.
Audra finds purchase in the wet gravel floor and propels herself toward Wren and Mark. Mark’s got Wren by the shoulders, trying to mount himself on top of her daughter. She’ll die if she has to in order to stop him. Billie tackles her from behind and pulls her to the ground. The sharp rock rips the skin from her forearms. The sounds of screaming from the other room become louder. Someone nearly steps on her head upon running into the room and away from the gunfire.
A shot rings out louder than before, and Billie Eager’s wife drops right in front of her.
“No!” Billie shouts, leaving Audra and rushing to try to save his wife. Kale enters the room through the passage.
“Audra—” is the only thing he gets out before Bev jumps on him like a wild animal, smashing him into the side of the cave.
Audra has broken free from the men. She pulls herself up from the ground and runs toward the stage, where Mark is ready to rape and kill her daughter. Sprinting, she gets to the top, ignoring waves of pain.
She only needs to save Wren. To kill Mark. The monster.
He looks at her with surprise and hurt in his eyes as she rushes toward him.
“Audra, you don’t know—” 
She pushes him off. He falls backward, his body slamming to the ground. He chokes from the wind being knocked completely out of his body.
Audra turns to Wren, who’s weeping, as the tentacles still grasp her legs tightly. Audra tries to pull them off, but they’re strong, bone-crushing, like snakes coiling around their victims. She’s pulled backward onto Mark’s body, and his hands wrap around her neck.
“I didn’t want it to be like this, but you’ve left me no choice!”
His fingers dig into the muscles of her neck, pressing hard on her trachea. She can’t breathe. She kicks her feet, trying to get away, but he only holds her tighter. Her hands find his and she tries to pry them away; she claws her nails into his hands, but they don’t budge. 
Don’t panic, think. She wriggles her body off-kilter, to the right side.
She brings her leg up in the air as her head starts to get fuzzy and brings the kick down as hard as she can, aiming for his knee. She hits true, and his grip loosens. She twists and rolls out of his grasp. She gasps for air.
Mark grabs at his injured knee. She watches in horror as he tries to get back up again.
Kale cries out in the distance.
“I am a vessel of Great God!” Mark shouts, raising himself above Wren again. “I will not be stopped by man! All joy must have equal suffering!” High-pitched scratches on the cave floor make her ears ring. Heavy, thudding stomps shake the rock beneath her. In the torchlight, Audra’s eye catches something metal on the ground. The knife she came in with has fallen from Mark’s pocket in the scuffle. She takes it up in her hand and, wheezing, lifts herself up. Then she raises the blade into the air and brings it down, severing a tentacle from Mark’s back.
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Valorie 


Out of breath, Valorie stands, panting, outside the cave door. 
Kirk screams incoherently behind her. The rustle of the grass is eclipsed by a growl so loud it shakes her organs.
The monster.
What she believed was made up in her head, the monster she thought lived inside her, is here inside this cave. There are monsters. But they don’t live inside of Valorie.
It was all real.
Valorie steps inside the entrance to the cave as Kirk calls after her.
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Audra 


Mark cries out in agony. 
Audra brings the knife back up and severs the other tentacle from his back. He whips around to face her, hatred in his eyes. His pupils reflect the torches all around them. Great God shines through him, a God of pain and evil and absolute horror. She slashes at his face as he grabs her wrist, the hand that’s holding the knife. But he’s too late. He stumbles back, his arms wide like the wings of a bird. His eye is split in two. Blood rushes from his socket, spurting on her face, before his body hits the floor. Blood and pus-laced liquid pools at her feet and around Wren’s body from the wounds on Mark’s back. 
“Audra!” Kale shouts out. “Is she okay?”
“She’s okay!” Audra rushes to Wren and uses the bloody knife to cut away the red yarn around her mouth and her throat. Wren’s eyes are wet and red and seem to be asking, Is this real, Momma? Audra pulls her up into her arms. The muscles in her body want to let go in complete relief. She has her baby, and her baby is safe in her grasp. But there are still monsters all around them.
The growl becomes a booming crescendo at her back. Moisture rains onto the floor and splashes her clothes. Whatever it is, stands behind her.
As if on reflex, Audra turns her head.
Her body goes numb.
Eyes peer at her from within scaly black flesh. Eyes like a goat’s, some flat like a fish and others like her neighbor’s; eyes both human and animal are embedded into the onyx body of the enormous beast. Its growl grows quiet, and the cave is silent outside the foggy breath of the being towering over her, Wren, and Mark. She’s frozen, unsure if her body exists, if any of this is real, if she’s dead, if she’s in another dimension. The smell of death and decay is so strong it engulfs her. Its eyes, human, animal, and completely otherworldly, are fixed on her until a wet whimper escapes Mark’s lips.
It looks toward him.
“Kill them!” a breathy Kirk Vascur’s voice echoes from the other end of the cave. “Take them! Get up, Mark! Run!”
The beast’s eyes never leave Mark, and Audra sees the human part of Mark again. His one good eye shows nothing but complete and utter fear.
He’s wounded. He’s weak. He’ll be the sacrifice.
Audra moves slowly, Wren right with her, as she leads them away from him. The air at their back changes like a void has been created. A big, black void that swallows sound and energy. She ignores it and presses forward.
Mark screams until his sound is swallowed up as the creature consumes the bottom half of his body. Guess it eats men, too. 
“Billie!” Kirk yells. “Get them!”
Billie stands, ready to attack, the limp body of his wife at his feet. He grunts.
“Run,” Audra says to Wren.
Wren hesitates for only a second before running around Billie toward Kale. Behind Billie, Audra watches Kale take Wren in his arms.
“You bitch!” Billie shouts. He tackles Audra, and she strains against him, tries to hold her footing, and smashes her fist into his side. He snatches her hand as she reaches back to throw another punch. She tries to create space between them. Pain rings through her stomach as his knee collides with her rib. He pushes her to the ground. She loses her breath and her knife; the pain is sharp and radiating. He straddles her, choking her as she tries to fill her lungs with air again. 
“Kill her!” Kirk yells. “She killed my only son!”
Billie’s face twists into a sweaty smile. He holds her down with one hand and smashes a fist into her mouth. Her arms go limp for a second.
The room blurs. His fist comes down again, and everything is blood and fire and pain.
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Valorie 


The monster opens its wide, gaping mouth. It’s going to kill that man. 
She watches as Wren makes it over to Kale, as Billie Eager beats Audra’s face in, and as Kirk Vascur watches his son—the weak, wrecked victim—become a meal for his and her father’s Great God. The feeling of leaving tugs at her hand. She searches the room for any sign of Nicko, Veronica, or Gizmo. There’s no other reality anymore. This is the only one that exists. There is no escaping it.
The room shakes as the beast lowers its mouth and pulls Mark’s legs into its grasp. Its sharp teeth penetrate his skin. Blood bursts as if from popped balloons as every artery, blood vessel, and bowel is torn.
Kirk cries out in agony, watching his son’s lower half get torn away and eaten.
From across the room, Kale lifts Wren and drapes her over his shoulder. Kirk pulls a gun from his pocket, his chest moving up and down in stifled sobs. He points the gun at Kale and Wren. Before Valorie can take another breath, she’s already right behind Kirk, jumping on his bulky back and trying to throw him off balance or pull him to the ground. 
“Fucking bitch!” he cries out. He’s whipping around like a bull, trying to buck her. She holds tight. She won’t let go until he falls. A gunshot echoes through the cave, and they tumble to the ground. Valorie searches for the wound. It didn’t get her, and it didn’t get Kirk. A few feet away, Kale falls against the cave wall and crumples to the ground, still holding Wren.
“Get her out!” Kale cries.  






  
  58
Audra 


A loud noise rouses her. A gunshot. Copper fills her mouth. She gags and coughs out her own blood as she returns to the world. She’s being carried on someone’s shoulder. 
“Get her to God!” Kirk shouts. 
Audra blinks her eyes open. Valorie fucking Clemens is on top of Kirk Vascur, and Wren’s blurry figure scuffles to the other room, disappearing into the dark passage. She’s going to get out. The rest of them are probably going to die. To be consumed by this monster that they’ve been calling Great God. It’s hard for Audra to imagine a thing more evil than man, but this thing is somehow. Or maybe not. It’s only doing what it knows to do; it’s the men who made up stories about it. 
She’s bleeding a lot. She could let go now and die. They probably are all going to die in here anyway. But she said she was going to kill Billie Eager, and she isn’t going to go back on that now.
Audra digs her nails and fingertips into his tentacles and pulls as hard as she can, creating deep wounds that run down through the muscle to the bone. The warm blood around her fingertips gives her life. Billie screams. Audra hits the hard stone floor feet first. In smooth, dancing, firelit flashes, Audra watches Billie claw at his back and fall to the floor, crying.
She ignores the rising sounds of the growl, the piercing in her ears, and meets Billie on the ground to finish the job. Audra pushes him over onto his back. As he weeps, his cries are swallowed up in the void of the monster’s call. Audra pounces on top of him, hard, animalistic. She pins him to the ground with her thighs on either side of his stomach. His swollen eyes stare behind her. The reflection in their gaze is the monster. 
The monster doesn’t get the kill this time. She takes her bloody thumbs and presses them into Billie’s eye sockets. The weight of her body moves into the tips of her thumbs as they reach so far into his head she can no longer see them, only pools of hot blood. When Billie goes limp, she pulls them out. The suction makes his head rise with her before it splats down. Audra rolls away from the body. She barely escapes as the monster begins its second course. 
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Valorie 


Kirk Vascur didn’t see it coming in the four-wheeler and doesn’t see it coming now. Valorie uses the stun gun on his neck. As the man’s body goes slack, Valorie nods at her niece. Wren runs from the cave. 
She’ll be safe. Even if everyone else dies down here.
The monster’s roar grows louder. Valorie looks over, and Audra is on top of Billie Eager, attacking him. She stares in awe and fear at her sister’s strength, at the pain she’s inflicting. Blood spatters, painting the cave in fresh crimson. The monster is coming. Audra needs to stop. 
“Audra!” she shouts. But she must not hear her. It’s only a few feet from Audra, its mouth and tentacles secreting iridescent drool. Audra rolls out of the way of its mouth at the last second. 
Its eyes blink as if content to move onto eating the lower half of Billie Eager. Billie’s hollow eyes stare off into the cave. Wet chomping sounds continue until his whole bottom half is consumed. The rest of his body falls limp on the cavern floor, and the great thing shifts. Eyes of all kinds, shapes, and sizes blink at her. Does it recognize her? From when she was young? 
She freezes. 
Audra hobbles over to Kirk Vascur’s body. 
“Help me?” she asks, shaking Valorie from her frozen state. She doesn’t want to touch him, but she helps. They roll Kirk closer to the monster, like an offering. Its eyes soften and saliva pours from its mouth. “I hope it’s hungry for dessert.” 
Audra turns away from the scene. 
Valorie watches and listens as Kirk is consumed. It should feel good. Final. Like it’s all finally over for her, but it doesn’t. It will never end. Sure, Kirk is gone, but what happens when the next group of power-hungry people discover the thing that lurks in the mountains on Typhon? Will emergency services discover it, and will it continue to kill? Can it seduce another group of people into sacrificing their innocent girls? 
Valorie rushes through the dark passage after Audra. In the worship room, Audra has wrapped her arms around Wren on the floor. “Audra, we need to pull Kale out of there.” 
“I can’t leave her,” Audra says. 
“You have to, Mom. Get Kale.” 
“We need to get him and Wren out of here, and then I need to kill it,” Valorie says.  
Audra and Wren look at Valorie like she’s grown as many eyes as the monster in the other room. 
“We have to destroy this place,” Valorie says. “We need to kill that thing, or it’ll happen again.” 
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Audra 


Audra’s muscles ache as she hobbles alongside Valorie, carrying Kale’s limp body out of the cave. The aurora dances in the sky above their heads.  
Wren leans against a tree next to the police cruiser Kale and Valorie arrived in.
“Are there bombs at the police station?” Valorie asks. 
“No, we’re not like the SWAT team.” 
“So, what do we do?” Valorie says, grunting as they lower Kale onto the ground.  
“Wren, can you get the door?” 
Wren holds her stomach and hobbles to the cruiser’s back seat. She opens the door, and Valorie and Audra carefully lay Kale inside. Audra crawls in on top of him, careful not to hurt him, and lowers her head, pressing her ear to his chest. His heart still beats steadily. His eyes are closed like he’s sleeping. She checks his wound. It’s weeping blood. “Valorie, grab the medical kit from the trunk.” 
Valorie returns with it. Audra takes out a few packages of gauze, rips the wrappers with her teeth, and begins packing the wound. That should slow things down. At least for a while. 
“How do we kill the monster?” Wren asks. 
“I don’t know,” Valorie replies. “We can’t go back to town yet. Not until it’s done. Whoever’s left might not be safe. They might arrest me again, and they might even arrest you, Audra.” 
“We need to get Wren and Kale to the hospital.” 
“No, Mom,” Wren says. “We can’t leave it there. Valorie is right. It’ll happen again.” 
“Then what do we do?” Audra asks. “Who is safe?” 
“I know where to go,” Valorie says. 
They speed down the road inside the police cruiser. The headlights illuminate the mountainside and forest as they head back towards town. Rashida better be as reliable as Valorie says, or they’re all going to be completely fucked. Kale hasn’t woken up. Wren moans with every bump they hit. We need to get them help, but Valorie’s right. The world is never short of men looking for ways to control at any cost. We have to try to stop this thing here and now. 
“Oh shit,” Valorie says from the driver’s seat. A man, bald, is sprinting away from the scene of the crime. Dexter. “What do we do?” 
“Hit him.” 
“Are you serious?” Valorie exclaims. 
“Not enough to wreck the car, but enough to hurt him,” Audra says. “I have a plan.” 
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Valorie


The town is mostly empty as they roll through the streets and pull up to Rashida’s house. The whole car is silent except for the grunts of a tied-up and injured Dexter in the trunk. Valorie parks the car quickly and runs to her front door. Rashida can’t be involved with the cult. She just can’t be. Valorie raps at the front door until a light comes on in the foyer, and a sleepy Rashida answers the door with a yawn.  
“Valorie, what are you—” She scans her up and down. “You’re hurt! Oh my gosh, what happened?” She reaches out to pull her in. Her touch is warm and comforting. But there’s no time. 
“I’m fine. We found the girls. Wren is the car with Kale.” 
“Oh my god, is she okay?” 
Valorie nods. “Rashida, I need you to trust me, okay?” 
Her brow furrows in concern. “What is it?” 
“I need you to help me move Kale into your car, and then I need you to take him and Wren to the hospital.” 
“No, you need to go to the hospital. Whose blood is that?” 
Valorie grabs Rashida by the arms, gentle but firm. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I need you to know something. I care about you a lot, Rashida, and I wish things had been different. I wish none of this had to happen. I would have liked to be with you. Really be with you. And I’m so sorry I’m roping you into this, but I need you to trust me. I need you to take care of them so that I can take care of you and all the other people here.” 
Rashida’s eyes well with tears. She pulls her arms away from Valorie only to bring her into a tight embrace. Valorie’s heart swells; she doesn’t want to let go. She wishes she could’ve been an ordinary kid in an ordinary family in a boring city with Rashida. But she’s not. Valorie holds Rashida tighter and then pulls back. She kisses the side of her cheek. 
“Valorie, you have to come back,” Rashida says. “You have to. I won’t take them unless you do.” 
“Okay,” Valorie says. The tears in her eyes sting but not as bad as lying to Rashida does. “I’ll come back.”
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Audra 


Vascur Pest Control is conveniently located on the outskirts of town not too far from the cave. The sign with a big picture of a rat eating a roach is lit up under spotlights. Audra takes her police baton and smashes it against the front glass doors. They shatter into a million pieces on the ground.  
Valorie steps inside. “You think this is going to work?” 
“It’s our best shot, I think.” Glass crumbles beneath Audra’s boots as she steps over the threshold and follows Valorie. “We’re going to need a lot, though.” 
Valorie clicks the flashlight on, illuminating a door. She goes inside and there are shelves and shelves of pest killer. “What do you think?” Valorie waves her arm at canisters of boric acid. 
“Some of that. Some Advion Gel and …” Behind that shelf is an entire row of rat poison. “Let’s take some of this too.” Audra gathers several containers of liquid rat poison as Valorie grabs the gel and boric acid. They head to the police cruiser. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The car barrels along the road back towards the cave, and Dexter’s grunts and screams of protest grow louder. Dexter really shouldn’t have been a completely evil fuck if he didn’t want things to end this way. Their headlights bounce at every bump.  
“I’m sorry,” Audra says. “I’m sorry I thought this was all your fault.” 
Valorie turns to her and grins. “Of course you did. I had her blood all over me; I would’ve thought the same thing.” 
“I was wrong, and I almost got everyone killed because of it.” 
“But you didn’t.” Valorie reaches her spare hand out to Audra. She slows the car and looks right at her. Audra’s not sure she’s ever actually seen Valorie for who she is up until this moment. She’s risking everything to put an end to this. To save them all, despite how this town has treated her. Gratitude swells inside of her as her sister’s blood-spattered face turns to face the road again. She pushes the car as far off the road as it will go. The closer to the cave, the better. “I just hope the monster is still around to bait.” 
Valorie turns the car off right before the marshland. 
“Are you ready for this?” Audra asks. 
“As ready as one can be to face an eldritch monster.” 
“I’m glad I’m not alone,” Audra says, dropping the last bits of her clinging hyper-independence. “I couldn’t do this without you.” 
Valorie nods at Audra. She grabs the backpack full of supplies—poisons, a knife, and the medical sewing kit are stowed inside. They both get out of the car and go around to the trunk. When they pop it open, Dexter grunts and writhes around in panic. Audra pulls the tape from his mouth. “What is it?” she asks. 
“Audra, you have to let me go. I’ll confess to everything. I’ll tell them we hurt the girls. I promise.” 
“Oh, Dexter,” Audra says. “You are destined for greater things, my friend.” Audra reaches in and pulls him out of the car. His one leg is broken from when they hit him with the car. “Walk. I’ll help you.” 
Dexter screams for help as Audra and Valorie trudge along, pushing him forward towards the cave until he eventually collapses, crying, right outside the cave. 
“Hold him still,” Audra says. She pulls the sharp blade out of the backpack and the sewing kit. Using the knife, she cuts slits down each of his pants legs. The poisons have already been stuffed inside latex gloves from her kit. She hesitates. This is her friend. A human being. How can she ever do what she’s about to do? But, he raped girls. He fed them to monsters. She swallows the sympathetic parts of herself and slices into Dexter’s leg. His scream of agony echoes off the cave until his eyes roll into the back of his head, and he stops moving. The wounds aren’t too deep. Just deep enough to push the gloves stuffed with poison inside his flesh and sew him back up. 
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Valorie



Audra is the strongest person Valorie has ever known. She doesn’t know if she could’ve done what Audra just did to another human being, but she’s really thankful Audra could. They’re both covered in Dexter’s blood as they pull him through the cave. The torches in the worship room light up his increasingly pale face. His body trembles. Good. That’s how the monster likes them. The whites of his eyes go back where they should be, and he wakes up with a groggy moan. 
“What’s happening?” Dexter asks. “What are you doing?! What did you do to me?!” He struggles weakly, making the grip on his armpits slick. 
“I thought you liked body modification, Dexter,” Audra says. 
He screams. “What the fuck is wrong with you! What are you doing?! Let me go!” A big voice and a lot of requests coming from a rapist pig. 
“Here, kitty kitty! We’ve got something for you!” Audra’s shouts echo through the cave. Every single muscle in Valorie’s body is screaming in pure and total exhaustion. Their smooth dragging is now spurts and grunts of jerky movements. 
“Where are you?” Valorie shouts as they pull him up towards the opening into the further parts of the cave system. “We’ve got something for you!” 
“No! No! Please! No!” Dexter’s adrenaline must be coursing through his body because he’s resisting stronger than before, but the ropes around him and his puffed-up legs full of poison keep him from making any headway. They drag him closer and closer to the leftovers of his evil fucking friends. 
At first, there’s nothing except the echoes of Dexter’s screams. Then, the deafening growl booms through the caverns. Audra and Valorie let go of Dexter near the top half of Kirk Vascur and cover their ears. Kirk’s face is a permanent scream; he died with eyes open. Good. 
As the monster comes closer, shaking the entirety of the cave, they back away from the offering. 
“We should go,” Audra says. The monster stares at them across the cave and then turns its gaze to Dexter. 
“I need to see it happen. I need to know.” Audra nods. 
Dexter wails. “Fucking help me! You fucking bitches!” 
The monster’s mouth opens wide and iridescent drool falls in a shimmery drip onto Dexter’s torso. 
“No! No!” 
It pulls his calves and feet inside of its enormous mouth. Dexter screams until the monster reaches his waist.  Popping sounds reverberate off the cavern walls as the monster severs Dexter’s spine and the top half of his torso from the lower half. 
“Okay,” Valorie says. “We can leave now.” 
“A minute longer.” The grin on Audra’s face widens. “I want to watch.” 






  
  Epilogue


Two years later

Audra pulls back from a sweet hug. Wren’s head smells like sweat and sweet VO5 shampoo from the hotel. 
“I’m going up top—join me?” Audra asks. Wren agrees, and the cool, salty spritz of the water slaps them lovingly in the faces. 
Audra makes this trip every other month. She’s happy Wren decided to come along this time. If it were up to Audra, they’d never be apart. Since the day Wren went missing, since the day she learned that there are monsters hiding everywhere in this world, she’s always worried when Wren isn’t in her line of sight. But between her therapist and Tristan urging her, she’s managed to trust that most of the time, Wren will probably be okay. Especially now that they’re far away from that god-forsaken island. 
When they returned after what was supposed to be the grand ceremony to save the island, Chief Michael was missing. He apparently up and left in the middle of the night—and took Tara with him. That confirmed the suspicions Audra had that they were involved in the cult. 
The phone lines came back on a few hours after they’d poisoned the monster, and from the hospital, Audra phoned the mainland and then the FBI. They flooded the island with helicopters, hazmat suits, and hundreds of personnel. They determined there was nothing out of the ordinary on the island or in the caves, and ordered the four of them to sign an agreement to never speak on the matter again. When that absolutely would not fly, they offered a reduced sentence and a clean record for Valorie after a stay in a psychiatric hospital in exchange for their cooperation and confidence. They agreed. Weeks later, the caves were collapsed with explosives. 
Audra and Valorie moved from the island, but for some reason, Audra’s mother insisted on staying. Maybe because it was her home, but Audra likes to think it was to stand guard and make sure it never happened again. 
Wren is getting prepared for Stanford, where she already scored a scholarship. Perhaps it was based on her entrance essay, which outlined her brush with death and what the college had deemed the excellent use of imagination to describe her kidnappers. Wren had described the monster using all the human words she had at her disposal. Which still, they both agreed, left something out. Still, the college had sent glowing remarks—what a beautiful, horrible metaphor for human cruelty.
A metaphor. She’ll never forget what it looked like when the thing swallowed up those awful men. The sound it made when it crushed their bones. It was a terrible thing to know it had also done that to so many innocent girls.
“We’re here.” Wren shakes Audra out of the memory. 
“Aunt Val’s going to be surprised to see you,” Audra says, leading the way down the ferry stairs. 
When they arrive at the psychiatric detention center, they’re sent through a metal detector and patted down before they’re allowed into the visiting area. Audra and Wren brush past a seating area with several chairs and a play mat where a child sits. The scent of antiseptic gives a brutal reminder that this isn’t some wonderful place; it’s a hospital. Wren squeezes her mom’s hand tight as they pass another few tables filled with women playing cards and finally arrive at their destination. Valorie pets the tabby cat on her lap and smiles up at Audra. 
“You made it,” Valorie says. 
“Who’s this?” Audra asks, taking a seat across the table from Valorie. 
“Well, this here is Momma. Wanna pet her, Wren? She’s sweet.” 
Wren nods and reaches her arms across to the purring cat. 
“All her kittens were adopted, and she was just a kitten herself, really. The vet at the shelter said she was only nine months old. She needed a home, so I figured why not one with me?” 
“She’s so cute!” Wren says. 
Audra bites her lip uncomfortably. “They’re going to let you keep him? Here?” 
“Oh, at night, he goes home with my art teacher. But that’s just for now. I have to confess, Audra, I’ve been keeping something from you.” 
“What is it?” 
“I’m getting out.” 
“You are?” Wren asks excitedly. 
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Audra asks, flabbergasted. 
“I didn’t want you to feel obligated to take me in.” 
“You know it’s not—” 
“I know.” 
“You shouldn’t have to do this alone.” 
“I don’t. You aren’t my only visitor, you know.” Valorie blushes and grins. “Wren, you remember Mrs. Rashida? We’re going to be roommates, and, thankfully, she likes cats.” 
“That’s incredible. Will you be closer to us?” Audra asks, a bit fearful of what Valorie will say. Hayley is such a big part of their life, and she worries about how it will be for her to see Valorie all the time. Even though Valorie felt forced into hurting Allie, Hayley had been there to witness those bloody blows. The girl’s panic attacks and nightmares increase each time it comes close for a visit with Valorie. 
“I’ll be here for a while; I’ll be in the day program at least for another eighteen months after release. Then, I don’t know. Rashida talks about wanting to live in Europe or New York City or something. All I want is a place with a garden, maybe a swing and a pond.” 
Audra, Valorie, and Wren chat until visiting time is over. When Wren and Audra disembark from the ferry, it’s dark on their car ride home. 
“How are you feeling about all this?” Audra asks. 
“I feel like Dad would have liked Valorie a lot. I miss him, Mom.” 
“I miss him too, Wren.” 
Audra swallows a hard lump in her throat. Though she admitted that Mark was Wren’s biological dad, it didn’t change how Wren talked about Derek. Sometimes Audra wondered if Wren felt like Audra had upon finding out her biological father was a monster. Wren gets nightmares sometimes, and Audra has to sleep in Wren’s bed to help her calm down. She won’t ever say out loud what they’re about, but Audra knows.
They grab takeout from the sushi place, and when they get home, Wren takes hers into her bedroom.
“Exams,” she reminds Audra as she closes the door in her face. Even with everything that happened, she’s still a normal nineteen-year-old in some ways. Audra jumps as the weight of a hand on her shoulder makes her body go cold.
“Sorry,” Kale says. “You okay?”
Her heart thumps hard in her chest.
“Yeah. I’m good, it’s just … seeing Valorie, it brings up a lot.”
“I know I’ll never know exactly how it feels.” Kale reaches his hand out to Audra. “But I get it.” He might get some of it, but not all of it. Audra’s hand grips his. Kale’s other arm has rested permanently at a right angle since the cave. Some things just don’t heal right. 
“I gotta make a call,” Audra says. 
Kale nods and retreats to his bedroom. It’s been nice having him around. His presence makes every day here feel a little less foreign. After everything with Tara and Mark, she’s sworn off dating for now. A platonic roommate is about all she’s got in her, and to be honest, she likes it. 
Audra steps lightly through the kitchen, her chest never quite fully exhaling, never quite letting go. She pulls a bottle of wine from the cabinet; it’s a twist-off cap, which makes life more convenient. It clinks on the granite countertop, and she takes the whole bottle out to the back deck. The night air is cool on her flushed face, and her body is tense from the emotions of the day. 
Audra settles into the lounge chair and gulps her wine before pulling out her cell phone. She waits as the phone rings, takes another sip, and gets ready for the answering machine. But then a voice comes through the other line, one she hasn’t heard in a while.
“Audra?” her mother asks in a trembling voice, “Is that you?” 
“Hi, Mom. I need to ask you something so that I know I’m not crazy, and I need you to be honest with me. Now that it’s all out there. Now that there’s nothing to hide. I need you to be really honest with me.” Audra stares into the darkest corner of the backyard. The hairs on her arms stand on end. “Is there ever a day that comes that you don’t see the monster anymore? That you never have to see their face again?” 
A long sigh comes over the other end. Audra stares. Mark’s blue eyes shine clearly through the impenetrable darkness in the corner of her yard.
“I won’t lie to you, Audra. I don’t know what it’s like for other people, but once you’ve seen the evil man can do, the marks they leave don’t ever go away. But I promise you that if you keep going—they fade.” 
The End
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